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New Delhi: According to 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) 
Governor Shaktikanta Das, the 
offline accessibility feature for 
the digital rupee can make it an 
attractive option for retail users.

Speaking at a panel discus-
sion on central bank digital cur-
rencies (CBDCs) at a Bank for 
International Settlements (BIS) 
summit, Das highlighted the 
benefits of CBDCs being similar 
to cash, offering anonymity and 
finality of settlement. Address-
ing the anonymity aspect, Das 
stated that it could be achieved 
either through legislation or by 
permanently deleting transac-
tion data. He also emphasised 
the RBI’s efforts to enable of-
fline functionality, incorporate 
programmability for financial 
inclusion, and enhance tech-
nology scalability for broader 
adoption of the digital rupee.

While the Unified Payments 
Interface (UPI) is currently 
preferred by retail users, Das 
expressed optimism that the 
offline and programmable fea-
tures of the CBDC will change 
this trend in the future. Further-
more, the RBI plans to extend 
the wholesale use of the CBDC 
for trade in commercial paper 
and certificates of deposit in the 
debt market, expanding its ap-
plications in the financial sector.

Hyderabad: Congress leader 
Rahul Gandhi travelled on a state 
roadways bus in Greater Hyder-
abad after addressing a public 
meeting on Thursday night and 
interacted with the surprised 
passengers.

The Congress leader, who was 
accompanied by Chief Minister 
A. Revanth Reddy, boarded the 
Telangana State Road Transport 
Corporation (TSRTC) bus after 
the public meeting at Saroor-
nagar in Malkajgiri Lok Sabha 
constituency. Rahul Gandhi dis-

tributed ‘Panch Nyay’ brochures 
among passengers and enquired 
about the implementation of the 
free bus travel scheme by the 

Congress gov-
ernment in the 
state. The Con-
gress leader, in-
teracting with 
the passengers, 
e x p l a i n e d 
to them the 
p r o m i s e s 
made by the 
Congress in 

its national manifesto for vari-
ous sections like women, youth, 
farmers, and workers. Passen-
gers were surprised to find Rahul 

Gandhi travelling with them 
and many took selfies with him.

Earlier, Rahul Gandhi, in his 
speech at the public meeting, 
again charged the BJP with 
planning to do away with the 
Constitution and vowed to pro-
tect it. He also promised to hike 
reservations and listed various 
promises that the INDIA bloc 
government, if voted to power, 
would implement for the benefit 
of various sections of the people 
and to revitalise the economy 
and provide jobs.

New Delhi: A Delhi court 
on Friday ordered framing of 
sexual harassment and other 
charges against BJP MP and 
former Wrestling Federation 
of India chief Brij Bhushan 
Sharan Singh in a case lodged 
by six women wrestlers, ob-
serving there was “sufficient 
evidence” against him.

Additional Chief Metro-
politan Magistrate (ACMM) 
Priyanka Rajpoot directed 
framing of charges against 
Singh, a six-time Lok Sabha 
MP, under IPC sections 354 
(assault or criminal force to 
woman with intent to outrage 
her modesty), 354A (sexual 
harassment) and 506 (crimi-
nal intimidation).

“There is sufficient evidence 

to frame charges against the 
accused,” the judge said.

The court, however, dis-
charged Singh in a complaint 
filed by one of the six women 
wrestlers, citing lack of suf-
ficient evidence in the com-
plaint.

The court will formally 
frame the charges on May 
21. It also ordered framing of 
charges in the case against co-
accused and former WFI as-
sistant secretary Vinod Tomar.

Reacting to the court deci-
sion, Singh said he will consult 
his lawyers and take a decision 
on whether to appeal against 
the order before a higher 
court or challenge it before 
the ACMM.

“I welcome this decision of 

the judiciary. I had protested 
against the framing of charges 
but I did that within certain 

limits but now I have various 
options open to me. Either I 
appeal against the order or 

contest it. I will consult my 
lawyer and take a decision. I 
am not hurt, I was prepared for 
it. If the case continues, I will 
get an opportunity to present 
my side,” Singh told to media.

Singh, an influential Rajput 
leader from Uttar Pradesh, 
has been denied BJP ticket 
from Kaiserganj Lok Sabha 
seat in the wake of the sexual 
harassment allegations lev-
elled against him. The BJP 
has fielded his son Karan 
Bhushan Singh in Kaiserganj, 
his stronghold.

The Delhi Police had filed 
a charge sheet in the case 
against Singh on June 15 un-
der sections 354, 354A, 354D 
(stalking) and 506 of the In-
dian Penal Code. 

New Delhi : After Sam 
Pitroda’s controversial state-
ments, another veteran Con-
gress leader Mani Shankar 
Aiyar has triggered a fresh 
row by saying that “India 
should give respect to Paki-
stan as it has atom bomb”.

In an interview that has 
gone viral now, Aiyar says, 

“India should give respect to 
Pakistan as it has an atom 
bomb! If we don’t give them 
respect, they’ll think of us-
ing an atom bomb against 
India. India showing muscu-
lar policy should not forget 
that Pakistan also has mus-
cle (atom bomb) at Kahuta 
(Rawalpindi).”

BJP spokesperson She-
hzad Poonawalla launched 
a blistering attack on Aiyar’s 
remarks on India’s relations 
with Pakistan. Accusing the 
Congress of maintaining 
close ties with Pakistan, he 
said, “Despite Pakistan’s in-
volvement in terrorist activi-
ties against India, Aiyar talks 
about respecting them.”

He asserted that Aiyar’s 
remarks exemplify Congress’ 
ongoing affinity toward Paki-
stan, a nation known for har-
bouring and supporting ter-
rorists targeting India.

The BJP spokesperson said, 
“When support came from 

Pakistan for the Congress, 
their leaders gave a clean 
chit to Kasab and Pakistan 
for 26/11. Shashi Tharoor 
used words with a language 
similar to Pakistan’s for Kash-
mir. Many Congress leaders 
made statements regarding 
the Pulwama and Poonch 
terrorist attacks, and now 
Mani Shankar Aiyar, by 
standing with terrorists and 
supporting Pakistan, shows 
the Congress’ hand with ter-
rorists and Pakistan, and now 
another evidence of this has 
come to light.”

Slamming Aiyar, BJP 
leader Major Surendra 
Poonia posted on X, “Mani 
Shankar Aiyyar is batting 
on behalf of ISI and wants 
India to sit in lap of Pakistan 
! Why Congressis have so 

much love for Pakistan it’s 
in their SYSTEM.”

Aiyar’s statement comes 
soon after the resignation 
of Congress overseas chief 
Sam Pitroda, a close aide of 
Rahul Gandhi, whose state-
ments have embarrassed the 
grand old party. Aiyar is also 
no stranger to controversy. 
He has been regularly mak-
ing statements in favour of 
Pakistan and against Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi.

In 2015, Aiyar, during a 
panel discussion with a Paki-
stani anchor said that PM 
Modi has to be removed. “The 
first and the foremost thing 
is to remove Modi. Only then 
can the talks move forward. 
We have to wait for four 
more years… Bring us back 
to power and remove them...”

New Delhi: The Supreme 
Court on Friday released Delhi 
CM Arvind Kejriwal on interim 
bail till June 1 in view of the 
ongoing Lok Sabha elections, 
noting that while serious accu-
sations have been made against 
him, “he has not been convicted”.

“Arvind Kejriwal is the Chief 
Minister of Delhi and a leader of 
one of the national parties. No 
doubt, serious accusations have 
been made, but he has not been 
convicted. He does not have 
any criminal antecedents. He is 
not a threat to the society. The 
investigation in the present case 
has remained pending since 
August 2022, “ a bench headed 
by Justice Sanjiv Khanna said 

in its order, 
The bench, also comprising 

Justice Dipankar Datta, said 
that ongoing general elections 
prompted it to release CM Kejri-
wal on interim bail, adding that 
while examining the question of 
grant of interim bail, the courts 
always take into consideration 
the peculiarities associated with 

the person in question and the 
surrounding circumstances.

Rejecting the ED’s conten-
tion that the grant of interim 
relief on account of elections 
would place the politicians in 
a beneficial position compared 
to ordinary citizens, the top 
court said that the Lok Sabha 
polls were the “most significant 

and important event this year” 
and to ignore the same would 
be iniquitous and wrong.

It held that the situation can-
not be compared with a farmer 
or a businessman who wishes 
to pursue his vocation.

In an affidavit filed on Thurs-
day, the Enforcement Director 
(ED) said that giving differential 
treatment to a politician for 
campaigning would breach 
the principles of Article 14 for 
the reason that harvesting for 
a farmer would be an equally 
important factor for seeking 
interim bail as would a board 
meeting or an annual general 
meeting for a director of a com-
pany who commits a crime.

New Delhi: India’s fis-
cal deficit for the financial 
year 2023-24 is expected to 
be slightly lower than the 
revised estimate (RE) of Rs 
17.3 trillion or 5.84 per cent 
of GDP, according to govern-
ment officials.

This positive outcome is at-
tributed to lower-than-budget-
ed revenue expenditure and 
higher revenue receipts than 
the RE. The government’s 
capital expenditure target 
for FY24RE was met, while 
revenue expenditure fell short 
of the target due to savings un-
der certain expenditure heads.

This was facilitated by the 
government’s ‘just-in-time’ 
release concept, where funds 
are not released from the Con-
solidated Fund of India unless 
actual expenditure arises or 
previous instalments are fully 
spent, an official cited.

The Centre’s finances were 
also bolstered by higher tax 
and non-tax receipts, such as 
dividends, than accounted for 
in the RE. An official stated, 

“The fiscal deficit may turn 
out to be a little lower than 
RE, both in terms of absolute 
amount and in terms of per-
centage of GDP as well.”

In FY24RE, the govern-
ment had increased the rev-
enue expenditure outlay to 
Rs 35.4 trillion compared to 

the budget estimate (BE) of 
Rs 35 trillion. However, the 
outlay for capital expenditure 
was lowered to Rs 9.5 trillion 
from the BE of Rs 10 trillion, 
as some departments could not 
fully spend their allocations.

The Centre’s direct tax col-
lections (after refund) exceed-
ed the FY24RE by Rs 13,000 
crore, reaching Rs 19.58 tril-
lion. On the non-tax revenues 
front, the Centre’s dividend 
receipts from central public 
sector enterprises surpassed 
the FY24 RE by Rs 13,750 
crore or 27 per cent, totalling 
Rs 63,749 crore against the 
target of Rs 50,000 crore.

Looking ahead to the cur-
rent financial year, officials 
stated that the Centre’s ex-
penditure so far has been in 
line with the plans outlined 
in the interim budget.

The government’s cash po-
sition at the beginning of the 
year was comfortable, and it 
might consider additional buy-
backs of government securities 
to reduce interest expenditure 
if the cash situation warrants.

India’s GDP Growth 
Trajectory Points to 8% 
in FY24 claims Chief 
Economic Adviser
New Delhi: India’s Chief 
Economic Adviser, V Anantha 
Nageswaran, expressed confi-
dence that the nation’s GDP 
growth could touch 8 per cent 
in the fiscal year 2023-24, sur-
passing earlier estimates.

His opti-
mism stems 
from the ro-
bust economic 
performance 
witnessed dur-
ing the first 
three quarters 

of the financial year.
According to official data, In-

dia’s GDP grew by an impressive 
8.4 per cent in the third quarter 
ended December 2023, follow-
ing expansions of 7.6 per cent 
and 7.8 per cent in the second 
and first quarters, respectively.

This trajectory raises the 
likelihood of surpassing the 
International Monetary Fund’s 
(IMF) projection of 7.8 per cent 
growth for FY24. Nageswaran’s 
assessment contrasts with the 
Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) 
more conservative forecast of 
7.5 per cent GDP growth for 
the 2023-24 fiscal year. How-
ever, he noted that if the RBI’s 
estimate of 7 per cent growth 
for FY25 proves accurate or is 
exceeded, it would mark the 
fourth consecutive year of In-
dia’s economy expanding at 7 per 
cent or higher in the post-CO-
VID era. While acknowledging 
the potential impact of monsoon 
patterns on agricultural output, 
the Chief Economic Adviser 
highlighted India’s strengthened 
financial sector and corporate 
balance sheets as key enablers 
of sustainable economic growth 
between 6.5-7 per cent beyond 
FY25. He credited investments 
in augmenting physical and digi-
tal infrastructure for positioning 
the economy to pursue non-
inflationary growth and absorb 
overheating challenges.

Nageswaran also revealed 
that household sector net finan-
cial savings declined to 5.1 per 
cent in 2022-23, attributing the 
drop to a shift towards real sec-
tor investments. Addressing the 
RBI’s recent draft guidelines on 
higher provisioning for under-
construction infrastructure proj-
ects, the Chief Economic Adviser 
refrained from commenting, 
citing the proposal’s ongoing 
consultation phase.

Offline Accessibility to 
Make Digital Rupee an 
Attractive Choice: RBI

‘Serious accusations, but not convicted’
SC orders release of Kejriwal on 
interim bail, imposes conditions

India should respect Pakistan 
as it has atom bomb, says 
Mani Shankar Aiyar

Rahul Gandhi travels in RTC bus in Hyderabad, interacts with passengers

Women Wrestlers’ Sexual Harassment Case

Delhi court orders framing of charges against Brij Bhushan Singh 

India’s Fiscal Deficit for FY2023-24 
anticipated lower than projected

New Delh: With the Su-
preme Court on Friday grant-
ing Delhi Chief Minister Arvind 
Kejriwal interim bail till June 1, 
the spotlight is back on the AAP 
supremo’s eventful journey in 
the excise policy case -- from 
not complying with multiple 
ED summons, his arrest ahead 
of the Lok Sabha elections, to 
his eventual imprisonment at 
Tihar Jail.

As per Friday’s court order, 
the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) 
supremo -- who was arrested 
by the Enforcement Directorate 
(ED) on March 21 in the alleged 
Delhi liquor policy scam -- will 
have to surrender before the 
Tihar Jail authorities by June 
2. The final round of the seven-
phase Lok Sabha elections is 
scheduled for June 1, while the 

results will be out on June 4.
Before arresting the AAP na-

tional convenor, the ED had first 
moved a magisterial court twice 
over his non-compliance with 
the agency’s summonses in con-
nection with the case. However, 
the court later granted him bail 
after issuing a summons to Ke-
jriwal. Post this, when Kejriwal 
moved the Delhi High Court 
seeking “no coercive action” by 
the agency, the court refused to 
grant him interim protection.

Before his arrest by the ED 
on the evening of March 21, the 
Chief Minister was questioned 
at his official residence for over 
two hours. The next day, he was 
sent to ED custody for six days.

The ED has called Kejriwal 
the kingpin and key conspirator 
of the alleged excise policy scam, 

in collusion with AAP ministers 
and leaders in Delhi and other 
persons, alleging that he was 
involved in the conspiracy of 
formulating the 2021-22 Excise 
Policy to favour certain persons, 
besides demanding kickbacks 
from liquor businessmen in 
exchange of favours.

Talking about the proceeds of 
crime, the probe agency alleged 
that Kejriwal was involved in 
the “use of proceeds of crime 
thus generated in the Goa elec-
tion campaign of AAP to which 
he is the convenor and the ulti-
mate decision maker”.

The ED also claimed that the 
proceeds of crime to the tune 
of Rs 45 crore, which was part 
of the ‘bribes’ received from the 
‘South Group’, were used by the 
AAP for its campaign for the 
2021-22 Assembly elections 
in Goa.

One of the main allegations 
is that AAP was the major ben-
eficiary of the proceeds of crime 
generated in the alleged Delhi 
liquor scam.

Though the legality of the 
Chief Minister’s arrest remains 
debated, the high court refused 
to grant any interim relief to 
him on March 27.

On March 28, before the 
court extended his ED custody, 
it let him make personal sub-
missions briefly.

Mamata Banerjee 
alleges intimidation 
of minority voters 
in UP

New Delhi: West Bengal 
Chief Minister Mamata Ba-
nerjee, alleged that several 
minority community voters 
in Uttar Pradesh were beaten 
up and not allowed to cast 
their votes.

“I just now received the 
message. The minority vot-
ers in Uttar Pradesh are being 
intimidated and not allowed 
to cast their votes. My ques-
tion is will the Election Com-
mission of India not take any 
action against this? What is 
happening with the Model 
Code of Conduct?” the Chief 
Minister said.

Speaking to media she 
also alleged that the BJP 
and CPI(M) were conspir-
ing together not just to cancel 
existing school jobs but also 
to give fresh appointments 
for several posts.

“I am ready to give appoint-
ments on 10 lakh posts. But 
I am unable to progress on 
these lines because of the 
joint conspiracy of the BJP 
and CPI(M). They are block-
ing fresh appointments by fil-
ing cases, ” Mamata Banerjee 
claimed.

Mamata Banerjee, while 
speaking at the meeting, once 
again said that she would not 
allow implementation of CAA, 
NRC and Uniform Civil Code 
in West Bengal.

She once again cautioned 
people against applying on 
the CAA portal, since such 
applications might result in 
cancellation of their citizen-
ship.

New Delhi: Delhi Chief 
Minister Arvind Kejriwal’s 
wife Sunita on Friday hailed 
the Supreme Court’s decision 
granting interim bail to her 
husband as a “victory of de-
mocracy” and said the relief 
is the result of prayers and 
blessings of millions of people.

In a major relief to Kejriwal, 
the Supreme Court granted 
him bail till June 1 to cam-
paign in the ongoing Lok 
Sabha election.

Elections in Delhi will be 
held in the sixth phase on May 
25. The AAP is contesting in 
four of the seven seats as part 
of a seat-sharing arrangement 
with INDIA bloc partner Con-
gress.

Arrested in a money-laun-
dering case linked to the al-
leged excise policy scam, Kejri-

wal will have to surrender and 
go back to jail on June 2. June 
1 is the last day of the seven-
phase elections. The votes will 
be counted on June 4.

“Hanuman ji ki jai. This is 

the victory of democracy. It 
is the result of the prayers 
and blessings of millions of 
people. Many thanks to ev-
eryone,” Sunita said in a post 
on X in Hindi. 

Victory of democracy, result of prayers & blessings 
of millions: Sunita  Kejriwal  after interim relief 

AAP cheers CM Kejriwal’s interim 
bail, here’s a recap of his journey 
in the excise policy case
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New Delhi: A day before 
the Supreme Court is set to 
pronounce its order on the in-
terim bail plea moved by incar-
cerated Delhi Chief Minister 
Arvind Kejriwal in the excise 
policy case, the Enforcement 
Directorate (ED) on Thursday 
opposed the grant of interim 
relief saying that a politician 
can claim no “special status” 
higher than that of an ordinary 
citizen and is as much liable to 
be arrested and detained for 
committing offences as any 
other citizen.

The affidavit filed by ED’s 
Deputy Director stated that 
there is no principle that 
justifies giving differential 
treatment to a politician for 
campaigning over a farmer 
or a businessman who wishes 
to pursue his vocation. “If the 
right to campaign is treated as 
a basis for grant of interim bail, 
it would breach the principles 

of Article 14 for the reason 
that harvesting for a farmer 
would be an equally important 
factor for seeking interim bail 
as would a board meeting or 
an annual general meeting for 
a director of a company who 
commits a crime, as these are 
their respective vocations or 
professions, ” read the affida-

vit. The agency said that the 
right to campaign for elections 
is neither a fundamental right 
nor a constitutional right and 
not even a legal right.

No political leader has been 
granted interim bail for cam-
paigning even though Kejriwal 
is not the contesting candidate, 
said the affidavit, adding that 

even a contesting candidate is 
not granted interim bail for 
his own campaigning if he is 
in custody. Further, the ED 
contended that around 123 
elections have taken place in 
the last five years and if in-
terim bail is to be granted for 
campaigning, no politician can 
be arrested or sent to judicial 
custody since elections are all 
year-round phenomena.

“In a federal structure, no 
set of election is more sig-
nificant than another and 
therefore, every politician at 
every level would argue that 
if he is not let out on interim 
bail, he would suffer irrevers-
ible consequences, ” read the 
affidavit. On Wednesday, a 
bench headed by Justice Sanjiv 
Khanna said that it will deliver 
its decision on the question of 
granting interim bail to Kejri-
wal on May 10.

Earlier, the bench, also 

comprising Justice Dipankar 
Datta, indicated that it may 
consider granting interim bail 
to the AAP leader in view of 
the ongoing general elections. 
It said this is an extraordinary 
situation and it is not that CM 
Kejriwal is a habitual offender.

The federal probe agency op-
posed the grant of interim relief, 
saying that it would set a wrong 
precedent and that politicians 
have no special rights as com-
pared to normal citizens. Kejri-
wal had moved the apex court 
against the Delhi High Court’s 
April 10 judgment, which dis-
missed his plea challenging the 
ED arrest. The AAP chief was 
arrested on March 21 and has 
been in custody since then.

Meanwhile, Delhi’s Rouse 
Avenue Court has extended 
Kejriwal’s judicial custody 
till May 20 on the expiry of 
his previously granted 14-day 
judicial remand.

New Delhi: The Enforce-
ment Directorate (ED) on 
Friday filed a fresh charge 
sheet in the Delhi excise pol-
icy-linked money-laundering 
case naming BRS leader K 
Kavitha as an accused, official 
sources said.

The federal agency had ar-
rested Kavitha, the daughter 
of former Telangana chief 
minister K Chandrashekar 
Rao, from her Banjara hills 
residence in Hyderabad on 
March 15. Official sources 
said the prosecution com-
plaint had been filed under 
Sections 45 and 44(1) of the 
Prevention of Money Laun-
dering Act (PMLA) before 
a designated court, sources 
said. A similar complaint 

against Kejriwal is expected 
to be filed next week.

This is the seventh charge 
sheet by the ED in this case 
in which it has arrested 18 
people so far including Delhi 
Chief Minister Arvind Kejri-
wal, who was given interim 

bail by the Supreme Court 
on Friday.

The ED had alleged that Rs 
45 crore “kickbacks”, out of the 
Rs 100 crore “bribe” provided 
by the ‘South Group’, were used 
by the AAP for the Goa assem-
bly election campaign in 2022. 

Lucknow: The coming 
together of Congress leader 
Rahul Gandhi and Sama-
jwadi Party chief Akhilesh 
Yadav for a joint rally of the 
INDIA bloc on Friday does 
not seem to be a natural al-
liance.

Rather, it seems to be an 
awkward companionship, 
forced by circumstances.

The two leaders sat to-
gether on the dais in Kan-
nauj on Friday, looking in 
opposite directions although 
they posed together for the 
shutterbugs. Their speeches 
did not show any signs of 
harmony of ideas either.

Akhilesh Yadav spoke of 
his connections with Kan-
nauj, a seat he is contesting 
this time, and campaigned 
mainly seeking votes for him-
self. He spoke of how he was 
personally insulted when the 
Chief Minister’s house that 
he vacated was washed with 
‘Ganga Jal’, but did not speak 
of national issues.

Rahul Gandhi, on the 
other hand, spoke about 
the government’s failure to 
tackle inflation, unemploy-
ment and other issues that 
he has been talking about 
during campaigning.

At the end of his speech, 
he did make an appeal to the 
votes to elect Akhilesh Yadav 
in Kannauj.

Samajwadi Party sources, 
however, have confirmed 
that Akhilesh Yadav does 
not have any programme 
to campaign in Amethi or 
Raebareli, where the Gandhi 
family’s prestige is at stake.

The need for a joint rally 

was apparently felt because 
the INDIA bloc members 
have been known to sing 
their own songs – from 
Mamta Banerjee in West 
Bengal to Akhilesh Yadav in 
Uttar Pradesh to Lalu Prasad 
Yadav in Bihar, among oth-
ers.

The opposition, sources 
claimed, felt the need for at 
least one display of harmony, 
midway through the elec-
tions, and hence the rally.

It may be recalled that the 
relationship between Rahul 
Gandhi and Akhilesh Yadav 
has never been harmonious. 
The two parties, however, 
left a window open for com-
munication.

The Samajwadi Party 
has always avoided fielding 
candidates in Amethi and 
Raebareli while the Congress 
silently acknowledged the 
‘favour’.

In 2017, when the two 
leaders came together for 
the UP Assembly elections, 
the alliance was ‘forced’ by 
strategist Prashant Kishor 
and egged on by Priyanka 
Gandhi.

The discomfort between 
Rahul Gandhi and Akhilesh 
Yadav was evident -- right 
from their joint press con-
ference to the roadshow in 
Lucknow.

Akhilesh apparently 
feels that a long-term alli-
ance with Congress could 
adversely impact his party.

The Samajwadi Party and 
the Bahujan Samaj Party, in 
fact, had fattened up on vote 
banks borrowed from the 
Congress.

SATISH HANDA
Faridabad 

Faridabad Police has arrested 
16 accused in connection with 
major cyber frauds suspected 
of having links to China. The 
scam involved defrauding people 
and converting the money into 
dollars with a total amount of 
Rs 7.59 crore. Police recovered 
24 mobile phones, passbooks, 
67cheque books, 556 SIM cards, 
62 ATM cards and cash worth 
Rs 15,17,500. The police started 
investigation aftre registering 
a case on 29th March this year 
after daughter of a CA resident of 
Sector 15 Faridabad was cheated 
amount worth Rs 7.59 crore in 
the stock market and arrested ac-
cused from Faridabad, Bangluru, 
Jaipue, Jodhpur, Bikaner, Delhi, 
Ghaziasbad and Gurugram.

Rakesh Kumar Arya Police 
Commissioner has constituted 
an SIT led by ACP Cyber Crime 
Abhimanyu Goyal when as 
many as nine police teams of 
40 policemen started inves-
tigation and raided several 
places for the arrest of accused. 
Investigation revealed that 
the fraudsters targeted local 
residents, collected money, 
converted it into dollars and 
sent it to China, earning sub-
stantial commissions. 

SATISH HANDA
Fatehabad 

A fast-track court in Haryana’s 
Fatehabad sentenced 49 years 
old Jalebi Baba alias Amar-
puri, alias Billu to 14 years’ 
rigorous imprisonment for 
rape of two women followers 
and a minor girl. He was a 
controversial, self-styled god-
man over past many years and 
was alleged involved in raping 
more than 100 female follow-
ers assuring to cure tham from 
diseases and providing them 
relief in his Tohana ‘Ashram’. 
Jalebi Baba was usually of-
fering tea to his fremale fol-
lowers mixed to a intoxicated 
drug and opium when they 
became unconscious and not 
only raped but their nude video 
was also prepared by Baba 
Jalebi. When large number 
of sex scandal cases of Jalebi 
Baba and complaints against 
him were lodged with the po-
lice which conducted raid at 
his ‘Ashram’ and recovered 

videos and footages of CCTV 
cameras installed in the ‘Ash-
ram’ displaying vulgar acts by 
Jalebi Baba, he was arrested and 
large number of cases registered 
against him in October 2017. 

Past scenario of Amarpui 
alias Billu originally hailing 
from Mansa in Punjab ear-
lier was a petty vendor selling 
‹jalebis› and ‹chole-kulche› 
on a push cart in the bylanes 
of Tohana, a town in Hary-
ana’s Fatehabad district for 
a long time and meanwhile 
became a self-styled godman 
who assured relief to gullible 
women searching for solace, 
later constructed his own re-
ligious ‹Ashram›, sexually as-
saulted over a hundred women 
including minor before the 
law caught up with him. On 
January 10, a fast-track court 
in Haryana’s Fatehabad sen-
tenced Jalebi Baba to 14 years’ 
rigorous imprisonment for 
raping two women followers 
and a minor girl, besides seven 
years imprisonment each in 

several other rape cases, be-
sides 5 years imprisonment 
in a case registered against 
him under IT Act. He was sen-
tenced for making sexually 
explicit videos of his victims 
and circulating them. “It’s a 
case where a minor girl has 
been subjected to the lust of an 
aged man leaving a traumatic 
effect on the child, her parents 
have a long way to go to forget 

the past,” wrote special judge 
Balwant Singh in the order.

Information reveals that on 
hearing the sentence, Jalebi 
Baba broke down in the court-
room. The crimes committed 
by Jalebi Baba bear a strik-
ing resemblance to the ones 
committed by several such 
self-styled godmen, who win 
the trust of women follow-
ers only to exploit them. Billu 

Ram was an ordinary man 
when he migrated to Tohana 
in Haryana two decades ago in 
search of a job from Madhya 
Pradesh but was originally a 
native of Mansa in Punjab. He 
started working as a labourer 
in Tohana and moved on to 
selling ‹jalebis› on a ‹rehri›. In 
2002, he built a temple near 
the old Industrial Training 
Institute and became its priest, 
disclosed a police official. He 
survived on offerings and do-
nations for a long times and 
built a ‹Ashram› having four 
rooms and gained confidence 
of his devotees when the abuse 
started and used to rape wom-
en, film the act and blackmail 
them by threatening to make 
the videos viral on social media 
information revealed.

According to one of the 
women complainants, she vis-
ited Jalebi Baba in 2011 when 
her nine-month-old daughter 
diagnosed with typhoid was 
cured, which attracted a large 
number of followers. 

Present Lok Sabha 
polls similar to a war 
between the ‘Pandav’ 
and ‘Kaurav’ army

PARVESH HANDA

Addressing a huge gathering 
at Unique Garden on Murthal 
Road, Sonipat the former chief 
minister Manohar Lal Khattar 
while addressing a poll rally in 
support of Mohan Lal Badouli 
BJP contestant, compared 
polls between Congress and 
Bhartiya Janta Party similar to 
war between ‹the Pandav› and 
‹Kaurav› armies in ‹Mahab-
harat› in which the ‹Pandav› 
army will be the winner like in 
‹Mahabharat› defeated rival 
army. After addressing the 
rally a Road Show was also 
organized by the BJP workers, 
followed by filing nomination 
papers by BJP contestant Ba-
douli.

Khattar said,there is a tough 
contest between Prime Minis-
ter Narender Modi and Rahul 
Gandhi of Congress during 
present Lok Sabha polls at 
Sonipat, and the voters would 
prefer BJP since Modi Ji has 
solved all problems created 
by the Congress government 
while ruling in the country. 
Khattar said that when Con-
gress was ruling Muslim wom-
en were being forced to leave 
husband›s home immediately 
after saying ‹Talaq› three times 
by the male partner, which was 
strictly abolished by the BJP 
government presently ruling 
in the state.

Khattar said that North-
Eastern states in the country 
were burning due to repeated 
attacks by ‹Naxalis› spread-
ing terrorism, killing innocent 
people in the past years and 
the situation was controlled by 
taking strict action against the 
antisocial elements spreading 
terrorism by the ruling BJP 
government in the country as 
a result most of them surren-
dered before the government. 

PARVESH HANDA
 

The ‘Sakhi’ -One Step Cen-
tres (SOSC) funded by State 
and Central governments 
are being operated in the 
district headquarters under 
the aegis of the department 
of the Women Development 
and Child Welfare in the 
state. SOSC for women in 
distress generally facing 
domestic violence play-
ing a vital role in creating 
awareness, reducing crimes 
against women and helping 
resettlement of suffering 
females, provide a wide 
range of services including 
medical aid, psycho-social 
counseling, legal counsel-
ing, facilitation of police 
support, besides offering 
temporary shelter to women 
affected by violence in an 
integrated manner under 
one roof providing foods 
and clothes for five to six 

days. Information reveals 
that between 80 to 90 per-
cent of the cases are amica-
bly solved with a compro-

mise. Due to intervention of 
the centre, women are able 
to get alimony if divorced, 
besides providing the legal 

help and support.
The centres are aimed 

to support women affected 
by violence, in private and 
public spaces, within the 
family, community and at 
the workplace. They extend 
support to women subjected 
to physical, sexual, emo-
tional, psychological and 
economic abuse, irrespec-
tive of age, class, caste, 
education status, marital 
status, race and culture by 
redressing their grievanc-
es. The aggrieved women 
experiencing any kind of 
violence due to attempted 
sexual harassment, sexual 
assault, domestic violence, 
trafficking, honor related 
crimes, acid attacks or 
witch-hunting if referred. 
The women in distress can 
avail the services by con-
tacting the staffers on the 
helpline number 181 round 
the clock.

Encounter begins in 
Jammu and Kashmir 
between security 
forces and terrorists

FW Desk

An encounter between terror-
ists and security forces erupted 
early Tuesday in Kulgam dis-
trict of Jammu and Kashmir, 
officials said.

The operation was launched 
following intelligence inputs 
about the presence of terrorists 
in the Redwani area of Kulgam 
district. Security forces moved 
in to flush out the terrorists 
from their hideout, leading to 
the ongoing encounter.

According to police sources, 
as the security forces closed in 
on the hiding terrorists, they 
opened fire, resulting in the 
encounter.

The incident follows the 
recent Poonch terror attack, 
in which one air warrior was 
killed and four others were 
injured.

The encounter in Kulgam 
comes amidst ongoing Lok 
Sabha election campaigns in 
the Anantnag-Rajouri con-
stituency, of which Kulgam 
is a part.

Arabinda Mohapatra
Bhubaneswar

Even though there is an under-
current in favour of the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) in the state 
due to the popularity of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, the 
party is unlikely to take its ad-
vantage on the prestigious Cut-
tack Lok Sabha seat because of 
the wrong choice of candidate 
which is being disapproved by 
the people.

The party, which had con-
sidered at least three important 
names for the seat including 
that of renowned gynaecologist 
Dr Purna Chandra Mahapatra 
and young and Senior Advocate 
Sabyasachi Mohapatra, finally 
fielded Biju Janata Dal (BJD) 
turncoat Bhartruhari Mahtab 
creating a wave of resentment. 
The party has tried to pacify the 
supporters of Dr. Mohapatra 
by giving him ticket from the 

Barabati-Cuttack assembly seat. 
However, the damage has 

been done as Mahtab, who has 
represented the seat six times in 
the past, joined the BJD at the 
last moment after realizing that 
BJD was unlikely to field him 
again from Cuttack. The Naveen 
Patnaik-led party punished him 
because of his non-performance 
which had dented the regional 
party’s image in the constituency. 
He had also been making state-
ments which were not appreciated 
by the BJD leadership, especially 
chief minister Naveen Patnaik. 

In sharp contrast the BJD has 
fielded Dr. Santrupta Mishra, a 
corporate honcho with an envi-
able track record. The people have 
already accepted him as a sincere 
leader who has a vision for the 
development of this constituency 
which is considered the political 
barometer of the state. He has 
been visiting different areas of 
the constituency and meeting 
the voters personally to know 
about their problems, something 
Mahtab never did in the past. He 
has been relying solely on his so-
called intellectual image and the 
resources of his party. 

As campaigning picks up Dr. 
Santrupta Mishra, who was with 
the Aditya Birla group before 
taking the political plunge and 
joining the BJD, is being tipped 
as the favourite in this battle be-
cause of several factor, the most 
important of them being the fact 
that he has entered politics with 
a clean slate. 

Arabinda Mohapatra
Bhubaneswar

The contest in Ghasipura, the 
most important assembly con-
stituency in Keonjhar district, 
has come alive with sitting 
Khandapada MLA Soumya 
Ranjan Patnaik filing his nomi-
nation papers for the seat as an 
Independent candidate. 

Patnaik, a media baron who 
enjoys the image of an intellec-
tual, filed his papers as nearly 
20,000 supporters cheered him 
on. Contesting on the develop-
ment plank he will be challeng-
ing sitting MLA and former 
minister Badri Patra who is the 
Biju Janata Dal (BJD) candidate 
on the seat. 

The enthusiasm among the 
local people over the candi-
dature of Patnaik, a fearless 
crusader for truth, was evident 
as he went to the Anandapur 
sub-collector’s office in a rally 
to submit his papers after offer-
ing prayers at the famous Maa 
Tarini temple in Ghatagaon. 

The leader, who taught at the 
Banaras Hindu University be-
fore spending time in research 
at the Oxford university, made 
his agenda clear while speaking 
to media-persons after filing his 
nomination papers. 

“Ghasipura has remained 
neglected in all aspects for a 
long time. The local people had 
approached me with the request 
to address their outstanding 
issues several times. I want to 
highlight their problems before 
the government as an MLA,” he 
said, adding that he decided to 
contest the seat on the request 
of the voters of the area. 

Patnaik’s choice to throw his 
hat into the ring as an indepen-
dent also holds significance as 
this is indicative of his desire 
to be seen as a non-partisan 
person whose sole inspiration 
for entering the electoral ring in 
Ghasipura is to try and develop 
the area. After he parted ways 
with the BJD he had report-
edly been approached by the 
BJP to contest the seat. Had he 
contested as a BJP candidate 
he would have enjoyed the ad-
vantage of using the resources 
of the party but he decided to 
strike out on his own to protect 
his neutral image. 

By all indications Ghasipura, 
which has remained neglected 
for a long time despite being 
represented by BJD candidate 
Badri Patra several times, is 
craving for a change. Patra has 
failed to develop the areas and 
ensure even basic civic amenities 
throughout the constituency 
despite enjoying sizeable clout 
in the government of which he 
was a part also as a minister. 

‘Right to campaign not fundamental’, ED files 
affidavit in SC opposing Kejriwal’s interim bail plea

Rahul-Akhilesh rally in UP: A 
marriage of convenience?

16 cyber criminals 
involved in Rs 7.59 cr 
cheatings having links 
to China arrested 

Jalebi Baba accused of raping over 100 females including minor dies in Hisar central jail

Sakhi-One Step Centres create awareness on domestic 
violence, helps resettlement of females

Ghasipura to root for Soumya Patnaik this time

BJP May lose prestigious cuttack 
seat due to wrong candidate choice

Delhi excise policy: ED 
files fresh charge sheet; 
names K Kavitha
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New Delhi: India said Can-
ada has informed it about the 
arrest of three Indian citizens in 
the case of killing of Khalistani 
separatist Hardeep Singh Nij-
jar but it has not provided any 
“specific” evidence or informa-
tion in the matter yet.

“Let me first make it clear that 
no specific or relevant evidence 
or information has been shared 
by the Canadian authorities till 
date,” external affairs ministry 
spokesperson Randhir Jaiswal 
said. “You will therefore under-
stand our view that the matter 
is being pre-judged,” he said 
at his weekly media briefing. 
Last week, Canadian authorities 
charged three Indian nationals 
with the murder of Nijjar. It 
is reported that they entered 
Canada on student visas.

“Obviously, there are political 
interests at work. We have long 
maintained that separatists, 
extremists and those advocating 

violence have been given politi-
cal space in Canada,” Jaiswal 
said. “Our diplomats have been 
threatened with impunity and 
obstructed in their performance 
of duties,” he said. “We have 
also pointed to the Canadian 
authorities that figures asso-
ciated with organized crime 
with links with India have been 
allowed entry and residency in 
Canada,” he said.

Jaiswal said the two coun-
tries are currently engaged in 
discussions on issues such as 

the activities of pro-Khalistan 
elements and threats against 
Indian diplomats in Canada. 
He said many of India’s extradi-
tion requests are pending with 
Canada. “We are having discus-
sions at the diplomatic level on 
all these matters,” he said.

India on Tuesday hit out 
at Canada for providing “safe 
haven” and political space to 
criminal and “secessionist” el-
ements, in a sharp reaction to 
pro-Khalistan elements display-
ing an effigy of the Indian prime 

minister in an offensive manner 
at a parade in Ontario’s Malton 
area. India also accused Canada 
of allowing “celebration and 
glorification” of violence and 
expressed concerns over the 
security of Indian diplomats in 
that country and that it expects 
Ottawa to ensure that they are 
able to carry out their respon-
sibilities without fear.

India’s strong reaction came 
two days after the ‘Nagar Kir-
tan’ parade in Malton dis-
played a “float” that contained 
an effigy of the Indian prime 
minister reportedly within a 
cage. The ties between India 
and Canada came under se-
vere strain following Cana-
dian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau’s allegations in Sep-
tember last year of a “potential” 
involvement of Indian agents 
in the killing of Nijjar.

New Delhi rejected 
Trudeau’s charges as “absurd”.

Bhuabneswar: V.K. 
Pandian, the bureaucrat-
turned-politician and close 
aide of Odisha Chief Minister 
Naveen Patnaik, alleged on 
Wednesday that the BJP is 
planning to break the BJD 
after the Assembly elections 
to be held alongside the Lok 
Sabha polls in the state.

Interacting with mediaper-
sons at Gopalpur in Ganjam 
district on Wednesday, the 
BJD leader said, “They (BJP) 
raised a slogan of winning 120 
Assembly seats in 2014, but 
failed. I do not know what 
their target was in 2019. But, 
they have perhaps fixed a tar-
get to win 50 to 60 seats this 
time, and aim to break the 
BJD after the elections. This 
is their poll strategy. They 
aren’t fighting the elections to 
form the government.”

He also claimed that the 

BJD will get a three-fourth 
majority in Odisha in the 
ensuing Assembly elections 
to be held in four phases be-
tween May 13 and June 1.

“Unlike other parties’ man-
ifestos, the BJD manifesto, 
which will be released soon, 
will be taken seriously by 
everyone. Naveen Patnaik’s 

guarantees always work, as 
he fulfills more than he com-
mits. The BJP and Congress 
prepared their manifestos 
eying to win the elections, but 
Naveen Patnaik will prepare 
the manifesto for develop-
ment and to win the hearts 
of the people of Odisha, ” 
Pandian claimed.

He also claimed that the 
state government’s flagship 
programme, Biju Swasthya 
Kalyan Yojana (BSKY), is far 
better than the Ayushman 
Bharat scheme of the Central 
government.

Speaking further, the bu-
reaucrat-turned-politician 
accused the Centre of not 
spending a single rupee for 
the development of Odia lan-
guage while spending crores 
on the promotion of other 
classical languages such as 
Tamil and Sanskrit.

Kavita Sharma 
Raebareli 

Congress general secretary Pri-
yanka Gandhi have appealed 
to people to elect only such a 
government which is account-
able and answerable to people 
and not the one that shuts up 
their voices which question it.

Addressing a series of cor-
ner meetings , Ms Gandhi also 
cautioned people against being 
misled by the diversionary tac-
tics of the government. She told 
them that the reality was not 
what was being shown on the 
television or the big hoardings 
and posters. 

She asked people to look 
at themselves and their own 

struggle which was the actual 
reality of life. She pointed out, 
the Modi government had not 
made any single welfare policy 
that could help the poor and the 
common man. She said, Modi 
only made policies that helped 
his billionaire friends. 

The Congress general sec-
retary alleged that this gov-

ernment was not even letting 
people raise any questions. She 
said, anybody who questions 
the government is gagged and 
jailed. She recalled, compared to 
that, when her father late Rajiv 
Gandhi used to visit Amethi 
he was questioned by people if 
their work was not done. She 
said that sort of politics needs to 

be brought back where leaders, 
even if he is the Prime Minister, 
are questioned. 

She regretted that today some 
leaders had taken the public 
service for granted as they were 
confident that they could mis-
lead people and divert their 
attention by raising religious 
bogey at the time of elections. 
She said, this must stop and 
leaders must be made account-
able and questioned as to what 
they actually did for people. 

Making a fervent appeal to 
people to vote for Rahul Gandhi, 
she said, he was the only leader 
who had travelled the length 
and breadth of India to unite 
the country and learn about 
people’s problems.

Ahmedabad: Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi exercised his 
franchise in Ahmedabad soon 
after voting across 25 Lok Sabha 
constituencies in Gujarat began 
on Tuesday morning.

Donning a saffron jacket 
over a white kurta, the Prime 
Minister cast his vote at Nishan 
Vidhyala in Ranip, Ahmedabad. 
“I appeal to people to vote. I am 
in Gujarat and have to go to 
Madhya Pradesh and Telan-
gana. I congratulate the Election 
Commission for the successful 
first two election phases. Earlier, 
there used to be violence during 
voting, but now it’s not the case. 
The process is election-friendly. 
This is an example for all de-
mocracies of the world. This 
is a case study.” he said. As the 
Prime Minister arrived at the 
polling booth, the air resonated 
with chants of ‘Jai Shri Ram.’ He 
was welcomed by Union Home 
Minister Amit Shah, who pre-
sented him with a saffron khes. 
Local residents also displayed 
enthusiasm, welcoming Prime 
Minister Modi with traditional 
dhol-nagara beats.

Before casting his vote, Prime 
Minister Modi gave autographs 
to the locals gathered at the 
polling station. Later in the 
day, Home Minister Shah is 

scheduled to cast his vote at 9:15 
a.m. at Naranpura. The electoral 
landscape in Gujarat is marked 
by intense competition, with 
266 candidates representing 
various political ideologies and 
parties like BJP, Congress, and 
others in the fray.

Notably, 247 male candidates 
are contesting against 19 female 
candidates, underscoring the di-
versity of voices in this electoral 
fray. It’s worth mentioning that 
BJP secured victories in all 26 
seats in Gujarat in both the 2014 
and 2019 Lok Sabha elections.

The constituencies include 
Kachchh, Banaskantha, Pa-
tan, Mahesana, Sabarkantha, 
Gandhinagar, Ahmedabad 
East, Ahmedabad West, Suren-
dranagar, Rajkot, Porbandar, 
Jamnagar, Junagadh, Amreli, 
Bhavnagar, Anand, Kheda, Pan-
chmahal, Dahod, Vadodara, 
Chhota Udaipur, Bharuch, 
Bardoli, Navsari, and Valsad.

Important candidates in the 
electoral fray include Home 
Minister Shah contesting from 
Gandhinagar, Union Minister 
and former Gujarat Minister 
Parshottam Rupala from Ra-
jkot, Union Health Minister 
Mansukh Mandaviya from Por-
bandar, and state BJP chief C.R. 
Paatil from Navsari. 

Hardoi (UP): Union 
Home Minister Amit Shah, 
on Wednesday, slammed 
Samajwadi Party president 
Akhilesh Yadav for having 
called Pakistan founder Mo-
hammad Ali Jinnah a ‘great’ 
leader in the past.

Addressing a rally in Har-
doi, HM Shah recalled that, 
in 2021, the former Uttar 
Pradesh chief minister had 
said during the unveiling 
ceremony of the statue of 
Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel 
that Jinnah was a ‘great 
leader’.

“Akhilesh Yadav should 
read history because it was 
Jinnah who was responsible 
for the division of India. 
Akhilesh is making such 
statements only because of 
vote bank politics. Should 
you vote for such people?” 
the Home Minister won-
dered.

He also slammed Congress 
leader Rahul Gandhi for tak-
ing a break every summer 
and going abroad.

“Rahul Baba goes to Thai-
land when temperatures 
increase here but Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
has not taken a break in 23 
years. The total scam value 
of INDIA bloc members is 
Rs 12 lakh crore whereas no 
one can blame PM Modi for 
even any small corruption in 
23 years. A personal secre-
tary of a Jharkhand minister 
stashed Rs 30 crore in his 
house, a Congress MP has 
Rs 350 crore and a (former) 

minister in the Mamata Ba-
nerjee government had Rs 50 
crore, “ HM Amit Shah said.

The Union Minister fur-
ther said: “Rahul Baba went 
to Wayanad from Amethi 
and then came to Raebareli. 
From Raebareli, he will go 
straight to Italy.”

HM Amit Shah also asked 
the people to reach Delhi 
on June 4 with the famous 
‘laddoos’ from Sandila as the 
NDA has already crossed 190 
seats in the first three phases 
of Lok Sabha polls.

Stating that the Sama-
jwadi Party and the Con-
gress would be swept away 
completely in these elections, 
HM Shah accused Rahul 
Gandhi of furthering the 
agenda of Pakistan which 
is why the leaders of neigh-
bouring nation have been 
praising him.

Ahmedabad: Union Home 
Minister and BJP candidate 
from Gandhinagar Lok Sabha 
seat, Amit Shah cast his vote 
on Tuesday and appealed to 
voters to “accept voting as a 
duty towards contributing to 
nation-building”.

He was accompanied by his 
son, Jay Shah, who is the sec-
retary of the Board of Control 
for Cricket in India (BCCI) and 
other family members

Before casting his vote, 
Home Minister Amit Shah 
paid a visit to the Kameshwar 
Mahadev temple in Ahmed-
abad.

Earlier, in the morning, the 
Home Minister posted in sev-
eral languages, urging people 
to vote. He said, “In the third 
phase of the Lok Sabha Elec-
tion, I appeal to all the voters 
who are going to cast their 
votes today to accept voting as 
a duty towards contributing to 
nation-building. Once again, 
vote for a corruption-free, 
caste-free, and dynasticism-
free system. Elect a govern-
ment that has experience in 
public welfare and a blueprint 
for a developed India. Your 
vote will lay the foundation of 
good fortune for not only you 
but also for the entire nation 
for decades to come.”

Rajnath Singh tears 
into Channi over 
remarks on Poonch 
terror attack

Bhubaneswar: Defence 
Minister Rajnath Singh on 
Wednesday took a dig at for-
mer Punjab chief minister 
Charanjit Singh Channi over 
his controversial remarks on 
the recent terrorist attack on 
Indian Air Force (IAF) con-
voy at Poonch in Jammu and 
Kashmir leading to the death 
of one IAF soldier.

Addressing a public gather-
ing at Bhawanipatna in Kala-
handi on Wednesday, Singh 
said, “Congress has always 
been involved in negative poli-
tics. Recently, some terrorists 
launched an attack on our de-
fence forces convoy in Jammu 
& Kashmir. Congress leader 
Charanjit Singhji Channi said 
that it (the terrorist act) was 
an election stunt. Will we get 
our army soldiers attacked? 
What are these people trying 
to do with the security and 
self-esteem of the nation?”

“Earlier, terrorist attacks 
would take place in almost 
every state across the country. 
After our government came 
to power, terrorism almost 
stopped in the country, barring 
some minor incidents. This 
was also an act of terrorism. 
One soldier of IAF was killed 
in the attack but our defence 
forces soon neutralised the 
two terrorists by showing their 
valour and bravery, ” Singh 
added.

Notably, Congress leader 
Charanjit Singh Channi had 
earlier remarked that the ter-
rorist attack on the Indian Air 
Force was a BJP-operated pre-
poll stunt. He alleged that BJP 
is playing with people’s lives 
and bodies.

Kavita Sharma
New Delhi 

Congress general Secretary Pri-
yanka Gandhi may not be con-
testing the ongoing Lok Sabha 
Elections in 2024, but emerges 
to be the best star campaigner 
of the party. She is campaigning 
across the country. Her fiery 
speeches in Uttar Pradesh, Ker-
ala , Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, 
Rajasthan and Maharashtra 
and vigorous campaigns are 
extensively discussed in the po-
litical circles. She is applauded 
by the top leaders of the party 
for single handedly replying 
to Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s allegations, mainly Man-
galsutra issue and “Shehzada” 
remark on Rahul Gandhi. She 
took potshots at Narendra Modi 
and called him” Shehanshah” 
who lives in palaces. 

 After congress party an-
nounced the candidature of 
Congress Leader Rahul Gandhi 
from Rae Bareli and Kishori lal 
Sharma from Amethi, Congress 
general Secretary Priyanka has 
decided to spearhead both the 
constituencies. Amethi and Rae 

Bareli are going for polls in fifth 
phase, and it is a big challenge 
for the party to regain Amethi 
from the BJP. Both seats are 
valuable for the party, and it 
will be the first time that a non-
Gandhi will contest from Am-
ethi seat. KL Sharma, a congress 
loyalist has been working in 
Amethi from 30 years and is the 
reason why he has been chosen 
by the party.

With only two weeks left for 
the Election on both the seats, the 
party has prepared the blueprint 
for the campaign. According to 
the sources, Congress general 
Secretary, Priyanka Gandhi will 
stay in the guest house at Rae 
Bareli and will campaign for both 
seats. She will stay here for next 
ten days during which she will 
also hold meetings, door to door 
campaigns and nukkad meetings. 

Arabind Mohapatra
Bhubaneswar

The bonhomie between Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi and 
chief minister and Biju Janata 
Dal (BJD) president Naveen 
Patnaik is over with campaign 
heat rising in the state. Ad-
dressing his first election rally 
in the state at Berhampur on 
May 6 Modi launched a blister-
ing attack on BJD government 
and Patnaik whom he had 
described as a friend during 
his last visit to the state on 
March 5. 

The Prime Minister not 
only took a dig at the chief 
minister’s poor knowledge of 
Odia language but also threw 
a challenge to him saying that 
BJD government’s expiry date 
in Odisha was June 4, the 
day election results will be 
announced. He also invited 
people to take part in the oath 
taking ceremony of state’s new 
BJP chief minister on June 10. 

Urging people to give BJP 
a chance to make Odisha the 
number one state in the coun-

try, Modi said, “Odisha needs 
a CM who understands Odia 
language and culture.” Ac-
cusing the BJD government, 
which has ruled the state unin-
terrupted for the last 24 years, 
of failing to use the state’s vast 
resources for its development 
the Prime Minister said, “You 
have given 50 years to Con-
gress and 25 years to BJD. Just 
give five years to the BJP. We 
will make Odisha the number 
one state in the country.” 

The chief minister, who in 
the past has always avoided 
responding to such barbs 
from his rivals, was quick to 
respond this time. “ The BJP 
has been daydreaming since a 
long time,” he said in a video 
clip which shows him in con-
versation with his chief poll 
strategist VK Pandian who 
took voluntary retirement 
from the Indian Administra-
tive Service recently to join 
politics. Pandian also appeared 
to have accepted the challenge 
thrown by the Prime Minister. 
“Naveen Patnaik will take oath 
as the chief minister of Odisha 

for the sixth consecutive time 
between 11.30 am to 1.30 pm 
on June 9,” he said looking 
confident about his party’s 
victory.  

The Prime Minister, who 
never in the past had made 
any direct attack on the chief 
minister, was unsparing in his 
criticism of BJD government 
which, he said, has failed to 
take the state forward despite 
having tremendous resources 
at its command. “Give the BJP 
a chance. The double engine 
government will take the state 
forward and make it number 
one in the country,” he said.   

The Prime Minister has 

made it clear that his party 
sees an opportunity in Odisha 
for not only increasing its Lok 
Sabha seats but also for form-
ing a government in the state. 
In 2019 BJP had won 8 Lok 
Sabha seats in the state, mark-
ing an increase of 7 seats on 
its 2014 tally of just one seat. 
Similarly, the party had won 
23 assembly seats emerging 
as the main opposition party 
in the state leaving Congress 
at the third position. 

The 2019 performance 
seems to have raised BJP’s 
hopes and its leaders who 
are now going all out against 
BJD and the chief minister. 

Patnaik, too, is not in a mood 
to show any mercy to his ri-
vals anymore. Launching his 
party’s campaign from Hinjili, 
his traditional constituency 
in Ganjam recently, he had 
alleged that his rivals were 
trying to block the progress 
of the state but they will not 
succeed. 

The war of words between 
the two sides seems to be esca-
lating with each passing day as 
campaign picks up pace in the 
state. While the BJP includ-
ing its topmost leader Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi has 
accused the BJD government 
of taking the credit for central 
schemes and deliberately re-
fusing to implement the Ay-
ushman Bharat Yojana in the 
state, Patnaik’s party has not 
only rebutted the charge but 
also asserted that state’s own 
Biju Swasthya Kalyan Yojana 
(BSKY) was much better than 
Ayushman Bharat scheme. 
The recrimination between 
the two sides is likely to dial 
up with the state set to vote 
in four phases from May 13. 

FW Desk
New Delhi 

Acharya Pramod Krishnam, for-
mer Congress leader and Kalki 
Dham Peethadhishwar, spoke to 
media on a host of issues includ-
ing the Poonch terror attack and 
former Punjab Charanjit Singh 
Channi, calling it a BJP’s stunt 
and also on NC leader Farooq 
Abdullah’s ‘pro-Pak’ statement.

Pramod Krishnam said that 
Farooq Abdullah’s ‘Pakistan 
not wearing bangles’ statement 
was unfortunate and deplorable 
and added that he must have 
refrained from making such 
‘casual’ remarks. Describing 
Farooq Abdullah as ‘deshb-
hakt’, Krishnam said that he 
has known him for long and 
added that he always stood up 
for national interests. “It’s prob-
ably the effect of his association 
with the anti-nationals that he 
has taken this line and is mak-
ing unwarranted statements, ” 
Krishnam said further.

In reply to Defence Minister 
Rajnath Singh’s remarks that 

‘PoK will be merged with India’, 
the NC leader Farooq Abdullah 
had said on Sunday “Pakistan 
is not wearing bangles and it 
also has atom bombs that may 
fall on us.”

Pramod Krishnam further 
said that many Congress lead-
ers questioned Pulwama and 
Balakot strikes and insulted the 
martyrdom of jawans.

“In their hatred for PM Modi, 
they have gone haywire and it 
has now led to hatred against 
the nation, ” he told to media.

Reacting to former Punjab 
CM Charanjit Singh Channi’s 
distasteful remarks on the 
Poonch terror strike, he said, 
“Not much can be expected from 
an eve-teaser.”

Nijjar killing case: India says Canada has not 
shared any specific evidence or information yet

Amit Shah slams Akhilesh 
Yadav for calling Jinnah ‘great’

Amit Shah Casts 
vote, urges people to 
‘accept voting as duty’

PM Modi casts vote in Ahmedabad

BJD leader Pandian accuses BJP of hatching 
plans to break party after polls

Priyanka appeals people to elect 
an accountable government

War of Words between BJP-BJD escalates as PM Targets Naveen

Acharya Pramod Krishnam terms 
Farooq Abdullah ‘deshbhakt’, 
Channi an ‘eve-teaser’

Priyanka Gandhi- Fiery Star 
campaigner of the Congress 

Akhilesh Yadav 
should read history 
because it was 
Jinnah who was 
responsible for the 
division of India. 
Akhilesh is making 
such statements 
only because of vote 
bank politics. Should 
you vote for such 
people?”
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Crisis looms as
Indian Ocean’s
water heats up

As India grapples with severe 
heatwaves, the forecast of 
a generous monsoon by the 
India Meteorological De-
partment offers a glimmer 

of psychological relief. Yet, this is a tempo-
rary respite in a broader context of escalat-
ing climate challenges. A comprehensive 
study by the Indian Institute of Tropical 
Meteorology, Pune, and international col-
laborators predicts profound changes in 
the Indian Ocean due to expected global 
carbon emission trends. Over the next cen-
tury, the ocean is projected to warm signifi-
cantly, increasing from a past rise of 1.2°C 
to an alarming 1.7°C-3.8°C by 2100. This 
isn’t just a surface phenomenon; the entire 
depth of the ocean up to 2,000 meters is 
heating up at an unprecedented rate, with 
predictions showing an increase in heat 
content by 16-22 zetta-joules per decade. 
The immediate implications are dire. The 
concept of ‘marine heatwaves’—prolonged 
periods of extreme sea temperatures—
poses a new normal. Such conditions are 
expected to increase from an average of 20 
days per year to potentially 250 days an-
nually, thrusting the tropical Indian Ocean 
into a nearly permanent state of ecologi-
cal emergency. This includes rapid coral 
bleaching and significant impacts on the 
fisheries sector, vital for the livelihoods of 
millions in the region. The repercussions 
for mainland India are equally severe. The 
warming ocean is likely to contribute to 
more frequent and severe cyclonic ac-
tivities, while the monsoon pattern could 
become more erratic. India could face pro-
longed droughts interrupted by episodes 
of intense rainfall and flooding, a pattern 
that stresses water management and agri-
cultural planning. India, along with other 
nations bordering the Indian Ocean, needs 
to invest more in data collection and analy-
sis, much like the efforts seen in the Pacific. 
This data is crucial not just for predicting 
future climatic conditions but also for pre-
paring adequate infrastructure and com-
munity protection strategies in the face of 
these unfolding climate challenges.
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In “Dance to Freedom,” histo-
rian A.K. Gandhi undertakes 
a significant revisionist task 
by bringing to light the over-

shadowed figures of the Indian 
freedom struggle—the tawaifs. 
Gandhi’s exploration spans cen-
turies, from the ancient Indian 
dynasties through the medieval 
Mughal era, tracing the rise of these 
women to significant socio-cultural 
influence and their eventual decline 
during British colonial rule.

The book strategically navigates 
through the lives of five courtesans, 
illustrating not just their contribu-
tions but also their rich cultural 
and political engagement prior 
to the British era. These women 
were educators, artists, and politi-
cal influencers in courts, embody-
ing a blend of grace, intelligence, 
and dignity. Gandhi uses what he 
terms “soft history” to emphasize 
the nuanced role of these women 

beyond the reductive historical 
accounts that have either vilified 
or marginalized them.

The turning point in the tawaifs’ 
history, as Gandhi elaborates, 
comes with the introduction of 
European moral frameworks and 
the advent of steamship technol-
ogy, which brought more British 
families into India, altering the 
social fabric. The book details how 
these shifts contributed to the stig-
matization of the tawaifs, recasting 
them as mere prostitutes rather 
than respected artists and advi-
sors. Gandhi critically analyzes the 
resultant “anti-nautch” movements 
and the socio-political campaigns 
led by figures including Mahatma 
Gandhi, who dismissed the tawaif 
profession as detrimental to soci-
etal health.

In response to their diminishing 
status, Gandhi portrays tawaifs 
like Azizan Bai and Husna Bai not 

as victims but as resilient agents 
of change who adapted their art 
forms into tools of resistance and 
nationalism. This shift from enter-
tainers to activists highlights their 
unacknowledged contributions to 
India’s freedom movement.

“Dance to Freedom” serves not 
only as a historical record but also 
as a corrective, challenging the 
stigmas attached to these women. 
Gandhi’s detailed portrayal invites 
a reevaluation of the tawaifs’ role 
in shaping modern Indian history, 
paralleling their personal declines 
with the broader socio-political 
transformations of their time.

In contrast to their depiction in 
popular culture and cinema, which 
often oscillates between romanti-
cization and victimization, Gan-
dhi’s narrative provides a deeper 
understanding of the complexities 
these women navigated. The book 
juxtaposes the cinematic portray-

als seen in works like Sanjay Leela 
Bhansali’s “Heeramandi,” which, 
while visually mesmerizing, often 
simplifies the nuanced lives of 
such figures. Gandhi’s thorough 
historical lens helps ground these 
representations, offering a more 
substantive take on the socio-po-
litical dynamics that influenced 
the tawaifs’ lives.

Gandhi also delves into the socio-
economic impacts that the decline 
of tawaifs had on their communi-
ties. As their status diminished, 
so did their economic stability, af-
fecting not only the individuals but 
also their families and the broader 
cultural economy that had once 
thrived around their artistry. The 
narrative does not shy away from 

discussing the harsh realities faced 
by these women as they navigated 
a changing social landscape—one 
where their previously revered roles 
were systematically dismantled. 
This examination serves to high-
light the broader implications of 
colonial and post-colonial poli-
cies on indigenous art forms and 
female agency.

Furthermore, “Dance to Free-
dom” makes a poignant argument 
about the resilience and adapt-
ability of these women. Despite the 
systemic barriers erected by both 
colonial rulers and native reformers, 
many tawaifs transformed their art 
to meet new realities, preserving 
elements of their cultural heritage. 
Gandhi emphasizes that their abil-
ity to adapt and engage with nation-
alist movements illustrates a form 
of agency often denied to them in 
popular and historical narratives. 
This aspect of the book not only 
reclaims the narrative agency of 
the tawaifs but also poses broader 
questions about the ways histories 
are written and remembered, urg-
ing a more inclusive approach to 
understanding India’s past.

Book pays tribute to forgotten 
courtesans of freedom struggle

Dance to Freedom 
By Ak Gandhi
Fingerprint! 
392 pages; Rs599
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The Prime Minister’s vision to 
establish India as a prominent 
global gaming hub has received 
renewed attention as he engaged 

with seven of the top gamers in the country. 
Spending a day with them, in April 2024, 
he discussed the trajectory of the gaming 
industry and sought to understand the 
challenges they encounter, particularly 
on the nuanced distinction between skill 
gaming and gambling (game of chance) — 
it could pave the way for a more conducive 
and forward-looking regulatory environ-
ment. The online gaming industry forms a 
critical part of the Digital India vision and 
initiative. Some of the key takeaways from 
the discussion included the opportunity 
offered by the increasing number of games 
based on Indian mythology and the scope 
to encourage the participation of women, 
besides fostering innovation. The players 
also highlighted the issue around the 
perception of gaming as a career in India.

The online gaming industry in India 
has seen a rapid expansion of 28% CAGR 
between FY20 and FY23. Projections in-
dicate further growth to Rs 33,243 crore 
by FY28, with a sustained 15% CAGR. 
This sector not only attracts significant 
foreign and domestic investments but also 
generates substantial direct and indirect 
employment. Leveraging India’s IT prow-
ess, the industry holds natural potential for 
India. Notably, while the size of the global 
gaming industry crossed $300 billion in 
2021 — more than the combined markets 
for the movie and music industry — the 
online gaming segment in India constitutes 
1.1% of the global online gaming revenue. 
Thus, the potential for growth is enormous.

Not only is online gaming a multi-billion 

opportunity for Indian start-ups but it 
can also form an important part of ‘India 
Techade’ and the goal of a $1 trillion digital 
economy. The sector has witnessed an array 
of positive developments, including the 
establishment of the Animation, Visual 
Effects, Gaming, Comic and Extended 
Reality taskforce by Ministry of Informa-
tion and Broadcasting, the identification 
of the Ministry of Electronics and Infor-
mation Technology as the nodal ministry, 
the introduction of a series of regulations 
through the IT (Intermediary Guidelines 
and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules, 
2021, and clarification around the ambi-
guity concerning tax deduction at source 
on winnings.

All these measures have provided a sense 
of clarity and certainty in terms of a policy 
framework for all online gaming startups. 
This will go a long way in fostering innova-
tion that is being powered by young Indians.

Issues that need scrutiny
Nevertheless, there are unresolved 

issues that require the attention of the 

government to enhance regulatory clarity. 
Primarily, despite the provision of self-
regulatory bodies within the IT Rules of 
2021 intended to regulate the industry, 
the effective implementation of these 
rules is pending, thus nullifying their 
intended impact. In an industry driven by 
innovation and fast-evolving technology, 
the role of self-regulation is crucial. NITI 
Aayog’s discussion paper with draft guiding 
principles for the online fantasy gaming 
sector also proposed a self-regulatory 
model of governance with a self-regulatory 
organisation at its helm.

Further, recent revisions in taxation 
have placed the industry, particularly 
startups, in a precarious position. During 
the Goods and Services Tax Council meet-
ing in July 2023, the Council decided to 
enforce a tax rate of 28% on the total face 
value of bets (effective October 1, 2023) 
regardless of whether the activity is clas-
sified as a game of skill or chance. Before 
this, online gaming firms in India were 
subjected to an 18% GST rate since the 
introduction of the indirect tax system in 

July 2017. While this measure has resulted 
in an initial uptick in tax revenue for the 
government, it raises concerns about the 
industry’s sustainability in the long term 
and its consequential impact on jobs being 
created in this sector.

Soft power
By remedying these deficiencies, India 

stands at a distinctive juncture to emerge 
as a prominent global gaming hub. An-
other advantage lies in tapping India’s 
rich cultural heritage (stories, legends, 
and folklore). With an increasing number 
of games inspired by Indian mythology, 
there is a unique opportunity to cater to 
domestic and international audiences.

Furthermore, there is a concerted effort 
to encourage the participation of women 
in the gaming industry, fostering diversity 
and inclusivity. As perceptions about gam-
ing as a viable career option evolve, India 
stands to benefit from a growing pool of 
talented individuals driving innovation 
and pushing boundaries in the gaming 
landscape.

India stands at the threshold of a trans-
formative era in the gaming industry. By 
fostering an enabling environment for skill 
gaming, promoting diversity and inclu-
sion, and capitalising on its rich cultural 
narratives, India can not only realise its 
vision of a $1-trillion digital economy 
but also shape the future of gaming on 
a global scale.

Amar Patnaik is a former Member of 
Parliament, Rajya Sabha, from Odisha 
and an advocate by profession. He was 
a CAG bureaucrat. The views expressed 

are personal

Levelling up: India’s gaming sector sees evolution

Since the Congress party released 
its election manifesto on April 
5, the word ‘redistribution’ has 
dominated the election discourse. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi alleges 
that the Congress’ manifesto promises 
to ‘redistribute’ wealth by taking away 
people’s gold, mangalsutras, imposing 
new taxes and giving it to poor minorities. 
Except, there is no mention of ‘redistribu-
tion’, ‘mangalsutras’ or, ‘wealth tax’ in the 
48 pages of the manifesto. The election 
in the world’s largest democracy is now 
a contest over missing words.

Nevertheless, this has triggered a furious 
public debate over India’s inequality and 
the idea of redistribution to bridge the gap 
between the haves and the have-nots. It 
is simply incontestable that the economic 
disparity between the rich and the poor 
has widened alarmingly over the last two 
decades, not just in India but across the 
world. It is puerile to politicise this serious 
issue by quibbling over which political 
party’s tenure has exacerbated economic 
inequality. The fact is that the world is 
becoming more and more unequal and it 
is not in the larger interest of any society 
to let this fester. The real argument is 
over how one should bridge this gap and 
aspire for a more equal and just society.

The gap between the rich and the poor 
can be bridged by either making the rich 
poorer or the poor richer or both. Does 
one believe that the size of the overall 
economic pie is either fixed or will not 
grow fast enough for the rich to keep their 
share and the poor to get a greater share? 
If the answer is yes, then the thinking to 
achieve a more equal society is shaped by 
what sociologists call a ‘Pareto Optimum’, 
under which it is impossible to make one 
person better off without making another 
worse off. Developed nations, that can only 
grow slowly, are forced to adopt a ‘Pareto’ 
path to reducing inequality. But developing 

nations that can grow much faster need 
not. This is the fundamental philosophical 
difference across the ideological spectrum 
to solving inequality.

‘Fix the system’
The idea of a wealth tax to extract from 

the super rich and give to the poor stems 
from a ‘zero sum’ thought to reduce eco-
nomic disparity. It is entirely legitimate to 
question if the rich acquired their wealth 
through fair means and perhaps most don’t 
in countries like India. But taxing their 
wealth because it is ill-gotten conflates 
the process with the outcome. If the sys-
tem is corrupt to let a few acquire wealth 
illegitimately, then fix the system, not 
tax their wealth in the garb of inequality.

An inheritance tax may sound even 
more morally correct in that it is unfair 
that a child born into a rich family can 
be wealthy on day one, while another 
born into a poor family starts with a huge 
disadvantage. But the ultimate goal is to 
bridge economic inequality, not resolve 
an ethical quandary. Such vindictive ‘tax 
the rich’ measures neither provide enough 
resources to make a significant impact 

nor foster a healthy climate to reduce the 
rich-poor disparity.

In the current stage of India’s develop-
ment cycle, economic growth is neces-
sary for increasing the size of the overall 
economic pie. Economic growth needs 
investment. A confrontational ‘make the 
rich poorer’ policy attitude can hinder 
investments and trigger flight of capital.

India’s inequality is a result of lopsided 
economic growth and taxation. It is well 
established that India is experiencing job-
less growth where headline GDP growth 
does not translate into jobs, incomes and 
prosperity for a large majority.

As I showed in my July 2022 article 
‘Whose GDP is it anyway’ in The Hindu, 
every percentage of GDP growth today 
generates less than one-fourth the number 
of formal jobs than it did in the 1980s. This 
is mainly due to contemporary economic 
development models that prize capital over 
labour for efficiency. So, the key to reducing 
economic disparity is to rebalance the capital-
labour skew through labour market focused 
policy incentives. This is the rationale behind 
some of the Congress manifesto promises 
such as the right to apprenticeship for youth, 

employment linked incentive schemes for 
corporates and promote unskilled labour 
intensive economic activities.

The other driver of India’s inequality 
is the imbalance in taxation where the 
common person pays more than the cor-
porates in the share of taxes. Out of every 
100 rupees that India collects in taxes, 64 
rupees come from the poor and middle 
class through indirect (GST) and income 
taxes, while only 36 rupees come from 
rich corporates. Essentially, the poor and 
common person suffers a double whammy 
where they are not only excluded from 
the gains of economic growth but are also 
taxed more vis-à-vis corporates. This is 
why the manifesto promises an overhaul 
of India’s taxation structure through a 
simpler, lower GST indirect tax rate and 
a new direct tax code.

It is important to ensure a social secu-
rity net through welfare programs for the 
poor until they can reap gains of economic 
growth. Such programs can be funded 
through a combination of faster growth, 
higher tax buoyancy and efficient wel-
fare delivery without having to resort to 
penalising the rich.

A pragmatic approach to reducing the 
rich-poor gap is by maximising economic 
growth, minimising unemployment, low-
ering the tax burden for the common 
person and providing a safety net for the 
poor. This involves a delicate balancing 
act of labour market incentives, welfare 
safety nets and attracting investments. 
But punitive and spiteful taxation of the 
rich to pay the poor is not workable, wise 
or welcome. India can reduce inequality 
by making the poor richer without having 
to make the rich poorer.

Praveen Chakravarty is Chairman All 
India Professionals’ Congress & a key 

member of the Congress manifesto com-
mittee. Views are personal.

Enrich the poor, sustain the rich

Praveen Chakravarty believes global economic disparity has significantly widened over two decades

Amar Patnaik explains how India holds key potential to shape global gaming’s future
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Mumbai: HDFC Bank on 
Wednesday said it supported 
social sector startups in In-
dia with grants worth Rs 19.6 
crore in FY24, in partnership 
with Atal Innovation Mission 
(under NITI Aayog).

In FY 2023-24, 170 social 
start-ups received funding 
via 41 incubators, with a to-
tal of Rs 19.6 crore in the 
‘Parivartan Start-up Grants 
programme.’

The focus areas for the 
2024 grants included cli-
mate innovation, financial 
inclusion, agriculture and 
sustainable rural economy, 
accessible and affordable 
healthcare, education and 
livelihood enhancement, gen-

der diversity and inclusion.
“Through strategic collabo-

rations and targeted invest-
ments, we aim to nurture 

and amplify the impact of 
innovative social start-ups 
across key sectors, ultimately 
contributing to a more sus-

tainable and inclusive future 
for all, ” said Nusrat Pathan, 
Head CSR, HDFC Bank.

Over a half of the 170 start-
ups hail from over 60 tier 2 
and 3 cities.

The grants were awarded 
to incubators such as HTIC 
at IIT Madras, Awadh at IIT 
Ropar, T-Hub (Hyderabad), 
FITT-IIT Delhi, RISE Foun-
dation at IISER (Kolkata), 
VJTI (Mumbai), Forge For-
ward (Coimbatore), NTIBIF 
at NIFTEM (Kundli).

Since its inception in 2017, 
the initiative has supported 
over 400 startups, picked 
from more than 120 incu-
bators nationwide, said the 
HDFC Bank.

New Delhi: With its bur-
geoning tech ecosystem and em-
phasis on harnessing the power 
of artificial intelligence (AI), 
India is on the cusp of becom-
ing a global tech powerhouse, 
industry leaders said on Friday, 
ahead of the National Technol-
ogy Day that falls on May 11.

“From startups to established 
firms, the integration of AI tech-
nologies is unlocking unprec-
edented efficiency, innovation, 
and scalability. India’s vibrant 
tech ecosystem, coupled with a 
young and dynamic workforce, 
positions it as a frontrunner in 
the digital era, “ said Abhishek 
Gupta, Managing Director of 
IT company SailPoint India.

The government’s acknowl-
edgment and initiatives aimed 
at harnessing AI’s potential 
underscore the understanding 
that technology holds the key 
to the next phase of growth and 

prosperity.
Rohit Jetly, Country Head-

India at Fidelity International, 
said the convergence of genera-
tive AI, data virtualisation and 
other cutting-edge technologies 
is revolutionising how we think 
about traditional sectors and 
ways of working.

“These herald a transforma-
tive era, reshaping industries 
and driving unprecedented in-

novation and efficiency, which 
is exactly what we need in the 
Indian global capability centre 
(GCC) space, “ he noted. GCCs 
are also leading the way and 
broadening the canvas of cut-
ting-edge tech for “our people to 
have the opportunity to upskill 
themselves and add value to the 
world from India, “ said Jetly, 
also Head of Global Platform 
Solutions-Platform Delivery.

Gold falls Rs 150; 
silver slumps Rs 300

New Delhi: Gold prices fell 
by Rs 150 to Rs 72,300 per 10 
grams in the national capital 
on Wednesday amid a decline 
in precious metal rates in the 
global markets, according to 
HDFC Securities.

The yellow metal had ended 
at Rs 72,450 per 10 grams in 
the previous session.

Silver prices also slumped 
Rs 300 to Rs 84,700 per kg. 
It had finished at Rs 85,000 
per kg in the previous close.

“Spot gold prices (24 car-
ats) in the Delhi markets are 
trading at Rs 72,300 per 10 
grams, down by Rs 150 against 
the previous close,” Saumil 
Gandhi, Senior Analyst of 
Commodities at HDFC Se-
curities, said.

In the overseas markets, 
spot gold at Comex was trad-
ing at USD 2,310 per ounce, 
down by USD 9 from the pre-
vious close.

Gold prices declined amid 
a rise in the US dollar, Gan-
dhi said.

Silver was also quoting low-
er at USD 27.15 per ounce. It 
had closed at USD 27.25 per 
ounce in the previous session.

“Gold prices are consolidat-
ing in a range so far in the week 
amid lack of fresh triggers, as 
market participants look for 
more incoming data to gauge 
the outlook on the future inter-
est rates. The recent US macro 
data have come in weaker than 
expected - showing signs of a 
slowdown, which has led to 
rising bets for an early rate 
cut by the US Federal Reserve.

“The Middle-East geopoliti-
cal issue is already priced in. 
However, the bullion remains 
supported by demand from 
central banks, who are diver-
sifying their FX reserves with 
gold,” Vice President Pranav 
Mer, EBG - Commodity & Cur-
rency Research at JM Finan-
cial Services Ltd, said.

ARUN KUMAR RAO
Bengaluru 

In a strategic aimed at solidify-
ing its footprint in the Indian 
home health and wellness in-
dustry, Beurer India Pvt. Ltd. 
has announced its ambitious 
expansion strategy. As part of 
this initiative, the company 
proudly introduced cricket icon 
Sourav Ganguly as its Brand 
Ambassador. Alongside this 
exciting partnership, Beurer 
India unveiled plans Launching 
a made in India manufactured 
Blood Glucose Monitor Device, 
with a vision to revolutionize 
diabetes care nationwide. These 
significant announcements 
were unveiled during a press 
conference held in Bengaluru, 
underscoring the company’s 
commitment to innovation and 
health advancement in India.

As an integral facet of its ex-
pansion blueprint, Beurer India 
is amplifying its “Make in India” 

initiative to customize its range 
of health monitoring devices to 
specifically cater to the demands 
of the Indian market, ensuring 
utmost precision and relevance. 
“Our objective is to introduce 
groundbreaking and superior 
products that not only fulfil but 
surpass the health monitoring 
needs of our discerning con-
sumers,” remarked Stanley Jo-
seph, Director of Beurer India. 
This commitment underscores 
Beurer’s dedication to deliver-

ing innovation and excellence 
in health technology, tailored 
to the unique needs of Indian 
consumers.

 The company’s commit-
ment to innovation was 
highlighted with unveiling 
the plans of launching the 
new Blood Glucose Monitor, 
which promises to deliver a 
combination of precision, user-
friendliness, and affordability. 
This device is expected to play 
a critical role in the lives of 

millions of diabetes patients 
in India, where the disease is 
a growing concern.

Salil V.S., the Managing 
Director and CEO of Beurer 
India, emphasized the strate-
gic significance of enlisting a 
prominent figure like Sourav 
Ganguly. «Ganguly›s collabo-
ration with Beurer transcends 
mere symbolism; it lies at the 
core of our mission to forge 
stronger bonds with Indian 
consumers,» Salil affirmed. 
He further elaborated, «His 
extensive respect, credibility, 
and influence as both a sports 
icon and a leader render him 
the ideal ambassador to elevate 
the visibility of our pioneering 
health solutions.» This part-
nership underscores Beurer›s 
commitment to aligning with 
esteemed figures who resonate 
deeply with Indian audiences, 
further solidifying its position 
as a trusted leader in the health 
and wellness sector. 

India, Ghana to 
Operationalise 
UPI in 6 Months

New Delhi : India and 
Ghana have agreed to work 
expeditiously towards opera-
tionalising India’s instant pay-
ment system Unified Payments 
Interface (UPI) on Ghana’s In-
terbank Payment and Settle-
ment Systems (GhIPSS) within 
six months.

The agreement was reached 
during the Joint Trade Commit-
tee (JTC) meeting held on May 
2-3 in Accra, Ghana’s capital, 
where a seven-member Indian 
delegation met with their Gha-
naian counterparts. This move 
comes as UPI is rapidly gaining 
global momentum, with the 
payment platform already avail-
able in countries like Sri Lanka, 
the United Arab Emirates, and 
Nepal over the past five-six 
years. During the JTC meet-
ing, both sides discussed the 
possibility of a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) on 
digital transformation solutions, 
a local currency settlement sys-
tem, and opportunities offered 
by the African Continental Free 
Trade Agreement (AfCFTA).

Several areas were identified 
for enhancing bilateral trade 
and mutually beneficial invest-
ment, including cooperation in 
pharmaceuticals, healthcare, 
ICT, agriculture and food pro-
cessing, renewable energy, pow-
er sector, digital economy and 
infrastructure, critical minerals, 
textiles, and garments.

ARUN KUMAR RAO
Bengaluru 

VST ZETOR Private Ltd., a col-
laborative effort between VST 
Tillers Tractors Ltd and HTC 
Investments a.s (the owner of 
the “ZETOR” brand), proudly 
unveiled three cutting-edge high 
horsepower (HP) tractors today. 
The announcement was made 
jointly by Antony Cherukara, 
the Managing Director of VST 
Zetor, and Mr. Filip Soka, the 

Vice Chairman, in Bengaluru. 
The newly launched tractors, 
ranging from 41 to 50 HP, are 
named VST ZETOR 4211, VST 
ZETOR 4511, and VST ZETOR 
5011. These tractors represent a 
synergy of expertise from both 
VST and ZETOR, incorporating 
invaluable feedback from the 
farming community in India 
after rigorous testing and tech-
nological integration.

Manufactured at the VST Ze-
tor plant in India, these tractors 

boast an indigenously crafted 
powerful DI Engine, a fully 
constant mesh transmission 
equipped with helical gears, and 
innovative VZmatic hydraulics. 

Designed for optimal perfor-
mance and operator comfort, 
they feature a wider platform, 
dual diaphragm clutch, opti-
mum turning radius, adjustable 
premium seat, dual-acting pow-
er steering, and aerodynamic 
styling. These features ensure 
ease of operation and desired 
comfort, reflecting VST ZE-
TOR’s commitment to advanc-
ing agricultural machinery with 
state-of-the-art technology and 
user-centric design .

New Delhi: Indian oil refin-
ing giant Reliance Industries 
has resubmitted an application 
to the United States govern-
ment requesting authorisa-
tion to import crude oil fr0m 
sanctions-targeted Venezuela, 
according to three sources fa-
miliar with the matter.

If approved, this would al-
low Reliance to legally resume 
oil trade with the major OPEC 
producer, which was once the 
second-largest destination for 
Venezuelan crude exports pri-
or to U.S. sanctions, Reuters 
reported.

Separately, French oil and 
gas company Maurel & Prom 
announced on Monday that it 
has received a two-year license 
from U.S. authorities to con-
duct petroleum operations in 
Venezuela. This marks the first 
such authorisation issued by 
Washington under the newly 
re-imposed sanctions exemp-
tions it offered last month.

The developments come 
after the U.S. opted in April 
not to renew a general license 

permitting Venezuela to ex-
port oil and fuel shipments 
to selected international mar-
kets. Companies were given a 
45-day window to wind down 
existing transactions.

However, U.S. officials sig-
nalled that certain individual 
authorisations would be grant-
ed to foreign firms seeking 
to engage in Venezuelan oil 
business.

The recent moves represent 
a shift in the enforcement 
of U.S. sanctions originally 
imposed on Venezuela’s oil 
industry in 2019 in response 
to concerns over the Maduro 
government’s failure to uphold 
democratic election commit-
ments.

REC Limited Gets 
RBI Nod to Set Up 
Subsidiary at GIFT City

New Delhi: REC Limited, 
a leading Maharatna central 
public sector enterprise under 
the Ministry of Power and a 
prominent non-banking fi-
nancial company (NBFC), has 
received the Reserve Bank of 
India’s approval to establish a 
wholly owned subsidiary in the 
International Financial Ser-
vices Centre (IFSC) at Gujarat 
International Finance Tec-City 
(GIFT City), Gandhinagar.

The ‘No Objection Certificate’ 
from the RBI, dated May 3, 
2024, paves the way for REC 
to expand its operations to 
GIFT City, an emerging hub 
for financial services in India. 
The proposed subsidiary will 
engage in a range of financial 
activities as a finance company 
within GIFT City, including 
lending, investment, and other 
financial services. Vivek Kumar 
Dewangan, Chairman and Man-
aging Director of REC Limited, 
expressed enthusiasm about the 
strategic move, stating, “The 
GIFT City platform offers a con-
ducive environment for interna-
tional lending activities, coupled 
with world-class infrastructure. 
We are confident that REC will 
harness these advantages to 
carve a niche for itself in the 
global market.”

Dewangan highlighted the 
subsidiary’s potential to open 
new business opportunities for 
REC while significantly contrib-
uting to the growth of India’s 
energy sector. He emphasised 
REC’s commitment to lever-
aging this strategic move to 
further its mission of fostering 
growth in the country’s power 
and infrastructure sectors while 
expanding its global footprint.

The decision aligns with 
REC’s efforts to diversify its 
portfolio and explore new av-
enues for growth in the rapidly 
evolving financial landscape.

Debayan Sen

Air travel in 
India is at 
an inflection 
point. More 
people are fly-

ing, and more stuff is being 
moved around. Demand for air 
travel is the canvas on which 
India’s aviation story is being 
written. How big is going to be 
the canvas 30 or 50 years down 
the line is any body’s guess? 
But by any measure, we can 
conclude that we have barely 
scratched the surface. 

Studies estimate that just 
10% of the world flies in most 
years. There are large parts of 
the world – like say rural India 
and large parts of the African 
and South American continent 
– that are not well connected 
by air. Estimates peg the pen-
etration of air travel in India at 
3-4% with a high proportion of 
that being repeat flyers. 

As incomes rise, growth in 
air travel (if not impacted by 
any black swan event) in India 
should outpace historical per-
formance. Covid has taught us 
one thing – write off the human 
intent to travel at your own 
peril. Air travel demand has 
roared back with December 
2023 global demand levels be-
ing at 97.5% of December 2019 
levels on a revenue passenger-
kilometers or RPK basis. Air-
ports Council International 
(ACI), the trade association of 
the world’s airports, projects 
global air travel to double its 
current volumes to 20 billion 
by 2042. India’s market share 

of global demand is expected 
to double as well and surpass 
3-4% (~600 million trips or 
1 billion passengers handled 
at Indian airports) by 2040 
at a CAGR of 7%. Staggering 
numbers to say the least. 

The flip side is the supply 
Airport development – we 

are just not lining up airport 
infrastructure expansion fast 
enough to accommodate the 
2,000 aircraft (mostly single 
aisle Narrow body aircraft) that 
are on order and to be delivered 
in the next 10 years. Under-
standably, these are bulk orders 
for pricing incentives. Practi-
cally, the expected deliveries 
should be discounted and up 
to 80% of the total orders may 
be delivered. This is not factor-
ing in new players entering the 
market. The point is that we 
are looking at a sizable aircraft 
induction number.

A ballpark number of 300+ 
commercial airports and an 
equable number of airstrips 
(with limited operations) is 
required to cater to the antici-
pated demand. A framework to 
identify and build airports that 
are critical to the national infra-
structure needs will go a long 
way to a systematic approach 
to an important nation build-
ing asset. The role of Airports 
Authority of India needs to be 
clearly defined as an enabler for 
providing connectivity to rural 
and untapped areas. 

Greenfield 2nd airports at 
Delhi and Mumbai are at an 
advanced stage of development 
and should be commissioned 
in the current financial year. 

Land allocation for 2nd air-
ports (third airport for Mumbai 
Metropolitan Region) at other 
major metros must be identi-
fied in the near term and the 
commissioning fast tracked 
by the State government. The 
Government should signal the 
market and build global ap-
petite with advanced notice of 
the timelines for each tranche 
of airport PPPs. The timeline of 
privatisation of the brownfield 
airports should be accelerated. 
The global investors and opera-
tors are eager to participate in 
the India story under the right 
conditions. 

Focus on Passenger Conve-
nience – Customer centric solu-
tions should be the sole focus to 
ease the burden for travelers. 
Digi Yatra has been a game 
changer. The adoption of Digi 
Yatra needs to be encouraged 
and made available across all 
ages and airport functions. The 
experience at the immigration 
touch point for inbound inter-
national travelers can improve. 
Delays during the peak travel 
season exceed the acceptable 

service level standards due to 
the lack of manpower and the 
delay in adoption of technology. 
Egates and biometric passports 
are going to be rolled out.

What is the elephant in the 
room that we are not address-
ing? The growing cost of CO2 
mitigation – a line item that as 
a percentage of overall operat-
ing cost for all aviation entities 
will increase substantially with 
rapidly growing emissions. Be-
tween 1990 and 2019, both 
passenger and freight demand 
has approximately quadrupled 
while as emissions have only 
doubled due to improved de-
sign and technology of aircraft 
and net zero ambitions of the 
airports.  Decarbonizing avia-
tion will not be easy. With that 
being said, we are moving in 
the right direction.

The commitment that In-
dian airports and airlines have 
shown to sustainability and re-
duction in the carbon footprint 
has been commendable. 66 
Indian airports are now operat-
ing on 100% green energy. Two 
of India’s busiest airports have 

achieved the highest Level 4+ 
Carbon Accreditation of ACI. 

With an average fleet age of 
under 4 years and for a large 
and growing fleet (300+ and 
counting) of modern aircraft, 
Indigo’s commitment to sus-
tainability, and reducing its 
carbon footprint is evident. 
Air India with its large aircraft 
order of 470 new age aircraft 
should be able to meet its sus-
tainability goals in a few years. 

We need to do more. Tech-
nologies are evolving but not at 
a fast enough pace to make a se-
rious dent to the magnitude of 
the impact. Biofuels and other 
alternatives are just a tiny frac-
tion of global demand. To suc-
ceed in meeting any target for 
adoption of Sustainable Avia-
tion Fuel (SAF), will require the 
coordinated efforts of the entire 
industry (airlines, airports, air 
navigation service providers, 
manufacturers) and significant 
government support. 

The ball is in our court…we 
need to do more!

Author is the Managing Direc-
tor of Avinia. Debayan has 
over two decades of experience 
in airport and transporta-
tion infrastructure consulting 
spanning several key markets. 
He is a specialist in strategic 
and master planning, capital 
investment and optimisation, 
air quality and noise impact, 
market and commercial fore-
casting and operational ef-
ficiency/cost optimisation. 
Prior to founding Avinia, De-
bayan was the India practice 
leader at Landrum & Brown

Future of Air Travel in India, an inflection point!

HDFC Bank, Atal Innovation 
Mission empower social sector 
startups with Rs 19.6 cr grants

India on the cusp of becoming a global 
tech powerhouse: Industry leaders

Beurer India announces Sourav 
Ganguly as Brand Ambassador

“ VST ZETOR” Launches three new Tractors in Bengaluru

Reliance Industries seek U.S. Nod 
to revive Venezuelan Crude flows

Dominick Rodrigues
Mumbai

Go Digit General Insurance 
Limited has launched its IPO 
at Rs 258 and Rs 272 per eq-
uity share, aggregating Total 
Rs 2,615 crore and opening on 
May 15, 2024 with closing on 
May 17, 2024.

The proceeds from the Eq-
uity Shares, which will be listed 
on BSE and NSE, are proposed 
to be utilised for augmentation 
of the company’s capital base 
and maintenance of solvency 
levels and general corporate 
purposes.

Kamesh Goyal, Chairman, 
Go Digit General Insurance 
Ltd, told media here recently 
that the company had a distri-
bution footprint in 24 out of 
36 states and union territories 
with 75 offices and 61,900 dis-
tribution partners.

“Non-motor insurance 
brings us more business than 
motor insurance, and Health 
insurance is the fastest-grow-
ing business for us in the last 
three years,” he said, adding 
“We also do Cyber-Insurance 
and continue to learn from the 
best people in India.” 

“However, customers seek 
speedy claim settlement and 
while our market share is three 
percent, it is highlighting area 
for improvement where we 
believe that, in 20 seconds, a 
human being should answer 
a call,” he said. 

Go Digit is an end-to-end 
digital capability company 
with digital-first approach 
across customer insurance 
value chain. It offers insurance 
in sectors like motors, travel, 
property, health, marine, li-
ability and others products. 
For the nine months ended 
December 31, 2023, motor 
insurance contributed 61.15% 
of the GWP.

The company has an estab-
lished track record of deliver-
ing growth with GWP  increas-
ing from Rs 5,267.63 crore in 
FY2022 to Rs 7,242.99 crore 
in FY2023.

ICICI Securities Ltd, Mor-
gan Stanley India Company 
Private Limited, Axis Capital 
Limited, HDFC Bank Limited, 
IIFL Securities Limited, Nu-
vama Wealth Management 
Limited and Link Intime India 
Private Limited is the registrar 
to the Offer.

Go Digit General 
Insurance Ltd 
launches Rs 2,615 
crore IPO
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Satish Singh

India has 
become the 
5th larg-

est economy in 
the world and is fast mov-
ing towards becoming the 
4th largest economy in the 
world. At the time of indepen-
dence, India’s Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) was Rs.2.7 
lakh crore, which increased 
to Rs.41.74 lakh crore in the 
second quarter of the financial 
year 2023-24 and in achieving 
this remarkable achievement 
Mini Ratna, Navratna and 
Maharatna companies along 
with, public sector banks have 
played an active, positive, and 
important role.

In 1947, the infrastructure 
of the country was very weak, 
industries like steel, cement, 
aviation, shipping, rail, trans-
port like car, truck, bus etc., 
were backward, there was 
lack of technology, farming 
was being done in the tradi-
tional way, farmers did not 
pay special attention towards 
the allied activities of agricul-
ture & service sector was in 
the process of development. 
Sectors like roads, electricity, 
health, education etc. were 
also lagging. In fact, a long 
slavery had weakened the 
country’s economy. In this 
case, important parameters 
of development were needed 
to be strengthened.

Before independence, the 
country had many private 
companies, but they were busy 
in their own development. Ex-
pected development of many 
important sectors in the coun-
try was not achieved. There 
were some areas which were 
extremely backward, such as 
infrastructure and basic fa-
cilities like education, health, 
roads, electricity, water, hous-
ing etc. In such a situation, a 

need was felt to strengthen 
these areas. Since the private 
sector was not taking correc-
tive initiatives in the matter. 
Therefore, the government 
formulated five-year plans 
and established public sector 
undertakings to realize the 
concept of inclusive develop-
ment in the country within a 
given time frame.

In this light, taking further 
action, Mini Ratna, Nav Rat-
na and Maharatna compa-
nies were established in the 
country and to nurture their 
financial needs, accelerate 
economic activities, realize the 
concept of financial inclusion, 
make the common people 
self-reliant and contribute 
to the development of the 
country. Private banks were 
nationalized to strengthen 
the economy.

At the time of indepen-
dence, about 1100 small and 
big private banks were func-
tioning in the country, but 
their objective was only to 
earn profits. For this reason, 
to earn profits and strengthen 
the economy while fulfilling 
social concerns, State Bank 
of India was nationalized 
on 1 July 1955, while other 
banks were nationalized in 
1969 and 1980. In 2017, there 
were 27 government banks in 
the country, whose number 
came down to 12 in April 2020 
after consolidation.

Banks, Corporates, Infra-
structure like, Solar Energy, 
Wind Energy, Agro Process-
ing, Rail Factories, Railway 
Lines, Airports, Ports etc., 
Micro, Small and Medium 
Industries, Agriculture, and 
allied sectors like, Animal 
Husbandry, Dairy, Handi-
crafts, Agro based Industries 
are working to provide financ-
ing to provide basic facilities 
like schools, roads, electric-
ity, water etc. in rural areas. 

Banks can play the role of 
facilitator by connecting vil-
lagers to banks, empowering 
women, transferring money 
directly into the accounts of 
beneficiaries of Direct Benefit 
Transfer (DBT) or govern-
ment schemes, giving villagers 
access to the national & world 
market by promoting digital 
transactions, etc. 

As of January 2023, there 
were 12 Maharatna and 13 
Navratna companies and 62 
Miniratna companies in India. 
Being financially strong and 
profitable companies, Mini-
ratna, Navratna and Maha-
ratna companies are listed in 
the stock market. The earn-
ings per share, net capital, net 
profit etc. of these companies 
are better than many private 
stalwart companies and their 
borrowing level is also less.

Public sector units are 
classified as Central Public 
Sector Enterprises (CPSEs), 
Public Sector Banks (PSBs) 
and State Level Public Enter-
prises. CPSEs are regulated 
by the Ministry of Heavy In-
dustries and Public Enter-
prises and the Department 
of Public Enterprises (DPE) 

acts as the nodal department 
for all Central Public Sector 
Enterprises CPSEs. DPE also 
formulates policies regarding 
CPSEs, which mainly relate to 
improving the performance 
of CPSEs, their continuous 
evaluation, their financial 
autonomy, personnel man-
agement etc.

In the financial year 1996-
97, Navratna status was given 
to those public sector compa-
nies which were already classi-
fied as Mini Ratna companies 
and their performance was 
continuously improving and 
the government felt that if 
given special rights to their 
promotors and financial au-
tonomy, their performance 
can increase further & they 
may become Maharatna Com-
panies. 

Bharat Electronics Limited, 
Container Corporation of In-
dia Limited, Engineers India 
Limited, Hindustan Aero-
nautics Limited, Mahanagar 
Telephone Nigam Limited, 
National Aluminum Com-
pany Limited, NBCC (India) 
Limited, NMDC Limited, 
NLC India Limited, Oil In-
dia Limited, Rashtriya Ispat 

Nigam Ltd., Rail Vikas Nigam 
Ltd., Shipping Corporation of 
India Ltd. etc. are Navratna 
companies in the country.

Due to the implementation 
of appropriate policies by the 
government, further improve-
ment in the performance of 
Navratna companies was 
soon recorded. Meanwhile, 
the government came up with 
the Maharatna scheme on 4 
February 2010 and Navratna 
companies meeting the pa-
rameters like profits, avail-
ability of adequate capital, 
low debt, liquidity, financial 
autonomy etc. were given the 
status of Maharatna company. 

At present Bharat Heavy 
Electricals Limited (BHEL), 
Bharat Petroleum Corpora-
tion Limited (BPCL), Coal 
India Limited (CIL), Gas 
Authority of India Limited 
(GAIL), Hindustan Petroleum 
Corporation Limited (HPCL), 
Indian Oil Corporation Limit-
ed (IOCL), National Thermal 
Power Corporation (NTPC), 
Oil and Natural Gas Corpo-
ration (ONGC), Power Grid 
Corporation of India, Steel 
Authority of India Limited 
(SAIL), Power Finance Cor-

poration and Rural Electrifi-
cation Corporation Limited 
(REC) are the 12 Maharatna 
companies.

Maharatna companies have 
freedom in choosing their in-
vestment option. They can 
invest up to 15 percent of 
their total assets in a proj-
ect. The investment limit of 
these companies is Rs.5,000 
crore, because their operating 
costs are high. Having a broad 
scope of business and financial 
autonomy helps these com-
panies to grow globally and 
compete with global players.

Harvey Industry, energy, 
like gas, crude oil, coal, renew-
able energy, steel, cement, 
mining etc. play an important 
role in ensuring the develop-
ment of any country, but these 
sectors cannot develop auto-
matically. To strengthen these 
sectors, investment, technical 
assistance, and skilled work-
ers are required. Generally, 
the private sector does not 
come forward to strengthen 
the infrastructure, because 
investment in this sector is 
made for a long time, due to 
which the capital also remains 
stuck for a long period. There-
fore, the government formed 
public sector undertakings to 
strengthen the infrastructure 
of the country.

Today Miniratna, Navratna, 
Maharatna companies and 
public sector banks are work-
ing to provide employment 
directly and indirectly. Also, 
due to these, economic ac-
tivities are accelerating in the 
country, private sector is being 
helped to grow, infrastructure 
is getting strengthened, com-
mon people are getting access 
to basic facilities, development 
is gaining momentum. etc.

Satish Singh, Ahmedabad 
based Senior Columnist,Views 

are personal 

New Delhi:  Punjab Na-
tional Bank (PNB) on Thurs-
day reported a 160 per cent 
surge in its net profit to Rs 3, 
010 crore in the Jan-March 
quarter of the financial year 
2023-24 compared to the cor-
responding figure of Rs 1, 159 
crore same quarter last year.

On a sequential basis, the 
state-run lender’s net profit 
jumped by 35.4 per cent com-
pared to the Oct-Dec quarter

The bank’s board of direc-
tors have recommended a 
dividend of Rs 1.50 per equity 
share (75 per cent) for the 
year ended March 31, 2024 
subject to requisite approvals, 
according to a PNB state-
ment.

The bank’s gross non-per-
forming assets (NPA) ratio 
declined to 5.73 per cent of 

total loans, as against 6.24 per 
cent a quarter ago, and 8.74 
per cent in the same quarter 
last year.

Its net NPA stood at 0.73 
per cent as of March 31, 2024, 
as against 0.96 per cent in the 
previous quarter and 2.72 per 
cent in the year-ago period.

In absolute terms, gross 

NPA declined by Rs 20, 985 
crore to Rs 56, 343 crore as of 
March 2024 from Rs 77, 328 
crore as of March 2023. Net 
NPA declined by Rs 15, 786 
crore from March 2023 to Rs 
6, 799 crore as on March 2024.

The bank’s Net Interest In-
come (NII) increased to Rs 10, 
363 Cr in Q4 FY’24 from Rs 10, 

293 Cr in Q3 FY’24 and Rs 9, 
499 Cr in Q4 FY’23 showing 
an improvement of 9.1per cent 
on Y-o-Y basis.

PNB’s domestic net interest 
margin stands at 3.25 per cent 
in Q4 FY24 while the global 
yield on advances improved 
year-on-year by 0.5 per cent 
to 8.44 per cent in Q4 FY24.

PNB also recorded a 3.5 per 
cent increase in savings depos-
its to Rs 4.80 lakh crore while 
current deposits grew by Rs 3, 
565 crore as of March 2024 to 
Rs 72, 201 crore on Quarter-
on-Quarter basis.

Low-cost CASA deposits 
increased to Rs 5.53 lakh crore 
recording a on-year growth of 
2.7 per cent.

Total retail credit increased 
by 12.6 per cent to Rs 2.23 lakh 
crore in March 2024.

India-Nigeria to 
Deepen Coop-
eration in Oil and 
Gas, Pharma, 
Power & UPI

New Delhi: In a bid to 
strengthen economic ties, 
India and Nigeria have iden-
tified several key sectors for 
enhanced cooperation, includ-
ing crude oil, natural gas, phar-
maceuticals, Unified Payments 
Interface (UPI), local currency 
settlement system, and the 
power sector.

These areas of focus 
emerged during a recent visit 
by a seven-member Indian 
delegation to Nigeria, led by 
Amardeep Singh Bhatia, Ad-
ditional Secretary, Department 
of Commerce.

The delegation comprised 
officials from the Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI), EXIM Bank of 
India, and the National Pay-
ments Corporation of India 
(NPCI).

Mumbai: The Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI) has cautioned 
fintech companies, particularly 
those involved in lending and 
loan servicing, to rein in their 
aggressive growth plans.

In a recent meeting with 
fintech leaders, the regulator 
expressed concerns about the 
continued rapid expansion in 
the sector despite earlier curbs 
on risk weights for unsecured 
loans.

“Despite measures to con-
tain risks in unsecured lending, 
we are not seeing adequate 
moderation in growth rates. 
This is a systemic concern,” 
an official source familiar with 
the matter stated, reported BL.

While some fintechs have 
argued that the high growth 
stems from a low base, the 
central bank appears uncon-
vinced by this reasoning.

According to a lending fin-
tech CEO who requested ano-
nymity, the RBI has advised 
the sector to target growth 

rates of around 15-20 per cent 
going forward.

This directive comes at 
a time when many fintechs 
were closing the financial year 
2023-24 with growth figures 
in the range of 35-50 per cent.

The warning has left fintech 
companies in a difficult posi-
tion as they grapple with the 
need to comply with regulatory 
guidelines while also meeting 
investor expectations for high 
returns fueled by rapid loan 
book expansion.

“If growth slows to 15-20 per 

cent, generating returns of over 
30 per cent becomes nearly 
impossible. This could derail 
our profitability targets and 
IPO plans,” another fintech 
CEO lamented.

To navigate this challenge, 
some fintechs are exploring al-
ternative lending products like 
gold loans and loans against 
property, which may moderate 
growth rates organically.

Others are considering rais-
ing venture debt to bolster 
return profiles and valuations.

However, pivoting to new 
business models could also 
increase cost structures, add-
ing another layer of complexity 
for fintechs striving to achieve 
profitability amid moderating 
growth.

The RBI’s stance under-
scores the regulator’s concerns 
about potential systemic risks 
arising from the rapid and un-
checked growth in the fintech 
lending space, particularly in 
the unsecured segment. 

New Delhi: In a move 
aimed at facilitating foreign 
investment in derivative in-
struments, the Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI) has amended the 
Foreign Exchange Manage-
ment Act (FEMA) regulations, 
easing margin management 
requirements for trading in 
permitted derivatives both 
within and outside India.

Through two separate no-
tifications, the central bank 
has introduced key changes 
to streamline derivative trad-
ing activities involving foreign 
participants.

The first notification ex-
pands the permission granted 
to Authorised Dealers (ADs), 
enabling them to post and col-
lect margin domestically and 

internationally for permitted 
derivative contracts entered 
into with non-resident entities.

This provision extends to 
derivative contracts between 
two ADs, provided one of 
them is a branch of a foreign 
bank. Overseas branches and 
International Financial Ser-
vices Centre Banking Units 
will also benefit from similar 
arrangements for derivative 
transactions.

Anindya Ghosh, Partner 
at INDUSLAW, a legal firm, 

commended the move, stat-
ing, “It provides clarity and 
operational flexibility, subject 
to RBI’s oversight and direc-
tions.” However, he cautioned 
that additional guidelines or 
circulars from the RBI might 
need to be examined to fully 
understand the scope and im-
plications of the regulatory 
changes.

The second notification per-
mits ADs in India to allow 
non-residents to open, hold, 
and maintain interest-bearing 
accounts in Indian Rupees 
and/or foreign currencies for 
the purpose of posting and 
collecting margin in India for 
permitted derivative contracts.

Currently, the RBI lists in-
terest rate derivatives (inter-

est rate swaps, forward rate 
agreements, and interest rate 
futures) and foreign currency 
derivatives (foreign currency 
forwards, currency swaps, and 
currency options) as permitted 
derivative contracts.

Similarly, in the equity mar-
ket, four types of derivatives 
are allowed: forward contracts, 
futures contracts, options con-
tracts, and swap contracts.

Ghosh highlighted the ben-
efits of the second notification 
for non-residents, enabling 
them to earn interest on the 
funds maintained in these ac-
counts for margin purposes 
and streamlining the man-
agement of their margin ob-
ligations related to permitted 
derivative contracts in India.

JAG MOHAN THAKEN
Chandigarh 

Sarva Haryana Gramin Bank 
(SHGB), a joint venture of 
Central government and Pun-
jab National Bank is serving 
the people at the grassroot 
level with the largest branch 
network in Haryana. Refer-
ring service with modern 
technology, Sanjeev Kumar 
Dhupar, the Chairman of the 
bank said that Sarva Haryana 
Gramin Bank, like all other 
public sector banks and pri-
vate sector banks, is using 
modern technology to provide 
all the facilities like ATM, 
mobile banking, internet 
banking, RTGS, NEFT, IMPS 
etc. to the rural & urban resi-
dents through 684 branches 
and 951 BC banking outlets so 
that they our customers can 
transfer funds, pay bills etc. 
without visiting the branch. 

The Chairman, Dhupar 
was releasing the audited fig-
ures of March 2024. Address-
ing the press, the Chairman 
of the Bank, Sanjeev Kumar 
Dhupar happily informed 
that the bank has achieved all 
the targets in key parameters 

like deposits, loans, NPA and 
profit. 

Highlighting the key figures 
of the bank, the Chairman San-
jeev Kumar Dhupar informed 
that the total business of the 
bank as on 31.03.2024 has in-
creased from Rs 33531 crore to 
Rs 37340 crore, which shows 
an annual growth of 11.00%. 
Deposits have increased from 
Rs 20555 crore to Rs 22703 
crore with a growth of 10.45%. 
Similarly, loans and advances 
have increased from Rs 12976 
crore to Rs 14637 crore with a 
growth of 12.8%. Gross NPA 
of the bank has come down to 
3.25% of the advances from 
4.29% of last year and net 
NPA is zero. Operating profit 
of the bank has increased by 

6.80% from Rs. 569 crores to 
Rs. 608 crores and net profit 
has increased from Rs. 276 
crores to Rs. 338 crores. CRAR 
of the bank is 14.87%. Dhupar 
informed that the bank has 
opened 4 new branches in 
the year 2023-24 and 4 new 
branches will also be opened 
in the year 2024-25. 

The Chairman also shared 
the target for next financial 
year i.e. 2024-25. He informed 
that the total target of the 
bank’s business for the finan-
cial year 2024-25 has been 
kept at Rs. 45000 crores, in 
which the expansion of depos-
its has been kept at Rs. 26500 
crores and the expansion of 
loans has been kept at Rs. 
18500 crores. 

The country’s largest lender 
SBI on Thursday reported 
18.18 per cent growth in 
March quarter consolidated 
net profit to Rs 21,384.15 crore 
as against Rs 18,093.84 crore 
in the year-ago period. On a 
standalone basis, profit grew 
to Rs 20,698.35 crore from 
Rs 16,694.51 crore a year ago, 
the lender said in a regulatory 
filing.

Consolidated net profit 
in fiscal year 2023-24 was 
up 20.55 per cent to Rs 
67,084.67 crore as against 

Rs 55,648.17 crore in FY23. 
In Q4 FY24, total income 
rose to Rs 1.28 lakh crore 
from Rs 1.06 lakh crore in 
the year-ago period, while 
operating expenses grew at 
a relatively slower rate at Rs 
30,276 crore from the year-
ago period’s Rs 29,732 crore.

There was an improvement 
in gross non-performing assets 
ratio to 2.24 per cent as on 
March 31, 2024, as against 
2.78 per cent in the year-ago 
period and 2.42 per cent at 
the end of December quarter.  

South Indian Bank to 
Intensify Retail & MSME 
Focus, Pursue Double-
Digit Growth in FY25 
New Delhi: South Indian 
Bank’s MD and CEO, P.R. Se-
shadri, has unveiled the bank›s 
strategic outlook for the fiscal year 
2024-25, projecting a modest dou-
ble-digit growth trajectory.  With a 
keen focus on bolstering its pres-
ence in the Retail and Micro, Small, 
and Medium Enterprises (MSME) 
sectors, Seshadri aims to fortify the 
bank›s position in these key seg-
ments. During an interview with 
CNBC-TV18, Seshadri underlined 
the bank›s ambition to elevate its 
net interest margins (NIMs) to 
3.5 per cent, an increase from the 
current 3.38 per cent. Additionally, 
the bank intends to elevate the 
combined contribution of retail 
and MSME sectors to 45 per cent 
of its overall portfolio. Expressing 
optimism, Seshadri articulated the 
bank›s target of achieving a robust 
deposit growth ranging between 
10-12 per cent in FY25.

New Delhi : Finance Min-
ister Nirmala Sitharaman on 
Monday administered the oath 
of integrity and secrecy to Jus-
tice Sanjaya Kumar Mishra 
(Retd) as the President of 
the GST Appellate Tribunal 
(GSTAT).

The appointment marks the 
beginning of the operationalisa-
tion of GSTAT, a crucial body 
for resolving GST-related dis-
putes, said a Finance Ministry 
statement.

GSTAT is the appellate au-
thority established under the 
Central Goods and Services 
Tax Act, 2017, to hear various 
appeals under the said Act and 
the respective state/UT GST 
Acts against the orders of the 
first appellate authority.

It consists of a principal 
bench and various state benches.

As per the approval of the 
GST Council, the Centre has 
notified the principal bench, to 

be located in Delhi, and 31 state 
benches at various locations 
across the country.

The process for appointment 
of judicial members and techni-
cal members is already in prog-
ress, the Finance Ministry said.

The Tribunal will ensure 
swift, fair, judicious, and ef-
fective resolution to GST dis-
putes, besides significantly re-
ducing the burden on the higher 
courts. The establishment of 
the GSTAT would further en-
hance the effectiveness of the 
GST system and foster a more 
transparent and efficient tax 
environment in the country, the 
Finance Ministry said.

New Delhi: Representatives 
from the United Payments 
Interface (UPI) ecosystem 
convened with senior Reserve 
Bank of India (RBI) officials 
on Wednesday, advocating 
for regulatory measures that 
would make UPI transac-
tions more financially viable, 
especially for smaller service 
providers.

A key issue raised was the 
dominance of major players 
like Google Pay (47 per cent 
market share) and PhonePe (37 
per cent), creating challenges 
for smaller competitors to gain 
traction.

The closed-door meeting 
included RBI Governor Shak-
tikanta Das, Deputy Governor 
T. Rabi Sankar, executives from 
the National Payments Corpo-
ration of India (NPCI), banks, 

third-party app providers, and 
technology service providers.

Smaller UPI entities pro-
posed the introduction of mer-
chant fees for larger merchants, 
citing difficulties in expanding 
operations without a sustainable 
revenue model.

Currently, no transaction 
fees are charged to customers 
despite customer acquisition 
costs borne by providers. How-
ever, instituting charges on UPI 
transactions contradicts gov-
ernment policies discouraging 
such fees.

Public sector enterprises strengthening the economy

Punjab National Bank clocks 
160 per cent surge in Q4

RBI hits brakes on Fintech Lending, Calls for Growth Moderation

SHGB: The bank having 
largest network in Haryana 
earned Rs. 338 cr Net Profit

SBI profit grows 18% to Rs 21,384 crore in Q4

FEMA Norms Relaxed by RBI to Boost Foreign Investment in Derivatives

Major UPI Players’ Dominance Sparks Concerns; 
Smaller Entities Seek Regulatory Support

Sanjaya Kumar Mishra takes oath as 
President of GST Appellate Tribunal
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Au s t r a l i a , 
India, Ja-
pan and the 

United States came together for 
the Quadrilateral Security Dia-
logue (QSD) popularly known 
as the ‘Quad’ for which the dia-
logue was initiated way back in 
2007 but it ceased to exist in 
2008 after the withdrawal of 
Australia. In 2017, these four 
countries agreed to revive the 
quadrilateral alliance. Besides 
cooperating in Security and 
other areas such as ‘climate’, 
‘critical and emerging technol-
ogy’, participating countries 
launched the senior-level Quad 
Vaccine Experts Group. In this 
background, Australia is an 
important partner of India. 
From April 2000 to September 
2023, Australia occupied the 
26th position in the Foreign 
Direct Investment (FDI) equity 
inflows into India. Cumulative 
FDI inflows during this period 
stood at US $1.38 billion. Trade 
also reflects this partnership as 
in FY23, Australia was India’s 
13th largest trading partner, 
and India was Australia’s 9th 
largest trading partner. 

The bilateral trade between 
India and Australia stood at 
US $24 billion in 2023-24. It 
was about 7.7 per cent less in 
2023-24 as compared to US 
$26 billion in 2022-23. So far as 
pharmaceutical market is con-
cerned, Australia had a market 
size of about US $14.6 billion 
by January 2023, out of which 
about 12 per cent was generic, 
and Over the Counter (OTC) 
products constituted 18 per cent 
market share. With major share 
of branded pharmaceutical 
products in Australia, treat-
ment cost automatically goes 
up, thereby offering an oppor-
tunity for high quality generic 
drugs. In 2020-21, Australia 
accounted for 1.63 per cent of 
India’s outbound pharmaceu-

tical shipments, with exports 
of US $316 million. During 
April-November 2023, drugs 
and pharmaceuticals export 
from India was US $305 mil-
lion. India has been pressing 
for preferential market access 
for drugs and pharmaceutical 
products, and had sought faster 
and easier approvals for generic 
pharmaceutical products from 
India which have already been 
approved by the drug regulators 
from five developed countries 
namely, the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (USFDA) from 
the US, European Medicines 
Agency (EMA) from the Eu-
ropean Union, Medicines and 
Healthcare Products Regulatory 
Agency (MHRA), United King-
dom, Japan Pharmaceuticals 
and Medical Devices Agency 
(PMDA) and Health Canada. 

India-Australia Economic 
Cooperation and Trade Agree-
ment (Ind-Aus ECTA) came 
into force on December 29, 
2022. This became India’s first 
trade agreement with a devel-
oped country in more than a 
decade. The stated objectives of 
the agreement are to establish 
a framework for strengthening 
and enhancing the economic, 
trade and investment relation-
ship between two countries, 
liberalize and promote trade in 
goods, liberalize and promote 
trade in services, and improve 
the efficiency and competitive-
ness of their manufacturing and 
service sectors and to expand 
trade and investment between 
two countries besides facilitat-
ing, enhancing and exploring 
new areas of economic coop-
eration. A Joint Committee as 
envisaged through Article 1 (k) 
has been formed. As per Article 
2.12, a Subcommittee on Trade 
in Goods has been established. 
Chapter 7 of the Agreement 
deals with Technical Barriers to 
Trade (TBT) with the objective 
to facilitate trade in goods by 
ensuring that standards, techni-
cal regulations, and conformity 

assessment procedures do not 
create unnecessary obstacles to 
international trade between 
the parties, and to furthering 
cooperation on matters related 
to the TBT Agreement, promot-
ing mutual understanding of 
each party’s standards, techni-
cal regulations and conformity 
assessment procedures, and 
facilitation of information ex-
change and cooperation, and 
addressing the issues that may 
arise. 

Annexure 7A is exclusively 
dedicated to Pharmaceuticals 
through which the parties’ 
Therapeutic Goods Regulators 
shall work together to facilitate 
trade in human prescription 
medicines and medical devices. 
Human prescription medicines 
include prescription generic and 
biosimilar medicines, and medi-
cal devices. Further, it has been 
agreed that to facilitate pharma-
ceutical trade, regulatory bodies 
may utilize Good manufacturing 
Practice (GMP) inspection re-
ports from regulatory authori-
ties recognized by that Party’s 
Therapeutic Goods Regulator 
as a comparable regulator. The 
Central Drugs Standard Control 
Organisation (CDSCO) and the 
Therapeutic Goods Adminis-
tration (TGA) of Australia is 
‘Therapeutic Goods Regulator’ in 
India and Australia respectively. 
This is expected to reduce the 
‘requirement for’, or ‘duration 
of’, in-country inspections in 
the territory of the other party. 

From the Day One of the 
entry into force of the Agree-

ment, selected Pharmaceutical 
products and medical devices 
along with many products from 
other sectors (totalling 96.4 per 
cent value of India’s exports to 
Australia) got immediate mar-
ket access @Zero duty which 
were subjected to import duty 
of 4-5 per cent by Australia 
earlier thereby offering im-
mediate duty-free access for 
pharmaceutical products from 
India. India kept 29.8 per cent 
of its tariff lines under exclusion 
list that comprise ‘most medical 
devices’ along with items pri-
marily from agricultural sector. 
Other gains expected from the 
agreement included ‘fast track 
approval for patented, generic 
and biosimilar medicines us-
ing the Comparable Overseas 
Regulator pathway’, and ‘fast 
track quality assessment/in-
spections of manufacturing 
facilities similarly’. 

It was expected that due 
to Ind-Aus ECTA, there will 
not be any significant shift in 
pharmaceutical exports from 
India to Australia in near fu-
ture as certain studies (e.g., 
Kim Sweeny in September 
2005) have shown that the 
price setting mechanism of 
publicly-funded Pharmaceu-
tical Benefits Scheme (PBS) 
in Australia, acts to “limit the 
disparity between patent-pro-
tected and off-patent drugs’ 
prices”. Further, studies also 
showed that when PBS drugs go 
off-patent, generic suppliers do 
not “seem to gain market share 
to the same extent” as in other 

countries. Therefore, the PBS 
pricing system does not result 
in much difference between the 
price of originator and generic 
brands. Ravi Udaya Bhaskar, 
Director General of Pharma-
ceuticals Export Promotion 
Council of India (Pharmexcil) 
also expressed the same opin-
ion in one of his interaction in 
January 2023. 

Due to Ind-Aus ECTA agree-
ment and resultant fast track 
approvals, it was definitely ex-
pected that the move will infuse 
confidence in other countries. 
Moreover, countries like New 
Zealand, Fiji and Papua New 
Guinea are likely to take a 
positive view on Indian phar-
maceutical products as Aus-
tralia is a key market in the 
Oceania region. Sector-wise 
Indian exports to Australia 
on preferential lines showed 
that ‘the highest percentage 
increase’ was recorded in drugs 
and pharmaceutical products. 
In the first seven months of 
the FY24, i.e., during April-
October 2023, 52 per cent rise 
in exports was recorded in case 
of drugs and pharmaceutical 
products given the fact that 
Ind-Aus ECTA came into effect 
on December 29, 2022. 

On April 29, 2024, the first 
Joint Committee Meeting 
(JCM) was held in Canberra 
under Ind-Aus ECTA where 
Indian delegation was led by 
Indian Commerce Secretary 
and Australian delegation was 
led by the Deputy Secretary 
from the Department of For-
eign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), 
Australia. Both parties agreed 
to have timely resolution of 
market access issues. This is 
in line with Australian strategy 
expressed in the report titled, 
‘An India Economic Strategy to 
2035: Navigating from poten-
tial to delivery’ submitted to the 
Australian Government by Pe-
ter N. Varghese in April 2018 in 
which it was recommended that 
Australia should strive by 2035 

to lift India into its top three 
export markets, to make India 
the third largest destination in 
Asia for Australian outward 
investment, and to bring India 
into the inner circle of Austra-
lia’s strategic partnerships, and 
with people to people ties as 
close as any in Asia. Advocated 
strategy identified 90 specific 
recommendations. The report 
emphasized on the scope for 
Australian businesses in India 
across healthcare space. It also 
highlighted opportunities such 
as near term ‘import of generics’ 
from India, ‘export of comple-
mentary medicines to India’, 
and ‘export to India, including 
joint production for third mar-
kets’. It also noted that Austra-
lia has a reputation for quality 
but represents only 1 per cent 
of global pharmaceutical and 
medical device sales. Therefore, 
there is immense scope to be 
in an economy which is third 
largest in terms of Purchasing 
Power Parity (PPP). On medi-
cations, the report stated that 
‘in 2017, Australia imported 
$335 million of medicaments 
(including veterinary) from In-
dia (7 per cent of Australia’s 
total imports) and exported $16 
million’. It expressed optimism 
for Australian engagement with 
India’s health sector. 

To conclude, Ind-Aus ECTA, 
has brought together two crick-
et-loving countries – India, the 
5th largest economy, and Aus-
tralia, 14th largest economy. 
‘ECTA’ itself means “Unity” in 
Hindi. In terms of pharmaceu-
tical exports, Indian pharma-
ceutical companies are likely to 
gain due to quicker approval of 
their drugs in Australia. 

Dr. Anil Kumar Angrish
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and Accounting), Department of 
Pharmaceutical Management, 

NIPER, SAS Nagar (Mohali), Punjab
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Institute. 

India-Australia Economic Cooperation and Trade Agreement & Pharmaceutical Exports from India

Islamabad: Pakistan has 
decided to seek a rollover of 
around US$ 12 billion debt 
from key allies like China in the 
2024-25 fiscal year to meet a 
whopping US$ 23 billion worth 
of gap in its external financ-
ing as the federal government 
aims to achieve budget targets 
before the expected arrival of an 
IMF team to the cash-strapped 
country.

According to the Finance 
Ministry insiders, US$ 5 bil-
lion from Saudi Arabia, US$ 
3 billion from the UAE and 
US$ 4 billion from China will 
be rolled over, adding that 
the estimate of further new 
financing from China would 
also be included in the next 
financial year’s budget, The 
Express Tribune newspaper 
reported. Pakistan will receive 
more than US$ 1 billion from 
the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) under the fresh 
loan programme, whereas new 
financing from the World Bank 

and Asian Development Bank 
has also been included in the 
estimated budget.

According to the Finance 
Ministry sources, new loan 
programme agreements will 
be made with financial institu-
tions. The federal government 
aims to achieve budget targets 
before the anticipated arrival 
of the IMF review mission in 
Pakistan. Negotiations for a 
new loan programme with the 
global lender are expected to 
commence in mid-May ahead 
of the budget which will be 
presented in June. The Finance 
Ministry sources said the min-
istries had been instructed to 
complete the targets before the 
negotiations on the new loan 
programme.

They added that the details 
would be given to the IMF del-
egation when all the important 
targets were met. It has also 
been decided to have the bud-
get strategy paper approved by 
the federal cabinet before the 

IMF review mission arrives in 
the country. According to the 
sources, the Finance Ministry 
has started preparing the bud-
get to set the targets for debt 
repayment, defence budget and 
tax collections. Besides, the de-
velopment and ongoing budget 
targets will also be determined, 
according to the paper.

Pakistan has been suffering 
the chronic ailment of how to 
meet external liabilities. Tradi-
tionally, it depended on remit-
tances, export proceeds and for-

eign loans to meet its liabilities. 
But exports haven’t increased to 
match the imports and avenues 
of foreign aid have gradually 
dried up, putting pressure on 
the rupee and essential imports. 
Last year, it narrowly avoided 
default due to a timely short-
term loan agreement with the 
International Monetary Fund 
which provided US$ 3 billion 
during nine months.

The country is once again 
looking towards the global 
lender to provide a fresh loan 

to keep it moving. In the trying 
economic conditions, Pakistan 
has been heavily supported 
by the remittances its work-
ers living and working around 
the globe send. The country 
received the second-highest 
remittances of the ongoing 
2023-24 fiscal at US$ 2.8 bil-
lion in April 2024.

According to the State Bank 
of Pakistan (SBP), the remit-
tances increased by 3.5 per cent 
to US$ 23.8 billion cumulatively 
in the first 10 months of FY24 
compared to the same period last 
year. Remittance inflows dur-
ing April 2024 were primarily 
sourced from Saudi Arabia (US$ 
712 million), the United Arab 
Emirates (US$ 542.3 million), 
the United Kingdom (US$ 403.2 
million), and the United States 
of America (US$ 329.2 million), 
according to the bank.

The remittances earlier had 
peaked near US$ 3 billion in 
the prior month of March 2024, 
marking a 23-month high.

Zelensky, European 
Parliament chief discuss 
Ukraine’s European 
integration, security

Kiev: Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky and vis-
iting European Parliament 
President Roberta Metsola 
have discussed Ukraine’s Eu-
ropean integration and security 
issues. At the talks, Zelensky 
said on Thursday that Ukraine 
has fulfilled all the necessary 
conditions for starting acces-
sion talks with the European 
Union next month, according 
to the Presidential press service. 
For her part, Metsola said she 
was optimistic that EU member 
states will adopt the negotiating 
framework for Ukraine in June, 
Xinhua news agency reported. 
The European Parliament will 
help Ukraine in “all possible 
ways” to move along the Eu-
ropean path, Metsola stressed. 

Washington: US President 
Joe Biden has threatened Israel 
with further restrictions on the 
supply of military equipment 
were Israel to carry out a major 
military offensive in the south-
ern Gaza city of Rafah.

“I made it clear that if they 
(Israel) go into Rafah... I’m not 
supplying the weapons that have 
been used historically to deal 
with Rafah, to deal with the 
cities – that deal with that prob-
lem, “ Biden told broadcaster 
CNN in an interview, stressing 
“they haven’t gone in Rafah yet”.

On Wednesday, the US said 
it paused a large shipment of 
weapons to Israel amid ongo-
ing concerns in Washington 
about military operations in 
the southern Gaza city.

State Department spokes-
man Matthew Miller said it had 
been clearly communicated to 
Israel that the US government 

did not support Israel’s long-
threatened all-out offensive in 
Rafah, the southern city in the 
Gaza Strip that is seen as the 
last place of refuge for civilians 
in the territory.

He said the Israeli side has 
yet to present a credible plan 
that guarantees both the protec-
tion of the civilian population 
in Rafah and their access to 
humanitarian supplies.

Israel describes Rafah as the 
last major Hamas stronghold 
in Gaza.

Washington: The US gov-
ernment has said that it is exam-
ining Hamas’ agreement to a 
mediated proposal for a ceasefire 
in Gaza.

“We’re currently reviewing that 
response. And we’re discussing it 
with our partners in the region, “ 
National Security Council Com-
munications Director John Kirby 
said on Monday. Kirby evaded a 
journalist’s question as to what 
exactly Hamas had agreed to in 
the proposal. He would not go 
into that, he said. “We still believe 
that reaching an agreement is 
the absolute best outcome not 
only for the hostages, but for the 
Palestinian people. And we’re 
not going to stop working to that 
outcome, “ Kirby said.

CIA chief William Burns is 
in the region working with the 
Israelis to reach an agreement, 
Kirby said. “And the last thing 
that I want to do is say anything 
at this podium that’s going to put 
that process at risk, “ he added. 
The worst thing to do now would 
be to speculate about what exactly 
Hamas’ response will be. Kirby 
described a telephone conversa-

tion between US President Joe 
Biden and Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu earlier 
Monday morning as “construc-
tive.” The conversation lasted 
around half an hour. “During 
the call at the president’s urg-
ing, Prime Minister Netanyahu 
agreed to ensure that the Kerem 
Shalom crossing is back open for 
humanitarian assistance for those 
in need, “ said Kirby.

During the talks, Hamas’ 
agreement to a mediator’s pro-
posal was not yet known. With 
regard to an expected ground 
offensive in the city of Rafah in 
the southern Gaza Strip, Kirby 
stressed that the US government 
would not support an operation 
that would put more than 1 mil-
lion people at great risk. 

PoK is integral part 
of India: S Jaishankar
FW Desk

External Affairs Minister S Jais-
hankar on Sunday reiterated 
India’s stance on Pakistan-oc-
cupied Kashmir (PoK), affirm-
ing that it is an integral part of 
India.  Speaking at an inter-
active session 
in Cuttack, 
Jaishankar 
pointed out 
that the Indian 
Parliament has 
passed a reso-
lution stating 
PoK’s status as part of India. 
Jaishankar highlighted that 
despite efforts to sideline the 
issue, PoK remains a significant 
concern for India.  “PoK has 
never been out of this country. It 
is part of this country,” he said.  
Addressing the history of PoK’s 
control by Pakistan, Jaishankar 
compared it to an irresponsible 
custodian allowing someone 
else to steal. He emphasized the 
need to address the issue and 
reiterated India’s commitment 
to reclaiming PoK.

United Nations: A UN 
spokesperson has declined 
to react to an assertion by 
US President Joe Biden that 
India was “stalling so badly 
economically” because it was 
“xenophobic” and not taking 
in immigrants.

“I wouldn’t comment on 
what he said, “ Farhan Haq, 
the Deputy Spokesperson for 
UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres, said on Friday when 
he was asked by a Chinese TV 
reporter about Biden’s com-
ment that also covered China, 
Russia, and Japan. Asked by 
the reporter about the UN’s 
definition of “xenophobia”, 
Haq said that it “is simply the 
dictionary definition”.

Biden had said on Wednes-
day, “You know, one of the 
reasons why our economy is 
growing is because of you and 
many others. Why? Because 
we welcome immigrants. We 
look to -- the reason -- look, 
think about it. Why is China 
stalling so badly economically? 
Why is Japan having trouble? 

Why is Russia? Why is India? 
Because they’re xenophobic. 
They don’t want immigrants.”

However, reports by several 
international organisations 
and multinationals tell a dif-
ferent story from that of Biden, 
who has a record of making 
fact-challenged statements.

According to the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, the 
US economy grew by 2.5 per 
cent last year and is expected 
to grow this year by 2.7 per 
cent, while India, according to 
Biden, has a “stalling” economy 
grew three times faster than 
the US at 7.8 per cent last year 
and is projected for a two-and-
a-half time faster growth at 6.8 
per cent this year.

China’s economy grew by 5.2 
per cent last year with a projec-

tion of 4.8 per cent this year.
White House spokesperson 

Karine Jean-Pierre tried to 
play down Biden’s assertion, 
saying that “he was making a 
more broad comment, speak-
ing about this country and 
speaking about how impor-
tant it is to be a country of 
immigrants”.

“Obviously, we have a strong 
relationship with -- with -- 
with India, with -- with Japan. 
And the President, if you just 
look at the last three years, 
has certainly -- certainly has 
focused on that diplomatic -- 
those diplomatic relationships, 
“ she added.

Haq, in his response to 
Biden’s comment, added, “But 
certainly, we believe that all of 
our member states should con-
tinue to uphold all of the basic 
standards in the UN Human 
Rights covenants, including 
those that involve treating all 
races, all nationalities with 
respect. And we believe that 
all of the member states of the 
UN work towards that end.” 

Washington: A US sol-
dier, held in Russia for alleged 
theft, did not request official 
clearance for his trip to Rus-
sia, an Army spokesperson 
said, noting he is currently in 
a pretrial detention facility.

Cynthia Smith, the spokes-
person, made the remarks as 
Staff Sgt. Gordon Black was 
arrested on charges of steal-
ing personal property in the 
Russian Far Eastern city of 
Vladivostok on Thursday, 
Yonhap news agency reported.

Black was most recently as-
signed to the Eighth US Army 
at Camp Humphreys in South 
Korea, Smith confirmed. On 
April 10, he was issued a per-

manent change-of-station 
(PCS) leave for reassignment 
to Fort Cavazos, Texas, but 
flew from Incheon, west of 
Seoul, to Vladivostok via China 
for personal reasons.

“Black did not request of-
ficial clearance, and DoD 
did not authorise his travel 
to China and Russia. Official 
and leave travel is currently 
restricted pursuant to the DoD 
Foreign Clearance Guide, “ 
Smith said in a statement. 
DoD means the Department 
of Defense.

“There is no evidence Black 
intended to remain in Russia 
after his PCS leave period ended, 
“ she added.

New Delhi: Indian High 
Commissioner Gopal Baglay 
met with Australian Foreign 
Minister Penny Wong in Can-
berra on Monday, engaging in 
substantial discussions on the 
entire gamut of bilateral co-
operation between India and 
Australia.

The comprehensive strategic 
partnership between the two 
nations is poised to scale new 
heights, according to a state-
ment from the High Commis-
sion of India in Canberra.

The High Commission shared 
a photograph of the meeting on 
X (formerly Twitter), highlight-
ing the ‘cordial and substantive 
conversation’ between Baglay 
and Wong on bilateral matters.

India is an increasingly cru-
cial trading partner for Austra-
lia, as the latter seeks to reduce 
its economic dependence on 
China.

Furthermore, both countries 
are fostering stronger military 
ties as members of the Quad 
grouping, which also includes 
the United States and Japan.

As strategic partners in the 
Indo-Pacific region, India and 
Australia are committed to 
deepening their cooperation 
across various domains, includ-
ing trade, defence, and security.

The meeting between the 
high-level officials underscores 
the importance both nations 
attach to their bilateral rela-
tionship.

New Delhi: India and Tai-
wan are witnessing a significant 
boost in economic partnership, 
with industry leaders projecting 
bilateral trade could reach USD 
25 billion through increased 
investment and technology 
sharing.

During a high-level business 
delegation’s visit to India, Pe-
ter Huang from the Taiwan 
External Trade Development 
Council highlighted India’s po-
tential as an untapped market 
for Taiwanese firms, especially 
in sectors like electronics, auto 
components, machinery, food 
processing, and medical devices.

“Our commercial relation 
is growing from strength to 
strength. India is a friendly 
and hospitable country for Tai-
wanese industry,” Huang said, 
marking the 15th such business 
delegation to India.

Vijay Kalantri, Chairman of 
MVIRDC World Trade Center 
Mumbai, described the India-
Taiwan economic relationship 
as being “at an inflection point,” 

citing India’s recent conferment 
of the Padma Bhushan award 
to Foxconn CEO Young Liu as 
a testament to the strengthen-
ing bond.

The Taipei Economic and 
Cultural Centre (TECC) is also 
planning to open its third of-
fice in India, underscoring the 
deepening ties.

Currently, bilateral trade 
stands at USD 8 billion, with 
Taiwan exports to India ac-
counting for USD 6 billion and 
imports from India at USD 2 
billion.

“Both countries should grow 
bilateral trade to USD 25 billion 
from the current level through 
partnership in investment and 
technology cooperation,” indus-
try leaders noted.

Taiwan has identified In-
dia as a critical partner under 
its ‘New Southbound Policy,’ 
and the two nations have also 
signed migration agreements 
to facilitate the employment of 
Indian workers in Taiwanese 
industries.

Pak to seek rollover of $12 billion debt to meet 
budget targets before IMF team’s arrival

UN spokesperson declines to react to 
Biden’s claim that India’s economy 
stalling due to ‘xenophobia’

Indian High Commissioner discusses 
Bilateral Cooperation with 
Australian Foreign Minister

White House says it’s examining Hamas 
agreement to ceasefire proposal

India-Taiwan Bilateral Trade ties on 
Roll, Eying USD 25 Billion Target

US won’t supply Israel with weapons 
for Rafah offensive: Biden

US soldier in Russian detention didn’t request 
approval for trip to Russia: Army spokesperson
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Actress Huma Qureshi 
reflects on life: It is 
a massive canvas, 
throw in all the paint

Mumbai: Actress Huma 
Qureshi imparted some words of 
wisdom on Friday morning, stat-
ing that “life is a massive canvas, 
throw in all the paint.” Taking to 
Instagram, the actress shared a 
picture holding a canvas while 
clad in a navy blue co-ord set and 
a white crop top. She completed 
her look with natural makeup 
and sneakers. “Life is a massive 
canvas... Throw in all the paint... 
But who said you got to paint 
between the lines... Disrupt, “ she 
captioned the post. Huma has 
started working on ‘Jolly LLB 
3’, starring Akshay Kumar and 
Arshad Warsi. The first instal-
ment of the ‘Jolly LLB’ franchise, 
directed by Subhash Kapoor, 
was released in 2013. It told the 
story of a lawyer locking horns 
with a senior lawyer regarding 
a hit-and-run case involving 
a prominent figure’s son. The 
second part of the dark comedy 
courtroom drama had Akshay 
playing the title role in 2017 

Chandigar: Punjabi stars 
Ammy Virk and Sonam Bajwa’s 
forthcoming cross-cultural film, 
which has two titles: ‘Kudi Hary-
ane Val Di’ in Punjabi and ‘Chori 
Haryane Aali’ for the Haryanvi 
version, is set to release on June 14.

Ammy took to Instagram, 
where he shared the poster of 
the film, in which “Jaatni” So-
nam is seen pulling the “jatt”, 
who is standing on a plough. He 
captioned the poster: “The Jatt 
& Jaatni are here. Mere tere naal 
nahi, tere layi ladna hai chahna.” 
Sonam shared the same poster 
and wrote: “The Jatt & Jaatni are 

here. Main thaare se nahi, thaare 
liye ladna chahoon.” The film 
is directed by Rakesh Dhawan, 

who has previously helmed films 
such as ‘Honsla Rakh’ and ‘Aja 
Mexico Chaliye’.

Mumbai: Actor Riteish 
Deshmukh and his wife Gene-
lia took to Instagram after they 
cast their vote in Latur, Maha-
rashtra, to urge fellow citizens 
to come out and exercise their 
democratic right.

Riteish, dressed in a white 
churidar and sky blue kurta, 
had a simple message: “We have 
voted. Have you?” Genelia, who 
wore a light yellow chiffon sari 
with a silver border, wrote: 
“Vote for you. Vote for your 
future. Vote for your country.”

Latur is the Assembly constit-
uency that Riteish’s late father, 
Vilasrao Deshmukh, who was 

Maharashtra’s chief minister 
and a Union minister as well, 

represented in the years he was 
active in state politics.

Mumbai: Actor Sidharth 
Malhotra on Wednesday gave 
major fitness goals to his fans, 
saying ‘push your limits’ as he 
shared his workout picture on 
social media.

The actor, who was last seen 
in the action thriller ‘Yodha’, 
took to Instagram where he en-
joys 30 million followers, and 
shared a picture of working out 
outdoors in a black sleeveless 
T-shirt and matching shorts, 
sweating it out in the sun.

“Push your limits! #SidFit 
#GameFace, “ he wrote as the 

caption.
A fan commented, “You 

motivate me to work out, “ 
while another said, “You are 
inspirational.”

“Old Siddy is back, “ wrote 
one fan.

“Killing it & how, “ wrote 
another.

On the work front, Sidharth 
played a soldier in ‘Yodha’ 
which also stars Raashii Khan-
na and Disha Patani.

He was also seen in Rohit 
Shetty’s directorial web series 
‘Indian Police Force’.

Actress Janhvi Kapoor hit a 
six with her fashion game for 
the promotions of her upcoming 
film ‘Mr. & Mrs. Mahi’.

The actress elevated her fash-
ion game by donning a red dress 
inspired by a cricket leather ball. 
The dress featured white stitch-
es resembling the stitch marks 
on a cricket ball, lending a sporty 
touch to her ensemble. Adding 
to the theme, small leather balls 
were attached to the back of the 
dress, further enhancing the 
cricket-inspired look.

Janhvi was accompanied by 
her co-star Rajkummar Rao at 
the promotions.

The film narrates the story of 
an imperfectly perfect partner-
ship between a couple with a 
shared love for cricket.

Directed by Sharan Sharma, 
‘Mr. & Mrs. Mahi’ marks the 

second collaboration between 
Rajkummar and Janhvi, who 
previously worked together 
in the 2021 film ‘Roohi’.’Mr. 
& Mrs. Mahi’ is scheduled to 
release on May 31.

Bobby recalls how 
Shekhar Kapur walked 
out of his debut film 
because of Dharmendra

Mumbai: Actor Bobby Deol, 
who won praise from all quar-
ters for his performance in 
the blockbuster film ‘Animal’, 
has said that the director of 
his debut film, Shekhar Ka-
pur, opted out of the film 
because of the legacy of his 
father Dharmendra.

Bobby appeared with his 
brother Sunny on the lat-
est episode of the streaming 
comedy show ‘The Great In-
dian Kapil Show’, and opened 
up on his debut film ‘Barsaat’.

When host Kapil Sharma 
asked if Bobby or the director 
was scared to launch him, 
given the massive popularity 
of his father Dharmendra and 
elder brother Sunny Deol, 
Bobby replied: “Maybe that’s 
why Shekhar ran away. Shek-
har Kapur. He was scared. 
But then Raj directed the 
film. But I never thought I 
was under pressure.”

ARUN KUMAR RAO
Bengaluru 

Bridgestone India has unveiled 
its latest marketing initiative, 
launching the «Trailblazing 
with Dueler A/T» campaign 
for its newest addition, the 
Bridgestone Dueler Tyre. This 
comprehensive campaign aims 
to spotlight the exceptional ca-
pabilities of the Dueler Tyre, 
showcasing its prowess across 
various terrains with its aggres-
sive tread pattern, superior trac-
tion, and excellent grip in both 
wet and dry conditions, all while 
prioritizing safety and comfort. 
Bridgestone brand Ambassador 
and ace Badminton player P. 
V. Sindhu flagged-off “Trail-
blazing with Dueleter A/T”, 
a road show covering 6 states 
to engage ‘Bridgestone Select 
Dealers’ and consumers at the 
same time while demonstrating 
product performance.

Geared towards SUV and 4x4 
owners who seek durability and 

high performance, the campaign 
emphasizes the tire›s innovative 
5 Rib-technology, featuring hex-
agonal blocks and a staggered 
pattern architecture. This design 
ensures consistent stiffness and 
optimal contact pressure distri-
bution, resulting in extended 
wear life. Engineered to elevate 
off-road experiences, this pre-
mium quality tire also boasts low 
noise levels and superior ride 
comfort, catering to adventur-
ous drivers navigating through 
urban landscapes or rugged ter-
rains alike. Deepak Gulati, Chief 
Marketing & Innovation Officer 
at Bridgestone India, expressed 
excitement about the campaign, 
stating, «Our new Dueler Tyre 
underscores Bridgestone›s 
dedication to quality and in-
novation. ‹Trailblazing with 
Dueler A/T› communicates 
the resilience and versatility of 
our latest product, showcasing 
its ability to enhance SUV own-
ers› driving experiences across 
diverse terrains.»

Singer Neha Kakkar 
reveals that her 
new Coke Studio 
song is a tribute to 
Uttarakhand’s culture

Mumbai: Singer Neha Kak-
kar, who recently released her 
song ‘Sonchadi’, has shared that 
she is proud of her Uttarakhandi 
roots. She said that the song is an 
ode to the culture and heritage 
of Uttarakhand. For the song, 
Neha has collaborated with musi-
cian digV and folk singer of Ut-
tarakhand, Kamla Devi for Coke 
Studio Bharat. Talking about her 
track, Neha said: “Being a proud 
Uttarakhandi, ‘Sonchadi’ holds a 
special place in my heart. It’s more 
than just a song; it’s a tribute to 
the rich culture and heritage of 
Uttarakhand, a land that I hold 
dear. “Collaborating with digV 
and Kamla Devi on this track 
allowed me to reconnect with 
my roots and share the beauty 
of the timeless folklore of Rajula 
Malushahi in a contemporary yet 
soulful manner with the world.” 
She added, “With each note sung 
in the blend of Kumaoni and 
Hindi, I feel a sense of pride in 
representing the essence of Ut-
tarakhand through ‘Sonchadi’. I 
hope this song not only resonates 
with listeners but also celebrates 
the spirit of our beloved state.”

Tara, a 60-year-old 
female elephant hail-
ing from Tripura, en-
dured unspeakable 

cruelty and abuse at the hands 
of her owners. Despite being 
five months pregnant and 
elderly, she was coerced into 
strenuous field work, resulting 
in unimaginable suffering. 
Struggling with a fractured 
leg, sleep deprivation, numer-
ous wounds, visible injuries, 
and a damaged eye, Tara›s 
plight was heart-wrenching. 
The perpetrator of this hei-
nous act, Akhtaruddin Shaikh 
of Irani village in Unokoti dis-
trict, is now under the scanner 
of the law. The court was yet 
to decide his fate as he kept 
elephants illegally without 
a valid license. A distressing 
video capturing Tara›s forced 
journey on foot alongside her 
22-month-old calf, Vanny, 
circulated widely on social 
media, igniting outrage. The 
High Court, after examining 
the petition filed by Agartala-
based animal welfare activist 

and advocate, Paramita Sen, 
issued notices to the forest and 
animal resource development 
departments. Kuntala Sinha, 
the visionary behind Go Green 
& Help Stray Animals, a local 
NGO, played a pivotal role in 
shedding light on the distress 
of the suffering elephant. In 
response, Maneka Gandhi of 
PFA promptly contacted for-
est officials. 

Responding swiftly to an 
urgent plea from Kuntala 
Sinha, a medical team from 
Vantara, Gujarat, arrived to 
administer treatment to the 
ailing elephant. Tara›s inju-
ries were severe, necessitat-
ing intensive medical care. 
Consequently, the mother 
and calf were transported to 
Vantara in Jamnagar, where 
comprehensive treatment and 
compassionate care await 
them. Vantara, spearheaded 
by Anant Ambani, stands as 
a beacon of hope for animal 
welfare, boasting exceptional 
facilities for the rehabilitation 
and world-class treatment of 

over 4,000 animals spanning 
134 species, including 300 
elephants. Tara and Vanny 
will find solace and sanctu-
ary within its confines. No-
tably, 23 other elderly and 
distressed elephants from 
Tripura have already found 
refuge at Vantara sanctuary. 
More than 150 elephants have 
been transferred to Vantara 
from Northeastern India in 
the last few months.

The plight of elephants is 
dire, as evidenced by their 
dwindling numbers, lead-
ing to their classification as 
Endangered by the Inter-
national Union for Conser-
vation of Nature. Further 
safeguarding their status, 

elephants are protected un-
der Schedule 1 of the Wildlife 
Protection Act of 1972, ir-
respective of their habitat. 
Official data indicates India 
harbors 27,000 elephants, 
with approximately 2,675 
in captivity. These captive 
elephants find themselves in 
various settings, from forest 
department-managed camps 
and rescue centers to zoos, 
temples, and under private 
ownership. However, despite 
legal protections, elephants 
encounter formidable chal-
lenges. The diminishing 
expanse of forests deprives 
elephants of crucial resourc-
es such as food, water, and 
shelter, compelling them to 

venture into villages. This in-
cursion often triggers conflict 
with humans, exacerbating 
an already precarious situ-
ation.

The conditions faced by 
captive elephants are equally 
distressing. These majestic 
beings endure overwork, iso-
lation, captivity, starvation, 
and rampant cruelty, both 
physical and psychological. 
Reports of maltreatment 
in temples, particularly in 
southern states like Kerala, 
highlight the pervasive nature 
of this issue. Moreover, in the 
name of tourism, elephants 
endure further exploitation 
and cruelty, with Rajasthan 
among the states implicated 

in such practices. Indian el-
ephants confront many press-
ing threats, including habitat 
loss, poaching, and perilous 
encounters with electric wires 
and railways, all compounded 
by human conflicts. Disturb-
ingly, between 2014 and 2020, 
the Ministry of Environment 
and Forests recorded a stag-
gering 474 elephant fatalities 
due to electrocution.

Essential to their survival, 
elephants require vast quan-
tities of green fodder daily. 
Yet, as their natural habitats 
diminish, they are forced to 
seek sustenance in agricul-
tural fields, triggering conflicts 
with farmers and exacerbat-
ing human-elephant tensions. 

The construction of highways, 
expressways, railways, and ca-
nals further encroaches upon 
elephant habitats, highlight-
ing the critical need to safe-
guard their migratory routes. 
Moreover, extensive defores-
tation and urbanization have 
encroached upon significant 
swathes of forested land, leav-
ing insufficient space for el-
ephants to roam freely. This 
dire situation extends beyond 
individual states, reflecting a 
nationwide challenge in pre-
serving elephant habitats and 
ensuring long-term survival.

The writer is a senior journalist 
and columnist. Views are 

personal,Twitter @narvijayyadav

Elephants embody the divine essence of Lord Ganesha and hold 
the revered status of protected wildlife. Nonetheless, distressing 
reports surface from states like Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and North-
East, revealing atrocities inflicted upon these gentle giants.

Endangered Elephants Struggle for Survival

Sidharth Malhotra
sweats it out in the 
sun; fans say
‘old Siddy is back’

Janhvi Kapoor wears outfit inspired by red 
cricket ball to promote ‘Mr. & Mrs. Mahi’

Ammy Virk, Sonam Bajwa’s cross-cultural film 
‘Kudi Haryane Val Di’ slated for release on June 14 
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ARUN KUMAR RAO
Bengaluru 

In the streets of Bangalore, 
where tradition meets moder-
nity, there stood a new beacon 
of brilliance. Avira Diamonds, 
India’s foremost lab-grown 
diamond brand, had unveiled 
its exclusive boutique store, 
radiating with the promise of 
sustainable luxury. The air was 
abuzz with excitement as people 

flocked to witness the unveiling 
of this exquisite collection. And 
adding a touch of glamour to the 
occasion was none other than 
Bollywood actress Bipasha Basu, 
who graced the event with her 
presence, captivating everyone 
with her elegance and charm. 

Amidst the glittering dis-
play of earrings, necklaces, 
and rings, Bipasha shared her 
admiration for Avira’s mission 
to make world-class diamonds 

accessible to every Indian fam-
ily. Her support lent an added 
shine to the evening, elevating 
Avira Diamonds’ message of 
sustainability and inclusivity 
to new heights. 

Avira Diamonds is India’s 
finest lab-grown and conflict-
free diamond jewellery brand, 
founded by Suresh Jain, a vi-
sionary entrepreneur who had 
been captivated by the idea of 
creating diamonds in a lab rath-

FW Desk

Multinational fitness brand 
MultiFit has announced being 
the official fitness partners for 
Solapur Royals for the upcoming 
Maharashtra Premier League.

The partnership kicked off 
with a dynamic three-hour event 
hosted by MultiFit, at its flag-
ship club in Kalyani Nagar. The 
event aimed to promote fitness 
and sports as integral compo-
nents of a holistic lifestyle. It 
commenced with a team bond-
ing functional fitness session led 
by the MultiFit team, followed 

by engaging sessions featuring 
renowned personalities such 
as Kate Austin, Head Coach at 
MultiFit, and concluded with a 
rejuvenating yoga and mindful-
ness session led by celebrity yoga 
coach Nisha Dhawan. The day 
culminated with a scrumptious 
meal, providing participants 

with an immersive wellness ex-
perience. Speaking on the occa-
sion, a representative of MultiFit 
expressed enthusiasm for the 
collaboration, stating, “We are 
thrilled to embark on this jour-
ney, uniting our expertise in 
wellness with the spirit of sports 
embodied by Solapur Royals. 

Bipasha Basu Inaugurates 
‘Avira Diamonds’
Boutique in Bengaluru 

er than extracting them from 
the earth. His journey began 
with a profound realization – 
that luxury need not come at 
the cost of the environment or 
ethical standards. With unwav-
ering determination, Suresh 
embarked on a mission to make 
world-class diamonds accessible 
to every Indian family.

From intricately designed 
earrings to timeless solitaires, 
every piece of jewellery bore the 
hallmark of Avira’s craftsman-
ship and quality. But what truly 
set Avira Diamonds apart was 
its focus on lab-grown diamonds 
– treasures that sparkled with 
the same brilliance as mined 
diamonds but without the en-
vironmental or ethical conse-
quences.

But beyond the glitz and 
glamour, Avira Diamonds was 
also a brand with a heart. With 
initiatives like lifetime exchange 
and buyback, they ensured that 
every customer could invest in 
a piece of luxury with peace of 
mind. And for those seeking 
something truly unique, Avira’s 
custom jewellery service prom-
ised to deliver personalized trea-
sures in just 10 working days.

Avira Diamonds is India’s 
finest lab-grown and 
conflict-free diamond 
jewellery brand, 
founded by Suresh Jain, a 
visionary entrepreneur 
who had been captivated 
by the idea of creating 
diamonds in a lab rather 
than extracting them 
from the earth.

MultiFit  & Solapur Royals kick off their partnership 
with a wellness event in Kalyani Nagar

Vanni with animal activist Kuntala Sinha in Tripura.


