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DELHI TO LAY 7,000 KM OF
NEW WATER PIPELINES IN 2-3
YEARS: MINISTER PARVESH

VERMA

2

RBI SEEKS PUBLIC FEEDBACK
ON REVISED BANK DIVIDEND
& PROFIT REMITTANCE
FRAMEWORK

AHAN SHETTY THANKS
‘BORDER-2" CO-STAR DILJIT

Rekha Gupta Returns Fire on ‘Memes; Says Delhi Pollution: CAQM Orders Closure
AAP Jealous of Delhi’s Dedicated Woman CM of 16 Industrial Units in NCR

NEW DELHI: Hitting out at
AAP leaders for targeting a
woman serving as the govern-
ment head, Delhi Chief Minister
Rekha Gupta said on Friday that
team has achieved much more in
its first 11-months than what the
AAP government did in 11 years.

Concluding the discussion on
Motion of Thanks on Lieuten-
ant Governor’s Address in the
Delhi Assembly, a combative
CM Gupta said, “Some words
uttered by me by mistake have
been made weapons by AAP
leaders to target me.”

“My slip-ups were inadvertent,
but you are committing blunders
intentionally,” she said, pointing
to disrespectful language used
by AAP leaders for Sikh Gurus.

“We will not tolerate disrespect
of Sikh Gurus,” said CM Gupta,
referring to the alleged “objec-
tionable words” used by Leader
of Opposition Atishi while re-
ferring to Sikh Gurus during a
discussion in the House and the
corruption perpetrated by the
AAP government over 11 years.

Reiterating her resolve to reso-
lutely face the Opposition cam-
paigns to tarnish her image, the
Chief Minister said she would
continue to serve the people of

Delhl to the best of her capability. -

“These people don't like to see
a female Chief Minister working
24x7. Tt bothers them; they can’t
tolerate it. Sometimes they’ll
say things that hurt her honour.
Then they’ll make cheap com-
ments. Then theyTl level baseless
accusations. Then sometimes
they'll nitpick words,” she said.

“But what you did wasn’t a

mistake of words. You deliber-
ately lied to the people of Delhi.
The journey from the fast to
‘Sheeshmahal’ didn’t happen by
mistake... it was intentional. It
was calculative politics. It was
a conspiracy,” she said.

Presenting a report card of
her government’s performance,
she highlighted “clear policy

Plyush Goyal Holds
Talks in Brussels on
Key Issuesiin India-EU
Free Trade Pact

NEW DELHI: Commerce and
Industry Minister Piyush Goyal
held high-level talks with the EU
Trade and Economic Security
Commissioner, Maros Sefcovic,
in Brussels on Friday as part of
the efforts to secure a mutually
beneficial India-EU Free Trade
Agreement (FTA).

“During this dialogue, we
deliberated across key areas of
the proposed agreement. We
reaffirmed our commitment to
arules-based trading framework
and a modern economic partner-
ship that safeguards the interests
of farmers and MSMEs while
integrating Indian industries
into global supply chains,” Goyal
said in a post on X.

India is pushing for zero-duty
access for its labour-intensive
sectors, such as textiles, leather,
apparel, gems and jewellery, and
handicrafts.

The Indian minister’s visit to
Brussels underscores the inten-
sifying diplomatic and technical
engagements between India
and the EU.

The primary objective of these
interactions is to provide strate-
gic guidance to the negotiating
teams, resolve pending issues,
and expedite the conclusion
of a balanced and ambitious
agreement.

The Ministerial engagement
follows a week of intensive de-
liberations in Brussels, building
upon the groundwork laid dur-
ing high-level discussions held
earlier this week between India’s
Commerce Secretary Rajesh
Agrawal and the Director-Gen-
eral for Trade of the European
Commission, Sabine Weyand.

The talks come at a historic
juncture for India-EU economic
relations. The negotiations were
ambitiously re-launched in June
2022 after a hiatus of over nine
years, reflecting a renewed mu-
tual commitment to deepen
economic integration. Since
the resumption, the two sides
have held 14 rounds of intense
negotiations and several high-
level dialogues at the ministerial
level, with the latest interaction
in December 2025, according to
an official statement.

Both India and the EU have
expressed strong political re-
solve to deliver a comprehen-
sive deal.

. e, L
and clean intent” as the corner
stone of the BJP government’s 11
months in office. She said after
years of suffering, the national
capital is trying to emerge from
confrontation and mismanage-
ment through coordination be-
tween all its agencies and the
Central and Delhi government.

This Vote of Thanks is not a
customary exercise but a plat-
form to showcase the roadmap
of efforts being made to improve
services and deliver welfare
schemes, the CM said.

“We are working at a war-foot-
ing level to make Delhi’s public
transport 100 per cent EV. New
ISBTs, renovation of old depots,
increasing capacity, and setting
up EV charging stations—all

We are working at a
war-footing level to
make Delhi's public
transport 100 per

cent EV. New ISBTSs,
renovation of old depots,
increasing capacity, and
setting up EV charging
stations—all these
efforts are continuously
underway.”

these efforts are continuously
underway. We will also make
travel free for women and ensure
a friendly, transparent system
through pink cards,” she said.

“We are fulfilling every promise
made to Delhi. With the thought
that no hardworking person or
poor person in Delhi should go
hungry, we are opening 100
Atal Canteens. 45 have already
opened, and 55 more will open
soon. This is a new model of
service. This is the difference be-
tween their 11-year government
and our 11-month government,”
she added.

PM Modi, Other Leaders Express Grief

over Himachal Bus Tragedy

NEW DELHI: Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi, Congress
leader Priyanka Gandhi, and
others on Friday expressed deep
sorrow over the loss of lives in
a tragic road accident in Him-
achal Pradesh’s Sirmaur district,
where a private bus skidded off
the road and plunged into a deep
gorge in a remote mountain-
ous area.

“The loss of lives due to a bus
mishap in Sirmaur, Himachal
Pradesh, is extremely saddening.
Condolences to those who have
lost their loved ones. Praying
for the speedy recovery of those
injured,” PM Modi said in a
post on X.

He announced an ex gratia of
Rs 2 lakh from the PMNRF to
the next of kin of each deceased.
The injured would be given Rs
50,000 each. Terming the inci-
dent extremely heartbreaking,
Union Minister J.P. Nadda said
he had asked BJP state president
Rajeev Bindal and Leader of the
Opposition Jairam Thakur to
closely monitor the relief and
rescue operations.

“Hundreds of BJP workers are
engaged at the spot to assist the
injured. I express my deepest
condolences to the bereaved
families and pray to God to
give them strength to endure
this difficult time,” he said in

a post on X.

Congress leader Priyanka
Gandhi Vadra also expressed
grief over the tragedy. “The
news of the deaths of several
people due to a passenger bus
falling into a gorge in Sirmaur,
Himachal Pradesh, is extremely
heartbreaking. May God grant
peace to the departed souls. My
deepest condolences to the be-
reaved families. I pray for the
speedy recovery of the injured,”
she said, appealing to the state
government and Congress col-
leagues to extend all possible
assistance to the victims.

At least eight people were
killed and several others in-
jured when the bus, carrying
over 50 passengers, met with the
accident near Haripurdhar on
Friday. Officials said the death
toll may rise as rescue operations
continue.

According to the police, the
cause of the accident is yet to be
ascertained. The bus was travel-
ling from Shimla to Kupvi via
Rajgarh when it reportedly lost
control while descending a steep
gradient. Most of the injured,
many of them local residents,
were rushed to the government
hospital in Haripurdhar.

NEW DELHI: The Commis-
sion for Air Quality Manage-
ment (CAQM) on Friday issued
closure directions to 16 indus-
trial units located across the
National Capital Region (NCR)
after detailed inspections re-
vealed gross and persistent
violations, an official said.

Of the 16 industrial units,
one is located in Uttar Pradesh
(NCR), one in Rajasthan
(NCR) and the remaining 14
are in Sonipat district of Hary-
ana, said the official.

The inspections were carried
out as part of the Commis-
sion’s continuous and intensi-
fied enforcement drive to curb
air pollution and ensure strict

compliance with statutory di-
rections, said a statement issue
by an official of the Ministry
of Environment, Forest and
Climate Change.

The inspections revealed a
range of serious environmental
violations, including establish-
ment and operation without
obtaining mandatory Con-
sent to Establish (CTE) and
Consent to Operate (CTO) as
mandated under extant stat-
utes and non-installation or
non-functioning of Air Pollu-
tion Control Devices (APCDs),
the statement said.

The CAQM teams also
detected use of unapproved
fuel; operation of units dur-

ing restricted periods under
GRAP; non-compliance of
diesel generator (DG) sets
with prescribed norms and
visible smoke and emissions
from industrial processes, said
the statement.

In several cases, units were
found operating in blatant
disregard of extant statutes,
statutory directions and envi-
ronmental norms, it said.

The CAQM has taken a
serious view of these lapses
and directed the immediate
closure of the defaulting units
until requisite compliance with
extant statutes and statutory
directions is attained, it said.

The Commission reiterated
that non-compliance will not
be tolerated and that strict
enforcement actions, including
closure and other penal ac-
tions as per law, shall continue
against defaulting industrial
units.

All industries operating in
the NCR are once again urged
to strictly adhere to prescribed
environmental norms, ensure
proper installation and op-
eration of APCDs and ensure
compliance at all times, said
the CAQM statement.

India Stands Firm on
Atmanirbharta in Fluid
Global Landscape:
Shaktikanta Das

A
NEW DELHI: Shaktikanta
Das, Principal Secretary-2 to
the Prime Minister, said on
Friday that India is headed to
be the fastest growing economy
in the world, despite geopoliti-
cal tensions and trade barriers.

Delivering the Inaugural
Bibek Debroy Memorial Lec-
ture, Das highlighted that the
shifting geopolitical winds and
trade policies are reshaping
the global economic order.
Traditional multilateralism,
once a cornerstone of global
governance, is increasingly be-
ing sidelined by geopolitical
rivalries, protectionism and
fragmentation. Das pointed
out that in this fluid global
landscape, India has embraced
Atmanirbharta, a vision of
self-reliance, as the overarch-
ing principle of the country’s
policies.

Trump Signa

als Control of Venezuelan

Oil Reserves, Drawing Global Attention

WASHINGTON: President
Donald Trump is framing the
US intervention in Venezuela
not as a short-term military ac-
tion but as along-range econom-
ic and geopolitical reset—one
that he says reclaims control
of oil assets, deters rivals, curbs
drug trafficking and sends a sig-
nal well beyond Latin America.
In a sit-down interview on
Fox News’ Hannity, Trump laid
out a sweeping rationale for the
operation that led to the capture
of Venezuelan leader Nicolas
Maduro, repeatedly returning
to oil as the central lever of US
power. “They took the oil from
us years ago,” Trump said, re-
ferring to the nationalization
of American energy assets in
Venezuela. “We just took it back.”
The president said the United
States has already secured large
quantities of Venezuelan crude
under sanctions enforcement.
“We've taken $4 billion worth
of oil in one day,” he said, add-
ing that the total would rise
over time. Trump said major
American companies would
now rebuild Venezuela’s col-
lapsed energy sector. “The top

14 companies are coming,” he
said. “They’re going to rebuild
the whole oil infrastructure.”

He argued that restoring
production would have global
effects. “It means lower oil prices
all over the world,” he said, a
claim that underscores how
closely the administration is
linking foreign policy to com-
modity markets.

While the president acknowl-
edged that reviving Venezuela’s
oil industry would take time—

“The oil will take a while,” he

said—he made clear that US

involvement would not be brief.
“We're going to be there till we
straighten out the country,”
Trump said. The comments sug-
gest an open-ended US role, with
economic oversight preceding
political transition. On elections,
Trump said conditions are not
yetin place. “They wouldn't even
know how to have an election
right now,” he said. “The coun-
try’s become third world.”
Beyond economics, Trump
portrayed the Venezuela action
as a demonstration of deterrence.
He said the operation sent a

message across the region, par-
ticularly to governments in Cuba
and Colombia. “They saw what
happened,” he said. “They’re
treating us with great respect.”
Trump noted that Maduro’s
removal had prompted other
leaders to fall into line, reduc-
ing the likelihood of confronta-
tion. The implication was that
decisive action in one country
reshapes behavior in others.
Framing the operation as a
law-enforcement success with
immediate security benefits, he
accused the former Venezuelan
government of exporting crime
to the United States. “He emptied
his prisons into the United States,”
Trump said. “He emptied his
mental institutions and insane
asylums.” He claimed a sharp
reduction in maritime drug traf-
ficking. “We've knocked out 97
per cent of the drugs coming in
by water,” he said. “There are very
few boats operating right now.”
While he did not provide inde-
pendent verification of that figure,
he returned to the theme repeat-
edly, arguing that military force
paired with law enforcement had
produced tangible results.

Indian diaspora remains powerful bridge
between India and the world: PM Modi

NEW DELHI: Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi on Friday
extended warm greetings to

overseas Indians on the oc- |

casion of Pravasi Bharatiya
Diwas, stating that the Indian
diaspora continues to serve as
a powerful bridge between
India and the rest of the world.
Taking to the social media
platform X, Prime Minister
Modi said, “Warm greetings
on Pravasi Bharatiya Diwas.
The Indian diaspora remains a
powerful bridge between India
and the world. They have en-
riched societies wherever they
went and, at the same time,
stayed connected to their roots.
I often say that our diaspora
is our Rashtradoots, who have
popularised the culture of In-
dia globally. Our Government
has taken numerous steps to
bring our diaspora even closer
to India.” Pravasi Bharatiya
Diwas is a significant national
event observed every year on
January 9 to recognise and
honour the contributions of
the Indian diaspora to India’s
development and its global
standing. The occasion pro-
vides an important platform
for engagement with overseas
Indians and acknowledges
their role in promoting India’s
progress across various sectors.
January 9 was chosen to
commemorate the return of

Mahatma Gandhi to India

from South Affrica in 1915.
Widely regarded as the great-
est Pravasi, Mahatma Gandhi

went on to lead India’s free-
dom struggle and profoundly

influence the nation’s history.
The day symbolises the endur-
ing bond between India and

its people living abroad.

The Pravasi Bharatiya
Diwas Convention was first
instituted in 2003 during
the tenure of former Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee.
It was conceived as a formal
mechanism to connect with
and recognise the overseas
Indian community and to
strengthen their engagement
with India. Pravasi Bharatiya
Diwas is the flagship event
of the Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA) and is hosted
in different cities across the
country. This rotating format
highlights India’s regional
diversity, development, and
cultural heritage, while offer-
ing overseas Indians an op-
portunity to engage directly
with the country.

Friday prayers amid
heavy security,
locals seek return
to normalcy after
buIIdozer action

OUR CORRESPONDENT
New Delhi

Friday prayers were held peace-
fully in central Delhi’s Turkman
Gate area amid heavy police de-
ployment, drone surveillance and
barricading, even as residents
appealed to authorities to ease
restrictions and allow businesses
to reopen, saying prolonged curbs
were hitting livelihoods hard.

Security arrangements
were stepped up in view of the
weekly Friday prayers follow-
ing Wednesday’s stone-pelting
incident during a court-ordered
anti-encroachment drive. A large
contingent of Delhi Police and
paramilitary personnel was de-
ployed near mosques, inside nar-
row residential lanes and at key
intersections, with senior officers
overseeing the arrangements on
the ground.

Police drones hovered over the
locality and CCTV cameras were
used to monitor movement, while
debris-clearing work continued
at the demolition site. Barricades
were placed at several points to
regulate movement, lending a
tense but controlled atmosphere
to the neighbourhood.

Residents said people moved
cautiously, speaking in hushed
tones as security personnel re-
mained stationed inside residen-
tial lanes. Despite the heightened
presence, locals said there were
no restrictions on offering prayers
and the situation remained peace-
ful.

However, many residents chose
to pray at mosques closer to their
homes instead of larger mosques
in the area, citing unease due to
the prevailing situation. “We of-
fered prayers at a mosque near our
home. There is no restriction as
such on going to the Faiz-e-Elahi
Masjid, but people are obviously
wary because of what happened
recently,” said Shehnawaz, a
43-year-old handicrafts trader.

He said fear and uncertainty
had prompted many to avoid long
walks through heavily guarded
streets. “People don’t want to take
unnecessary chances, so they are
praying wherever they feel more
comfortable,” he said, adding that
shopkeepers were bearing the
brunt of the restrictions. “Our
shops have been shut for days
and we are suffering losses. Daily-
wage earners, small traders and
shop owners depend on everyday
sales. Some miscreants did some-
thing wrong and now the entire
area is paying the price for it.”

Republic Day Parade to Showcase ’Operatlon
Sindoor’ Might and Bhalr_av Battalion

NEW DELHI: New Delhi is set
to witness a powerful display
of India’s military might this
Republic Day, as fighter jets that
played a key role in ‘Operation
Sindoor’ will roar across Kar-
tavya Path. The spectacle will
capture the global attention, say
defence experts.

Operation Sindoor, which
was launched in the aftermath
of the Pahalgam attack, high-
lighted a decisive response by
the Indian armed forces. This
military operation by India
targeted terrorist hideouts and
key locations in Pakistan and
Pakistan-occupied Kashmir
(PoK). When Pakistan tried
to carry out retaliatory strikes,
India responded with double
the force. This showcased the
Indian Air Force’s operational
dominance to the world.

Now, the same fighter jets
that struck terror infrastructure
will feature prominently in the
Republic Day flypast. One of
the main highlights will be the
special Sindoor Formation which

will symbolise the success and re-
solve of the operation. Advanced
aircraft including Rafale, Suk-
hoi, Jaguar, and MiG-29 fighter
jets—along with more than half
adozen combat aircraft—will fly
in formation over Kartavya Path.
In addition to this, multiple other
formations comprising fighter
jets, helicopters, and transport
aircraft will also be part of the
grand aerial display. Bhairav
Battalion to make historic
debut- For the first time, the
newly raised Bhairav Battalion
of the Indian Army will march

down Kartavya Path and salute

the Supreme Commander. Fol-
lowing the success of Operation

Sindoor, Army Chief General

Upendra Dwivedi announced

the formation of these new light

commando battalions from Kar-
¢il. Five Bhairav battalions have

already been established, accord-
ing to officials. The Army plans to

raise a total of 25 such battalions

within six months, they added.
Each battalion consists of around

250 elite soldiers, trained for

swift, surprise, and high-impact

operations.
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Delhito lay 7,000 km of new water pipelines ‘Breach of Privilege: Delhi Speaker on

in2-3 Years; M|n|ster Parvesh Verma

OUR CORRESPONDENT
New Delhi

The Delhi government plans
to lay around 7,000 km of new
water pipelines over the next
two to three years as part of
its push to ensure clean drink-
ing water for every household,
Water Minister Parvesh Verma
told the Assembly on Friday.
Replying to questions raised
by BJP MLA Satish Upadhyay,
Verma said the government has
initiated works worth Rs 7,212
crore in the last 11 months and
launched 94 projects in the
water and sewerage sector. He
said the city’s current water
challenges were a legacy issue
inherited from the previous
AAP government. “The Delhi
government is working close-
ly with the Centre to provide
drinking water to every house-
hold,” Verma said, adding that
infrastructure expansion was
central to meeting this goal.
To augment water avail-
ability, the government is in

talks with neighbouring states,
including Uttar Pradesh and
Haryana. Verma said the pro-
posal involves sourcing raw
drinking water from these
states in return for supplying
them treated water for irriga-
tion. “This arrangement has the
potential to add over 100 mil-
lion gallons per day to Delhi’s
water supply,” he said.

The minister also said work
had begun on replacing old,
broken and damaged pipelines
to curb contamination. He
noted that water losses from

the Munak canal, currently es-
timated at around 40 per cent,
would be brought down to 5 per
cent within the next two years.
“We have initiated a concrete
plan for this. Reducing losses
will also help us move closer
to our promise of 24/7 water
supply to every household in
Delhi,” Verma said.

He added that the govern-
ment was also working to revive
a water-sharing project with
Himachal Pradesh as part of
efforts to strengthen the capi-
tal’s long-term water security.

Punjab Police FIR against Kapil Mishra

NEW DELHI: Delhi Speaker
Vijender Gupta said on Friday
that the Assembly has formally
taken cognisance of Punjab Po-
lice registering an FIR against
Minister Kapil Mishra on the
basis of an unauthorised video
clip of House proceedings.
The issue of the video clip,
purportedly linked to the al-
leged “disrespect of Sikh Gu-
rus” by AAP leader Atishi, was
raised by Laxmi Nagar MLA
Abhay Verma of the BJP.
The FIR registered by Ja-
landhar Police is based on the
video clip - related to the Atishi
episode in Delhi Assembly -
downloaded by Punjab Police
from Mishra’s X handle and
put to forensic test, before de-
claring it “tampered” and filing
a case against Mishra.
Speaker Gupta stated that
the matter raised by Verma
pertains to breach of privilege
of this House.
“The FIR that has been
registered is based on a video

which is the recording of the
proceedings within the House
and is the property of the As-
sembly. Taking such action
on this video and registering
an FIR against a Minister is a
serious issue. In this context, a
clear case of breach of privilege
is made out against the Police
Commissioner of Jalandhar,”
said the Speaker.

Recordings made inside the
House belong exclusively to
the House and to no one else,
he said.

Sudden Rain Spell Freezes Delhi, Air Quality Remains ‘Very Poor’

NEW DELHI: Residents of

NCRTCinvites bids for
commercial development
at Ghaziabad Namo Bharat
Station

OUR CORRESPONDENT
New Delhi

The National Capital Re-
gion Transport Corporation
(NCRTC) has invited bids for
commercial development of
property development (PD)
areas at the Ghaziabad Namo
Bharat Station on the Delhi-
Ghaziabad-Meerut corridor,
as part of efforts to enhance
passenger amenities and boost
non-fare revenue.

According to an official state-
ment, the initiative aims to trans-
form station premises into inte-
grated, commuter-friendly spaces
offering facilities such as rooftop
restaurants, food outlets, cafes
and other commercial establish-
ments. Applications have been
invited through an e-tendering
process to license the PD area at
the station for commercial use.
Around 18,578 square metres of
space will be offered on a licence
basis against a fixed rent for a
period of 25 years. The move
is expected to allow commut-
ers and nearby residents access
to shopping, dining and other
modern amenities within a single,
well-connected location inside
the station complex. As per the
tender details, commercial spaces
will be available across multiple
levels, including the ground floor,
upper and lower PD levels, and
Core-A floors. This includes
about 4,229 square metres on
the ground floor, 11,914 square
metres on upper levels 1 and 2,
and 2,435 square metres across
Core-A floors comprising the up-
per PD level, lower PD level and
concourse terrace. NCRTC said
the initiative is aimed at promot-
ing commercial activity within
station areas while strengthen-
ing non-fare revenue streams.
Interested bidders can submit
applications until February 4,
2026, with detailed informa-
tion on scope, eligibility criteria
and timelines available on the
NCRTC website. The corporation
said the spaces can be utilised for
shops, kiosks and service estab-
lishments catering to commuters
and local residents. Proposed
facilities include rooftop and fine-
dining restaurants, cafes, food
outlets, hotels, showrooms, ban-
quet halls, pharmacies, medical
and wellness centres, and outlets
showcasing regional products.
By encouraging participation
from local vendors, retailers and
service providers, NCRTC aims
to develop station precincts into
vibrant and people-friendly com-
mercial hubs. The project is also
expected to generate employment
opportunities and enhance pas-
senger convenience by integrat-
ing dining, shopping, healthcare
and hospitality services within
the station complex. Ghaziabad
Namo Bharat Station is seen as
having strong commercial po-
tential due to its location in a
densely populated urban area
and its proximity to the city’s
main bus terminal, which ensures
high daily footfall.

Delhi and the National Capital
Region (NCR) were caught off
guard early Friday morning as
an unexpected spell of rain swept
across the region, deepening
the ongoing cold wave. Despite
the showers, air pollution levels
continued to remain dangerously
high, with the Air Quality Index
(AQI) recorded in the ‘very poor’
category.

Dark clouds enveloped the
capital in the early hours before
rainfall began around 6 a.m.
in several parts of Delhi. The
rain was moderate to heavy
initially and later turned light.
Cold northwesterly winds ac-
companied the showers, further
intensifying the chill. Gurugram
also experienced rainfall, even
though no specific precipita-
tion warning had been issued
for the city.

According to the India Me-
teorological Department (IMD),
Delhi’s minimum temperature
on Friday is expected to remain
around 5 degrees Celsius, while
the maximum temperature may
hover between 16 and 17 de-

[

grees Celsius. On Thursday, the
Safdarjung weather station re-
corded a minimum temperature
of 5.8 degrees Celsius, nearly
one degree below the seasonal
average, making it the coldest
day of the winter so far. Lodhi
Road registered a similar low of
6.1 degrees Celsius.

Although rainfall is generally
expected to improve air quality,
pollution levels showed little im-
provement. As per official data,
the AQI stood at approximately
321 at 8 a.m., firmly within the
‘very poor’ range. Several moni-
toring stations across the capital
continued to report alarming

readings. Data from the Central
Pollution Control Board (CPCB)
revealed that Anand Vihar re-
corded an AQI of 385, while
Bawana stood at 276. Chandni
Chowk reported an AQI of 335,
Dwarka 346, and ITO registered
307. Jahangirpuri recorded 340,
Mundka 326, Wazirpur 336, and
Vivek Vihar showed particularly
severe conditions at 368. IGI
Airport, comparatively better,
recorded an AQI of 252.
Neighbouring cities in the
NCR also continued to struggle
with poor air quality. Ghaziabad
recorded an AQI of 286, while
Noida’s air quality deteriorat-

ed further to 370. Gurugram
reported AQI levels ranging
between 238 and 385 at dif-
ferent locations. On Thursday,
Palam emerged as the coldest
station in the capital, record-
ing a minimum temperature of
4.8 degrees Celsius. Ridge and
Ayanagar both recorded lows of
5.8 degrees Celsius. The persis-
tent cold was felt throughout the
day, as maximum temperatures
remained below normal across
all weather stations.

Meanwhile, the IMD has
warned of heavy rain in parts
of southern India, while severe
cold and dense fog conditions
are expected to prevail across
northern and central regions.

The IMD has indicated that
there is unlikely to be any major
change in minimum tempera-
tures over the next three to four
days. Light to moderate fog
is expected to persist during
mornings, while partly cloudy
conditions may develop at some
places between January 10 and
12. Maximum temperatures
are also expected to stay below
normal.

Delhi Police Nab One More in

Turkman Gate Stone Pelting
Case Total Arrests 12

NEW DELHI: Delhi Police
on Friday arrested one more
accused in connection with the
violence that erupted during
the municipal corporation’s
demolition drive near the Faiz-
e-Ilahi Mosque in the Turk-
man Gate area of the national
capital.

With this latest arrest, the
total number of people appre-
hended in the case has risen
to12.

According to Delhi Police,
the accused has been identified
as Mohammad Imran, also
known as Raju, aged 36.

Earlier on Thursday, Delhi
Police had stated that around
30 individuals involved in the
violence had been identified.
The identification was carried
out using CCTV footage from
the area, body-worn camera
recordings of police personnel,
and multiple videos that went
viral on social media platforms.

Earlier, the police officials
said that a summons will soon
be issued to Samajwadi Party
(SP) MP Mohibbullah Nadvi,
asking him to join the inves-
tigation. According to police,
the MP was allegedly present
at the site shortly before the
violence broke out. Senior po-
lice officials had reportedly
requested him to stay away
from the immediate vicinity

of the demolition site, but he
continued to remain in the area
prior to the incident.

Meanwhile, Delhi Police
have intensified their search
for YouTuber Salman in con-
nection with the case and are
preparing to issue a notice to
him. According to police sourc-
es, Salman allegedly attempted
to disturb public order by us-
ing social media platforms.
He is accused of calling upon
residents to gather at the site
during the demolition drive.

The investigation has further
revealed that some influen-
tial individuals in the local-
ity allegedly used WhatsApp
groups to incite residents to
assemble at the spot. Police
said their intent was to create
unrest and obstruct the work
of the civic authorities and law
enforcement agencies during
the demolition operation.

A copy of the FIR, accessed
by IANS, outlines the sequence
of events leading to the vio-
lence. It states that the unrest
began at around 12.40 a.m.,
when police personnel started
barricading the encroached
government land ahead of the
demolition. As barricading was
underway, a group of around
30 to 35 people gathered at
the spot, raised provocative
slogans, and attempted to

prevent police from setting
up blockades.

The FIR further mentions
that the situation escalated
when the crowd began pelt-
ing stones at police personnel,
even as officers tried to explain
that the demolition drive was
limited to illegal constructions
and the removal of encroach-
ments on government land.
Police also assured the crowd
that there would be no harm to
the adjoining mosque during
the operation.

On Thursday, BJP’s National
Spokesperson Pradeep Bhan-
dari criticised the Congress and
SP, alleging that both parties
are echoing Pakistan’s stance
on the recent court-ordered
demolition of illegal encroach-
ments near the Syed Faiz Elahi
Mosque in Delhi.

He shared a video of Tahir
Andrabi, ambassador and
spokesperson of the foreign
affairs of Pakistan, express-
ing the country’s views on en-
croachments near the structure
in Delhi.

In a strongly worded state-
ment shared on social media,
Bhandari claimed that the op-
position parties are once again
aligning themselves with Paki-
stan’s narrative, prioritising
vote bank politics over respect
for India’s judicial process and
rule of law.

The controversy stems from
the Delhi High Court’s directive
to remove illegal structures
around the mosque, a move
that has sparked political de-
bate and protests in certain
quarters.

While the BJP has defended
the demolition as a lawful ac-
tion mandated by the judiciary,
Congress and SP leaders have
criticised the decision, citing
concerns over community sen-
timents.

Delhi High Court
upholds acquittal in
molestatlon case

NEW DELHI: The Delhi High
Court dismissed an appeal filed
by the city police against the
acquittal of a man accused of
molestation, ruling that the
prosecution failed to prove the
case beyond reasonable doubt
and that the trial court’s assess-
ment of evidence contained no
infirmity. A single-judge Bench
of Justice Neena Bansal Krishna
upheld the 2016 sessions court
judgment acquitting the accused
of charges under Sections 354
and 509 of the Indian Penal
Code (IPC) in an FIR registered
at the Defence Colony police
station. In its decision, the Delhi
High Court observed that the
trial court had correctly appreci-
ated the material contradictions
and inconsistencies in the prose-
cutrix’s testimony, along with the
unexplained delay in registering
the FIR. “The learned trial court
rightly noted the contradictions
and the improvements in the
statement of the complain-
ant... and rightly acquitted the
respondent, ” Justice Krishna
observed while dismissing the
prosecution’s appeal under Sec-
tion 378 CrPC. According to the
case records, the complainant,
who was working as an ayah
in a school in Defence Colony
through a placement agency,
had alleged that on December
3, 2011, the accused misbehaved
with her on the school premises,
touched her inappropriately and
attempted to rape her. An FIR,
however, came to be registered
only on January 2, 2012. The
Delhi High Court noted that
while the complainant had al-
leged an attempt to rape in her
initial complaint, her testimony
before the trial court did not
support such an allegation.

“Therefore, it is of utmost
importance to know on what
basis this case has been reg-
istered. The House will take
cognisance of the matter and
consider appropriate action
against the Police Commis-
sioner of Jalandhar, since there
has been unwarranted interfer-
ence with the property of the
House,” said Speaker Gupta.

This video clip is the prop-
erty of the House and was re-
corded within the House. On
the demand of the Opposition,
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the matter was referred to the
Forensic Science Laboratory
for their satisfaction, said the
Speaker.

Since the recording belongs
to the House, calling it “tam-
pered” is against the dignity of
the House and anyone found
involved in this conspiracy will
face strict action by the House,
said the Speaker, adding, “The
House is formally taking cog-
nisance of the entire matter.”

Mishra accused AAP National
Convenor Arvind Kejriwal of
misusing Punjab Police to file
afake FIR against him to scare
and silence him.

In a message on X, Mishra
wrote, “Mr Kejriwal, your FIR
and the fear of the police cannot
scare us. There is a video in the
records of the Delhi Assembly
and the whole world has heard
the video... since that day Atishi
has not had the courage to come
to the Assembly even though the
Speaker of the Assembly called
her several times.”

drogen Train Set to Run

Between Jm! and Sompat in Haryana

NEERAJ MOHAN
Chandigarh

Haryana’s Jind is all set to
witness the launch of India’s
first hydrogen-powered train
under the Northern Railway’s
ambitious project, which will
operate between Jind and So-
nipat, is in its final stages of
preparation.

A stable and uninterrupted
11 kV power supply has been
ensured for the hydrogen
plant established in Jind,
which will provide fuel for
the train during its final
commissioning and regular
operations.

According to the Hary-
ana Chief Secretary Anurag
Rastogi a meeting to this re-
gard took place with officials
from Dakshin Haryana Bijli
Vitran Nigam (DHBVN) to
review the project. The meet-
ing covered detailed discus-
sions on the plant’s current
power supply status, backup
arrangements, and future re-
quirements.

The Chief Secretary directed
that regular reviews of the pow-
er supply system be conducted

to prevent any obstacles to this
ambitious project. He empha-
sized strengthening alterna-
tive arrangements and rapid
response mechanisms.

The meeting was informed
that India’s largest hydrogen
plant with a storage capacity
of 3,000 kilograms has been
established in Jind for this
hydrogen train project and is
now in its final commission-
ing phase. Since the plant will
operate on a 24x7 basis, unin-
terrupted and quality power
supply is essential.

DHBVN officials assured
the Chief Secretary that stable
power supply is being provided
to the plant, with additional
monitoring and rapid mainte-
nance arrangements in place as
needed. The Northern Railway
also expressed satisfaction with
the quality of power supply
being provided to the plant.

’BJP doesn’t want to discuss
Pollutlon AAP demands
- “accountability’ from Delhi govt

NEW DELHI: The AAP on
Tuesday staged a protest out-
side the Delhi Assembly over
the worsening pollution in the
national capital, demanding
accountability from the BJP-
led government.

Holding banners and shout-
ing “Pradushan par jawab do
(Answer on pollution)” slogans,
the AAP MLAs, led by Leader
of Opposition (LoP) Atishi,
demanded answers from the
ruling party.

Speaking to IANS, Gopal
Rai, the AAP MLA and former
Delhi Environment Minister,
said, “This time, people in Delhi
have had to suffer severely due
to pollution. It is the respon-
sibility of the Legislative As-
sembly to discuss this issue.
The government must answer
why it failed and why it did not
fulfil its responsibilities.”

He further claimed that the
government is “running away”
from discussion.

“Yesterday, when the MLAs
demanded answers, they were
suspended; this shows that the
government does not want to
discuss it. However, we will
continue to raise the pollution
issue till the government is
willing to discuss it, “ Rai said.

The second day of the Winter
Session of the Delhi Legislative
Assembly witnessed protests
by both the BJP and the Aam
Aadmi Party on different is-
sues.

The ruling party targeted
the opposition over the dog-
counting allegation, while the
AAP continued its attack on the
Rekha Gupta government over
air pollution in the national
capital.

The BJP also staged a pro-
test outside the Delhi Assem-
bly, strongly criticising AAP
supremo and former Chief
Minister Arvind Kejriwal over
his remarks alleging that gov-
ernment school teachers were
being deployed to count stray
dogs.

The BJP MLAs then gath-
ered outside the Delhi As-
sembly, holding banners and
raising slogans against the AAP
chief and demanding an apol-
ogy for his remarks.

According to data from
the Central Pollution Control
Board’s (CPCB) Sameer app,
the Air Quality Index (AQI)
in the national capital stood
at 286 on Tuesday, worsening
slightly from 244 recorded on
Monday.

Delhi aims to emerge
as India’s startup hub,
focus onYouth Entrepre-
neurship: Ashish Sood

OUR CORRESPONDENT
New Delhi

The Delhi government is work-
ing towards positioning the na-
tional capital as India’s leading
startup hub, with a sharp focus
on youth-led entrepreneur-
ship and innovation, Education
Minister Ashish Sood said on
Thursday.

Speaking ahead of the Delhi
Startup Yuva Festival, set to be
launched on Friday at Netaji
Subhash University of Technol-
ogy (NSUT) in Dwarka, Sood
said the government, through
the Directorate of Training
and Technical Education
(DTTE), is strengthening the
campus-to-market ecosystem
by encouraging students to see
entrepreneurship as a viable
and mainstream career option.

According to the minister,
more than 75,000 students and
young innovators are currently
engaged in DTTE-supported
entrepreneurship and innova-
tion programmes, with par-
ticipation growing by 25-30
per cent every year. Over 470
startups are being incubated
across government-supported
institutions in sectors including
technology, healthcare, sustain-
ability, education, manufactur-
ing and creative industries.

Sood said DTTE-backed
startups generate an average of
four to five direct jobs in their
first year, making a significant
contribution to employment
generation.

Natlonal shootmg
coach booked under
POCSO0, suspended
after minor trainee
alleges sexual assault

AAYUSH GOEL
Gurugram

Police in Faridabad have regis-
tered a case under the Protection
of Children from Sexual Offences
(POCSO) Act against Ankush
Bhardwaj, a national-level shoot-
ing coach after a 17-year-old
female shooter accused him of
sexually assaulting her. Sports
authorities have suspended the
coach with immediate effect
pending the outcome of the in-
vestigation.

According to police, the alleged
incident occurred on December 16
at ahotel in Faridabad, a day after
ashooting competition held at the
Dr Karni Singh Shooting Range
in Delhi. The minor, who trains
under the accused coach, told
investigators that he contacted
her after the event and asked her
to meet him, claiming he wanted
to discuss her performance. Police
said the girl met the coach in the
hotel lobby, from where he alleg-
edly persuaded her to accompany
him to his room. Once inside,
the coach allegedly made inap-
propriate advances and sexually
assaulted her. The minor stated
that she resisted and managed to
leave the room. She further alleged
that the coach later warned her
against disclosing the incident,
threatening to ruin her shooting
career if she spoke out.

The victim returned home and
continued her training but re-
mained distressed for several days.
She later confided in her mother,
following which the family de-
cided to approach the police. An
FIR was registered on January 6
based on the complaint, and state-
ments of the victim and her family
members were recorded. Police
officials said they have initiated a
detailed investigation, including
verification of hotel records and
other evidence. They added that
further legal action will be taken
as the probe progresses. Mean-
while, the National Rifle Associa-
tion of India confirmed that it has
placed the coach under suspen-
sion following the complaint. The
body said it has a zero-tolerance
policy towards sexual misconduct
and will cooperate fully with law-
enforcement agencies.
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Harassment of Women Dog Feeders
to be Dealt Under Criminal Law: SC

NEW DELHI: The Supreme
Court, continuing its hearing in
the suo motu case on stray dog
management in public spaces,
on Friday made it clear that al-
legations of harassment, assault,
or use of derogatory language
against women feeding dogs
constitute criminal offences, and
such issues must be addressed
under the penal law and not
before the apex court in indi-
vidual cases.

A bench of Justices Vikram
Nath, Sandeep Mehta and N.V.
Anjaria was hearing submis-
sions from animal rights activ-
ists, NGOs and victims’ groups
in the matter.

During the hearing, senior
advocate Mahalakshmi Pavani,
appearing for an animal rights
activist, alleged that women dog
feeders across the country were
facing harassment, assaults, and
public humiliation by so-called
“anti-feeder vigilantes”, and that
in several cases, the police had
failed to register FIRs despite

complaints. The senior counsel
cited instances where women
were allegedly beaten, molested
and defamed, including claims
that in some housing societies
in Haryana, bouncers had been
hired to target dog feeders.

Pavani argued that the au-
thorities’ inaction amounted
to passive endorsement of such
acts.

Responding to the submis-
sions, the Justice Vikram Nath-
led Bench advised the aggrieved

individuals to approach the local
police, magistrates or jurisdic-
tional High Courts. However, it
clarified that the Supreme Court
could not sit in judgment over
individual criminal complaints.

“If someone is harassing wom-
en, it is a crime under the Penal
Code. Get FIRs registered. There
are procedures available,” the
apex court observed, adding that
the issue raised was essentially
one of law and order.

On allegations regarding de-

rogatory and abusive remarks
made against women dog feeders
on social media and elsewhere,
the bench observed that such
statements do not fall under
the protection of free speech if
they infringe upon a woman’s
dignity, reiterating that legal
remedies are available under
existing laws.

The Supreme Court clarified
that the scope of the proceedings
was confined to stray dog man-
agement and public safety, and
would not extend to unrelated
issues such as dog breeding or
the import of foreign breeds.

Further, the top court also
declined a request to view videos
allegedly depicting cruelty to
dogs, observing that the internet
was full of videos showing both
animal abuse and dog attacks
on children and elderly persons.
It said that the hearing should
not be converted into a contest
of such footage. The hearing
in the matter will continue on
January 13
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HM Amit Shah launches NSG's platform for
analysmg bomb explosions, sharing data

NEW DELHI: Reiterating
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi-led government’s tough
stand against terror, Union
Home Minister Amit Shah
on Friday launched a digital
platform for accurate analy-
sis of bomb explosion-related
incidents and shared details of
work being done to set up a new
NSG regional hub in Ayodhya,
in addition to six other centres.

Describing the new Na-
tional IED Data Manage-
ment System (NIDMS) of
the National Security Guard
(NSG) as the next-generation

(riticism based on facts
helps our democracy,
motivated fatalism
doesn't: Hardeep Puri
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NEW DELHI: Union Minis-
ter Hardeep Singh Puri said on
Thursday that India’s democ-
racy benefits by criticism, but
not by motivated fatalism by
some “experts, ” who seem more
guided by their politics rather
than academic rigour.

“As we step into 2026, public
debate in India should begin
with a little New Year discipline,
not by packaging insinuations,
assumptions and shoot and scoot
assertions as economic analy-
sis, ” the minister observed in
a post on X. He further stated
that in recent years, a genre of
commentary has emerged that
reduces the work of reform to
caricature, treats every imperfect
transition as proof of permanent
failure. “The refrain is familiar
and sweeping: India’s data sets
are unreliable, economic growth
is not benefitting the poor, there
is crony capitalism, India cannot
manufacture at scale etc. etc, ”
the minister remarked.

JAG MOHAN
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web portal reported an inci-
dent, on Oct 15, 2025, which
makes everyone shudder and
reflects how humanity has
dipped into a deep well of
poisonous inhuman water.

“A 27-year-old woman was
allegedly forced to give birth on
the roadside in Palwal (Hary-
ana) on Sunday afternoon after
the doctors at the local gov-
ernment hospital refused to
attend to her without a fresh
ultrasound report, her family
and police said on Tuesday,
adding that the baby was de-
clared dead soon after.

Hospital staff allegedly told
the woman’s family that she
could not be admitted for de-
livery until they produced a
new ultrasonography report,
despite the family showing
one that was a week old. With
no ambulance available, the
woman’s husband placed her
on a motorcycle and drove
to a private diagnostic cen-
tre nearby, according to the
family’s complaint filed with
the police. Ultimately the baby
had to breathe his last.”

Another example of shameless
behaviour of Haryana
government hospital staff

NDTV.com in its updated
news on Jan 10, 2024, reports,
“A woman gave birth to a baby
on a vegetable cart on the
premises of the government-
run district hospital in Hary-
ana’s Ambala yesterday after
the doctors allegedly refused

Congress d1v1ded over ED raids

KOLKATA: The Indian Na-
tional Congress (INC) leaders
seem to be divided over their
reactions to the Enforcement
Directorate (ED)’s simultaneous
raid and search operations at
the office of the India Political
Action Committee (I-PAC) and
at the residence of I-PAC co-
founder Pratik Jain at Loudon
Street in Kolkata.

The differences of opinion in
the matter are especially evident
in the divergent reactions to the
matter by a national-level lead-
er of the state and a state-level
leader in West Bengal. Senior
Congress leader and senior Su-
preme Court advocate, Abhishek
Manu Singhvi, issued a state-
ment lambasting the ED for its
raids on the I-PAC office and the

residence of its co-founder. “ED
now raids political consultants
because it has failed to raid facts,
truth or credibility. The I-PAC
raid in Kolkata is yet another
chapter in the BJP’s playbook
of coercion. When democracy is
inconvenient, agencies are weap-
onised, “ Singhvi said in his state-
ment. Incidentally, Singvi had
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represented the Mamata gov-
ernment in several high-profile
cases both at the Supreme Court
and the Calcutta High Court.
However, a completely divergent
view was expressed by the former
state Congress president in West
Bengal and the former five-time
Congress Lok Sabha member,
Adhir Ranjan Chowdhury, who

on I-PAC

questioned Mamata Banerjee’s
anxiety regarding the ED’s ac-
tions against I-PAC.

“Why is the Chief Minister
having headaches about I-PAC?
Surely there is a mystery behind
it, “ Chowdhury said in his re-
action about the ED’s actions
and the counter-reactions by the
Chief Minister on the matter.
Incidentally, the Leader of the
Opposition in the West Bengal
Assembly, Suvendu Adhikari,
also raised the same question on
Thursday, after the Chief Minis-
ter stormed into the residence of
Jain and the I-PAC office, accom-
panied by senior administrative
and police officers, while the ED
raids were going on. She report-
edly left the place with some files
and electronic documents.

‘S5ave MGNREGA'is Congress’s shield for corruption, says Shivraj Chouhan

AAYUSH GOEL
Gurugram

Escalating the political confron-
tation over rural employment
reforms, Union Agriculture,
Farmers’ Welfare and Rural De-
velopment Minister Shivraj Singh
Chouhan on Saturday accused the
Congress of launching a “Save
Corruption Movement” in the
garb of a “Save MGNREGA” cam-
paign, asserting that the Opposi-
tion’s real discomfort stems from
the shutdown of long-entrenched
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corruptlon channels Addressing
apress conference in the national
capital, Chouhan said Congress’s
agitation was not driven by con-
cern for workers but by the loss
of control over a system riddled

with leakages, fake beneficiaries
and contractor dominance. “Con-
gress’s pain is simple — corruption
opportunities have ended,” he
said. Launching a direct political
attack, the minister said Congress
“has a problem with villages, with
work, and with Ram,” calling it the
ideological core of the party’s resis-
tance to decentralised, transpar-
ent development. He also ques-
tioned the conduct of Leader of
Opposition Rahul Gandhi, asking
why he was absent during the Lok
Sabha debate on the issue. “Where

was Rahul Gandhi when facts
were being placed before Parlia-
ment? Congress must answer,”
Chouhan said, alleging the party
chose disruption over dialogue
because it lacked the courage to
hear the truth. Chouhan claimed
that the earlier rural employment
framework had degenerated into
ahub of systemic fraud. Contrac-
tors carried out works in the name
of labourers, machines replaced
human labour, and wages were
siphoned off using fake muster
rolls, he alleged.

security shield against terror-
ism, HM Shah said the digital
platform will prove extremely
important in investigating ter-
rorist activities, understand-
ing trends in explosions, and
formulating effective strate-
gies against them.

“The NIDMS will become a
robust platform for accurately
analysing the patterns of bomb
explosions that have occurred
in the country so far, the modus
operandi, and the explosives
used, ” said the Home Minister
after inaugurating the platform
through video conferencing.

He said NIDMS will serve
as a single-click access window
for data scattered across differ-
ent case files for investigating
agencies and anti-terror or-
ganisations.

With the help of AL, NIDMS
will connect with other data
sources to create a strong secu-
rity grid in the country, he said.

Home Minister Shah said
that through ‘One Nation, One
Data Repository’, the data scat-
tered across different depart-
ments will now become avail-
able to every police unit as a
national asset.

NIDMS will prove extremely
important in investigating ter-
rorist activities, understand-
ing trends in explosions, and
formulating effective strategies
against them, he said.

Home Minister Shah said
that NSG is a strong pillar of
our country’s internal security.
Due to the valour, unique skills
and unwavering dedication of
NSG personnel, our citizens
can sleep peacefully.

KAVITA SHARMA
New Delhi

The AICC Law, Human Rights
and RTI Department will be
expanding at all the district
levels across the country. There
will be a team of at least five
prominent lawyers in each
administrative district of the
country to coordinate the ac-
tivities and litigate on behalf
of the party.

Disclosing this , Chairman of
the AICC Law, Human Rights
and RTI Department Dr Ab-
hishek Manu Singhvi said that
under the party’s expansion
programme spearheaded by
the senior leadership including
Congress president Mallikarjun
Kharge and the Leader of Op-
position in Lok Sabha, Rahul
Gandhi, the department will
also be setting up units at the
district level. “They will be our
eyes and ears on the ground,”
he said about the lawyers to be
appointed at the district level.
Today’s meeting was attended,

Cong Law, RTI, Human Rights department
being activated at district level

among others, by senior party
leader Salman Khurshid and
eleven state chairpersons who
participated physically and vir-
tually. The department will also
set up a ‘Rapid Response Force’
in each state with at least five
prominent lawyers who will
take up the legal matters in the
court for the party in their re-
spective states. Dr Singhvi said
that the meeting also decided
to compile a comprehensive
computerised directory of the
members of the department
from across the country in
state-wise alphabetical order.
He disclosed that in order
to involve and engage those
who are not with the Congress
party and are in the age group
of 21 and 28 years, the depart-
ment will launch an intern-
ship programme under which
one or two such interns will be
attached with each of the 127
MPs in the beginning. Later
the internship programme
will be extended at the MLA
level also.

Women Health: Will Punjab Be a Path Setter?

to pay attention to her hus-
band’s repeated requests for
help. The baby was born out
of doors on one of this winter’s
coldest evenings. The man -- a
resident of Dappar, a city in
Punjab’s Mohali district-- had
been running from pillar to
post after managing to bring
his pregnant wife to the hos-
pital. But no one was ready
even to bring a stretcher for
her, he said.”

Such examples are not limited to
the boundaries of any state

Rajasthan NDTV, on Jul
02, 2025, posted on its web
portal, “Pregnant woman
gave birth to a child on the
road in Karauli (Rajasthan):
A shameful incident involv-
ing the health department has
come to light in Karauli. A
woman gave birth to a child on
the road outside the district’s
Community Health Center
(CHC). The CHC was locked
due to the absence of doctors
and medical staff. The preg-
nant woman’s family members
made her sit on the road. Later
in the afternoon, the woman,
writhing in pain, gave birth.”

However, on January
5,2026, Haryana Health
Minister Arti Singh Rao has
directed officials to ensure
that special emphasis is laid
on strengthening the state’s
healthcare infrastructure in the
upcoming general budget. She
said that, based on GIS map-
ping, it must be ensured that
no region of the state remains
deprived of health institutions
and that all citizens receive
equitable and quality health-
care services.

The Minister reiterated that
the Haryana Government is

fully committed to the health
of the common people and
that every possible step will
be taken to provide accessible,
affordable, and quality health-
care services across the state.

Now the question arises,
despite a developed state and
having a double engine govern-
ment of the same party for the
last 11 years, both in state and
centre, and as being claimed
the Haryana Government is

fully committed, then why it |

has not succeeded yet in pro-
viding an accessible, afford-
able, and quality healthcare
services across the state? Aren’t
the incidents of Oct 15, 2025
and Jan 10, 2024 a stigma on
the face of the BJP-led state
government, if true to the ex-
tent as reported?

Amid such disturbing news, Punjab
has claimed to have developed an
Oasis in the Women Health Sector.
Let us see what they dlaim?

Punjab Health and Family
Welfare Minister Dr. Balbir
Singh, on January 4, 2026,
claimed that in a major stride
toward safeguarding the health
of future generations, the Pun-
jab Government has success-
fully decentralized maternal
healthcare, with Aam Aadmi
Clinics (AACs) emerging as
the new lifeline for expect-
ant mothers. Within just
four months of launching a
specialized, protocol-driven
pregnancy care model, the
state has recorded a massive
surge in service utilization,
with nearly 20,000 pregnant
women visiting these clinics
every month.

Sharing the success of the
initiative, the Minister Dr.

Balbir Singh revealed that
the program has already pro-
vided free ultrasound services
to over 10,000 women through
a unique referral system. By
empanelling nearly 500 private
diagnostic centres, the govern-
ment has ensured that women
can access scans—which usu-
ally cost between Rs 800 and
Rs 2,000—entirely free of
charge. This intervention alone
has saved Punjab’s families an
estimated Rs 1 crore in out-
of-pocket expenses in a short
span of 120 days.

Official data shows that
less than 70 percent of preg-
nant women in Punjab had
received their first ante-natal
check-up and fewer than 60
percent had completed the
recommended four check-ups,
while the state’s maternal mor-
tality ratio stood at 90 per one
lakh live births, higher than the
national average. These figures
underlined the urgent need for
a comprehensive, accessible
pregnancy care model across
the state.

The Minister stated that
Punjab witnesses nearly 4.3
lakh pregnancies every year,
making early detection, regular

monitoring, and timely referral
critical for safeguarding the
health of mothers and infants.
Over the last three years, the
Mann government has estab-
lished 881 Aam Aadmi Clinics,
which have emerged as the
backbone of Punjab’s primary
healthcare system, recording
over 4.6 crore OPD visits and
treating nearly 70,000 pa-
tients daily. Leveraging this
infrastructure, the government
launched an expanded, pro-
tocol-driven pregnancy care
model through AACs around
four months ago.

Under this reform, all es-
sential ante-natal check-ups
are now available at Aam
Aadmi Clinics themselves.
These include routine and
critical tests such as HIV and
syphilis screening, complete
blood tests, sugar, thyroid,
hepatitis, fatal heart rate, cho-
lesterol and haemoglobin as-
sessments. Where ultrasounds
are required, AAC doctors
issue referral slips enabling
pregnant women to access free
ultrasound services.

Importantly, around 5,000
women are being identified
monthly as high-risk pregnan-

cies, allowing for continuous
tracking, focused support, and
timely referral to higher medi-
cal facilities for specialist care.

The Minister revealed that
the reform has also signifi-
cantly improved the patient
experience. Women can now
complete most pregnancy-re-

; lated tests close to their homes,

avoid long travel and queues
at major hospitals, receive
consultations within minutes,
and access ultrasound services
without any financial burden.
From the first ante-natal visit
to postnatal follow-up, the ini-
tiative strengthens the entire
pregnancy care pathway by
integrating technology, stan-
dardised clinical protocols,
referral systems and commu-
nity-level support.

On this momentous
achievement, Health Minis-
ter Dr Balbir Singh said the
initiative reflects the Punjab
government’s commitment
to maternal and child health.
“Under the visionary leader-
ship of Chief Minister Bhag-
want Singh Mann, Punjab is
building a healthcare system
that ensures every mother
receives quality care close to
home. With 4.3 lakh pregnan-
cies annually, the expansion of
pregnancy care services at Aam
Aadmi Clinics is a transforma-
tive step and sets a new bench-
mark for primary healthcare
in India,” he said.

The government maintains
that the initiative is one of Pun-
jab’s most significant invest-
ments in maternal and child
health in recent years, aimed
at ensuring that no woman is
left behind due to geography,
income constraints or lack of
awareness, while steadily im-

proving health outcomes for
mothers and newborns across
the state.

The Health Minister said that
under the Diagnostic Initiative,
X-ray and ultrasound facilities
are being provided at all sec-
ondary healthcare facilities or
empanelled diagnostic centres at
nominal government fixed rates.
To bridge the human resource
gap, he said that 3,620 health
professionals have been re-
cruited over the last three years,
including specialists, medical
officers, nurses, and frontline
workers. Special initiatives such
as re-employment of specialists
up to 65 years and hiring on
empanelment basis are further
boosting specialist availability,
he added.

While highlighting the
government’s commitment
towards women-centric wel-
fare policies, the Minister for
Social Security, Women and
Child Development, Punjab,
Dr. Baljit Kaur, stated on De-
cember 29,2025 that the state
Government continues to take
people-centric initiatives to
ensure the welfare of women
and strengthen maternal and
child health security. In this
direction, the Punjab Govern-
ment has disbursed financial
assistance worth Rs 26.06
crore to pregnant women and
lactating mothers during the
current financial year.

Dr. Baljit Kaur emphasized
that the scheme is not limited
to financial assistance alone,
but is a significant step towards
strengthening maternal health,
nutrition, and newborn care.
She reiterated that the Punjab
Government is committed to
ensuring that no mother is de-
prived of essential healthcare
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ECl holds CEQs’
conference ahead
of ICDEM 2026

NEW DELHI: The Election
Commission of India (ECI) on
Thursday held a conference of
Chief Electoral Officers (CEOs)
as part of preparations for the
India International Conference
on Democracy and Election
Management IICDEM)-2026.

The three-day global confer-
ence is scheduled to be held from
January 21 to 23 at Bharat Man-
dapam here.

At Thursday’s meet at the
India International Institute of
Democracy and Election Man-
agement (IIIDEM), Chief Elec-
tion Commissioner Gyanesh
Kumar, along with Election
Commissioners Dr Sukhbir
Singh Sandhu and Dr Vivek
Joshi, briefed the CEOs on the
framework, objectives and op-
erational nuances of ICDEM
2026, outlining their specific
roles and responsibilities in the
lead-up to the event.

Following the inaugural ad-
dress, the CEOs deliberated
on 36 thematic groups, each
to be led by a designated CEO
during the conference. These
themes span all critical aspects
of election management and
are aimed at creating a com-
prehensive body of knowledge
by drawing upon the diverse
experiences of Election Man-
agement Bodies (EMBs) from
across the globe.

IICDEM 2026 is set to be the
largest international confer-
ence of its kind hosted by India
in the domain of democracy
and election management.
The event will see participa-
tion from nearly 100 interna-
tional delegates representing
EMBs worldwide, in addition
to representatives from inter-
national organisations, foreign
missions in India, and leading
academic and professional ex-
perts in electoral processes.

The conference will feature
arange of general and plenary
sessions, including the Inau-
gural Session, EMB Leaders’
Plenary, EMB Working Group
Meetings, and the launch of
ECINET. It will also host mul-
tiple thematic sessions focus-
ing on global electoral chal-
lenges, international electoral
standards, and innovations
and best practices in election
management.

services due to financial con-
straints, and that every child
receives a safe and healthy
start to life.

Providing further details,
Dr. Baljit Kaur said that under
the scheme, financial assis-
tance of Rs 5,000 is provided
on the birth of the first child,
which is released in two instal-
ments—Rs 3,000 as the first
instalment and Rs 2,000 as
the second instalment.

She added that on the birth
of the second child, if the child
is a girl, financial assistance
of Rs 6,000 is provided in a
single instalment. The Min-
ister emphasized that the
entire amount is transferred
directly into the beneficiaries’
bank accounts through Direct
Benefit Transfer (DBT) to en-
sure transparency and timely
support.

The Cabinet Minister in-
formed that so far, 69,110 preg-
nant and lactating women have
benefitted from the scheme
during the current financial
year. She further stated that
the Punjab Government has
set a target to cover 1.14 lakh
beneficiary women during the
financial year 2025-26 under
this scheme.

Reaffirming the govern-
ment’s resolve, she said that
the Punjab Government re-
mains fully committed to
the welfare of women and
children, and ensuring that
the benefits of government
schemes reach every eligible
beneficiary remains the top

priority.

Jag Mohan Thaken is a
Senior Journalist, Columnist
& Political Analyst,

views are personal
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When capital

push meets
revenue drag

he Goods and Services Tax (GST)
collection of Rs 1.74 lakh crore

in December 2025 highlights an
uncomfortable reality: the Union

government’s fiscal space is narrowing. A
modest rise over November’s Rs 1.7 lakh
crore was expected. December’s figures
reflect economic activity from November,
only the second month since the GST rate
cuts took effect. Hopes that lower indirect
taxes would swiftly boost consumption —
and in turn, revenue — now look misplaced.
In practice, households react cautiously

to tax relief. Additional disposable income
is more often saved or used to repay debt
before fuelling spending. The pattern was
clear after the income-tax overhaul in Bud-
get 2025, which effectively exempted in-
comes up to Rs 12 lakh. While both the GST
cuts and income-tax relief were sound in
principle — and politically attractive — they
have, in the short term, strained rather than
stimulated public finances. The numbers
bear this out. By end-November, total tax
revenue was Rs 13.9 lakh crore, down 3.4 per
cent year-on-year. At the same time, capital
expenditure rose to Rs 6.58 lakh crore dur-
ing April-November, a sharp 28 per cent
increase. Revenue expenditure growth,

in contrast, was muted at 2.1 per cent. But
the room to cut further is limited: salaries,
pensions and interest payments offer little
flexibility. New revenue measures — includ-
ing higher GST and excise duties on tobacco
and fresh cesses on pan masala — will take
effect only from February, with most gains
feltin the next fiscal year. Meanwhile, per-
sistently low wholesale inflation, averaging
-0.08 per cent, is dragging down nominal
GDP, which mechanically worsens deficit
and debt ratios. The government has shown
discipline in recent years. But it now faces

a hard choice: scale back growth-oriented
capital spending or risk overshooting fiscal
targets. Neither option is painless — and

time is running short.

LETTERBOX

Readers’ feedback adds value to the newspaper.
Please email comments on reports, features
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Allow yourself to be a
beginner.

tatime when developing and developed
Agountries alike are navigating an in-
reasingly unpredictable global trading
regime, India is at a crossroads, fast emerging
as aresilient player in international trade and
as an increasingly reliable economic partner.
The conclusion of the India-New Zealand Free
Trade Agreement (FTA), announced by Prime
Ministers Narendra Modi and Christopher
Luxon on December 22, 2025, is a clear signal
of this growing confidence. Coming soon after
India’s FTAs with the United Kingdom and
Oman, this agreement reflects a broader global
shift toward diversifying trade partnerships
and strengthening engagement with India.
Domestically, the fast-tracked negotiations
concluded within nine months, reflecting
a political will to forge mutually beneficial
global partnerships which concomitantly
further India’s national goals and its global
vision for a just, equitable and rules-based
trading system.

Primed to be signed early next year, the
India-New Zealand FTA emphasises services
and labour mobility — areas where India
enjoys a clear comparative advantage, but
which have remained underleveraged in
trade agreements. From both sides, there
have been firsts, with India extending duty
concessions on apples, and New Zealand
offering India the widest service access so
far, covering sectors such as IT, education,
fintech, telecom, tourism and construction.
There is also a commitment by New Zealand
to invest $20 billion in India over 15 years.

Mobility provisions for skilled professionals
in IT, engineering, health care, and education,
and post-study work opportunities for Indian
students, would increase the competitive-
ness of service providers, positioning India
as a key supplier of high- and semi-skilled
workforce. Moreover, amid policy unpredict-
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ability in several advanced economies posing
headwinds for skilled mobility, they offer
alternatives and stability for India’s youth
and knowledge workers.

New Zealand has agreed to eliminate duties
on 100% of its tariff lines, giving duty-free
access to all Indian exports, while India has
offered market access on 70% of its tariff
lines. Benefits could accrue to India in labour-
intensive sectors: textiles, apparel, leather,
engineering goods, pharmaceuticals and
farm products. Also, duty-free intermediate
inputs such as wooden logs, coking coal, metal
waste and scrap would lower manufacturing
costs for final products, especially in steel,
engineering goods and construction.

Inclusion of an annex on health and tra-
ditional medicine services creates new op-
portunities for India’s pharmaceutical and
health-care sectors, giving them an edge over
competitors such as China and the European
Union. It would also reinforce India’s growing
role as a global health partner.

dia comes of age

Agriculture, often a
sensitive area in trade
negotiations, has been
handled with balance.
The FTA envisages value
chain development through
knowledge transfers and
s agri-technology collabora-
tion on apples, kiwifruit,
and honey. The livelihood
of farmers, however, will not
i stand compromised since
™| no duty concessions have
been made in dairy, sugar,
spices and edible oils.

Challenges in optimal
utilisation

Overall bilateral trade, which was approxi-
mately $2.4 billion in 2024-25, is projected
to double by 2030, post implementation
of the FTA. However, it must be heeded
that the success of any FTA lies in how it is
utilised. In the past, India has exhibited a
low utilisation rate of only about 25%, as in
contrast with developed economies touching
70%-80%. FTAs often remain underused due
to awareness gaps, compliance challenges,
and non-tariff barriers (NTBs). However,
the India-New Zealand FTA has provisions
to address technical barriers to trade through
enhanced regulatory cooperation, streamlined
customs procedures and transparency.

Once implemented, the Confederation of
Indian Industry (CIT) recommends optimally
leveraging the trade pact, with business as-
sociations, large enterprises and policymakers
sharing responsibility to build awareness
and developing capabilities to translate the
negotiated benefits into effective market
access. They should also look beyond tariffs

CHANDRAJIT BANERJEE EXPLORES HOW INDIA SECURES DEEPER TRUST THROUGH BALANCED TRADE AGREEMENTS

as a trade ally

and expand services trade, deepen skills and
education linkages, and leverage mobility and
diaspora networks.

A strong foundation exists

The FTA can build on the strong founda-
tions of a growing middle class, a skilled work-
force, and a reform-driven, innovation-based
Indian economy. It carries elements of global
integrated production and service export
growth (India already ranks among the top
five globally), both of which can propel Indian
firms up global value chains and towards the
$7 trillion economy goal by 2030. Notably,
with the India-New Zealand FTA deal, India
has now concluded economic partnership
agreements with all Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) members,
except China.

Notwithstanding the modest quantum
of bilateral trade, the significance of the
India-New Zealand FTA lies not just in
trade data. Rather, it marks a coming of
age in the way India is viewed on the world
stage. The kind of access in terms of labour
mobility and services that New Zealand is
willing to extend to India, reflects growing
strategic trust from developed economies
in bilateral economic engagements. This is
a particularly welcome development amid
India’s trade talks with other partners,
including the European Union, lending
credence to India as a country with a stable
trade policy, and capable of establishing
norms of effective cooperation through
balanced, high-quality agreements that
protect domestic interests while promoting
openness and growth.

Chandrajit Banerjee is Director General,
Confederation of Indian Industry (CID).
Views are personal.
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very year, on New Year’s Eve, a revelry
results in a number of road accidents

across India. Some of these result in
fatalities. John Donne wrote, “Each man’s
death diminishes me, for I am involved in
mankind.” His words remind us that every
death carries a weight greater than its statis-
tics. Yet, when a family loses someone in a
road accident, the language of justice turns
into the language of arithmetic. The Motor
Accident Claims Tribunal multiplies income
by an age-based factor, adds modest sums
for love, care, and funeral expenses, and
announces the result as §ust compensation’.
What begins as a legal exercise often ends
as amoral puzzle. A doctor and a homemaker
may lose their lives in the same accident, yet
the law values their absence differently. The
doctor’s family receives several lakhs of rupees
more than the vendor’s, and the homemaker’s
loss is often measured in token figures. The
problem lies not in the intent of the law but in
its method. A welfare statute that was meant
to bring relief has quietly absorbed the habits
of the marketplace, where worth is measured
by earning, not by being.

The arithmetic of loss

Section 168 of the Motor Vehicles Act, 1988,
empowers tribunals to award compensation
that “appears to be just.” To bring consistency,
the Supreme Court in Sarla Verma v. DTC
and later in National Insurance Co. v. Pranay
Sethi introduced the multiplier method. The
formula multiplies a victim’s annual income
by an age-based factor and adds fixed sums
under standard categories such as loss of
consortium, loss of estate, and funeral costs.
The goal was fairness through uniformity.

In practice, uniformity has produced hier-
archy. When a victim has no formal income,
tribunals assign a “notional income,” often a

BOOKS: REVIEW

symbolic amount detached from real contri-
bution. Children, homemakers, and informal
workers are thus treated as marginal lives in
the eyes of arithmetic. The Supreme Court,
in Kirti v. Oriental Insurance, recognised
unpaid domestic work as genuine labour
and sought to correct the imbalance, but
the structure remains tethered to income.
In a system that counts only what can be
measured, those who build, teach, care, and
nurture are often valued least.

Article 14 of the Constitution promises
equality before the law, yet a system that com-
pensates the salaried more generously than the
self-employed or the unwaged risks violating
that promise. Equality cannot depend on
economic visibility. Article 21, which protects
the right to life with dignity, faces a similar
tension. Dignity is intrinsic, not conditional.
When compensation fluctuates with income,
dignity becomes a privilege rather than a
principle. The mason who built the city and
the child who never drew a salary deserve
recognition beyond their wage potential.

The contrast with other modes of transport

is revealing. Under the Railways Act, 1989,
the death of any passenger attracts a fixed
sum of Rs 8 lakh. Under the Carriage by Air
Act, 1972, airlines pay a uniform amount
for every deceased passenger. On the road,
however, the law insists on knowing one’s
income before assigning value to one’s life.

Even the notion of unlimited liability of-
fers little comfort. Section 147 of the Motor
Vehicles Act requires insurers to cover “the
amount of liability incurred” for death or
bodily injury. There is no statutory ceiling.
In theory, the liability is unlimited. In reality,
it remains bounded by income. The absence
of a cap matters little when the base figure is
drawn from an unequal scale.

The difficulty is not only procedural but
philosophical. The American philosopher,
Lon Fuller, described the inner morality of law
as its duty to be coherent and fair. A formula
that equates life with livelihood cannot satisfy
either. The American legal philosopher and
jurist, Ronald Dworkin, envisioned law as
integrity, a system that treats every person with
equal concern and respect. When tribunals

SHUBHAM KUMAR DELVES INTO WHY FAIRER MODELS MUST VALUE EVERY LIFE EQUALLY

Beyond wages: Toward just compensation

attach greater value to some lives over others,
they move from integrity to inequity. For the
American philosopher, Martha Nussbaum,
dignity lies in capability — the real freedom
to live, love, and flourish. Income may enlarge
these freedoms, but it cannot define them.
The law, by tying worth to wages, narrows
the meaning of both justice and life.

Towards a fairer formula

A fairer design must begin with a universal
baseline. Every life should attract a fixed
“dignity floor,” an amount payable in every
case of fatality or grievous injury, irrespec-
tive of income. Beyond that, income-linked
additions can address actual financial loss,
preserving fairness without eroding equal-
ity. The law should also carve out a separate
category of “dignity damages” to recognise
grief, companionship, and emotional harm.
These amounts must evolve with inflation
and social conditions. Equally important is
the need for process reform. The Delhi High
Court’s Motor Accident Claims Annuity De-
posit model, which integrates police, hospitals,
and banks, shows that technology can deliver
compensation swiftly and transparently.

Defenders of the current model often argue
that compensation must restore dependents
to their previous standard of living and that
income is a neutral measure of loss. This
reasoning fits private contracts better than
public welfare. The goal of social law is not to
mirror the market but to correct its distortions.
A universal floor can guarantee recognition
for all, while proportional increments can
accommodate differences. In this balance
between equality and equity lies the true
meaning of just compensation.’

Shubham Kumar, academic, lawwyer and public
policy consultant. Views are personal.
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courage to stand alone

n the 39th death an-

niversary of socialist

leader Rajnarayan,

reading Rajnarayan:
Ek Naam Nahi Itihaas Hai! is
not just an intellectual exercise
— itis a moral reckoning. Edited
by my friend from Lucknow,
the noted socialist Shahnawaz
Ahmad Qadri, this 512-page vol-
ume compelled me to confront
long-held misconceptions. This
review is thus part critique, part
confession.

For much of my life, Rajna-
rayan was portrayed — through
early conversations in the Rash-
tra Seva Dal and even in Maha-
rashtra’s socialist circles — as
a political eccentric, almost a
caricature. This book system-
atically dismantles that image,
revealing instead a principled,
courageous, and consequential
figure in post-Independence
Indian politics.

Qadri’s volume succeeds by
documenting Rajnarayan not

as a theoretician, but as a doer.
After Dr Ram Manohar Lohia, he
emerges here as the most authen-
tic embodiment of Lohia’s triad:
“jail, vote, and spade.” Born into
the royal family of Kashi in 1917,
Rajnarayan renounced privilege
in favour of public service. The
contrast is striking — a man of
feudal lineage who lived like a
fakir, refusing wealth, power,
and dynastic politics.

The personal is political in
Rajnarayan’s life. Despite having
four sons and a daughter, none
entered politics. They worked in
ordinary jobs — as farmers, civil
servants, and bankers — living by
the values their father espoused.
This rejection of dynastic en-
titlement reinforces the book’s
central claim: that Rajnarayan’s
private life mirrored his public
ideals.

The political journey begins
early. At thirteen, he entered
public life as a student leader
at Banaras University. Arrested

in 1939 for opposing the Brit-
ish war effort, he would go on
to spend more time in prison
after Independence than before.
For him, jail was not a badge of
honour but a cost of conviction.

Among the book’s most com-
pelling sections is the account of
his post-Independence reforms.
True to Lohia’s belief that “the
tiller should own the land,” Ra-
jnarayan handed over his ances-
tral land to tenant farmers. Few
leaders — socialist or otherwise
— have lived their ideology with
such consequence.

Equally powerful is the retell-
ing of the 1956 Kashi Vishwa-
nath temple-entry movement.
Despite police repression and
injury, Rajnarayan persisted
until the “Entry Prohibited for
Dalits” sign was removed. These
chapters portray a man who took
on caste discrimination not with
gestures, but with sacrifice.

His campaign to remove colo-
nial-era statues — most famous-

ly Queen Victoria’s in Beniya
Bagh — further underscored
his view that political freedom
was incomplete without mental
decolonisation. Each such act,
the book shows, often came at
the cost of another arrest.

The heart of the book lies in
the Indira Gandhi years. His
1971 decision to challenge her
in Rae Bareli, when no one else
dared, seemed quixotic. Yet the
Allahabad High Court’s 1975
verdict against her proved his
faith in constitutional methods.
That transformation — from
ridicule to vindication — is one
of the most dramatic arcs in In-
dian politics.

Later chapters are no less in-
structive. As Health Minister,
Rajnarayan gave formal recogni-
tion to homeopathy, Ayurveda,

and other traditional systems. As

someone who once campaigned

. . for this very recognition as a

gkujﬁamrg%l homeopathy student, I found
Ttihaas Hai! this especially meaningful.

By Shahnawas Perhaps the book’s most dif-

Ahmad Qadri ficult but vital contribution is its

Self-published; ~ honest treatment of Rajnarayan’s

530 pages; Rs break with the Janata Party over

600 the RSS issue. His resignation

from the cabinet rather than
compromise on secular values
is a sobering contrast to today’s
politics.

Qadri deserves credit for the
book’s depth. It blends memoirs,
ideological writings, interviews,
and over 140 pages of parliamen-
tary documentation covering 31
national issues. It is both archive
and argument.

Rajnarayan : Ek Naam Nahi
Itihaas Hazi! is not hagiography.
It is a necessary corrective. On
this anniversary, it reminds us
that Rajnarayan was not an out-
lier — but a benchmark. And by
that measure, today’s politics
stands exposed.

This review is adapted from

a Facebook post by Dr Suresh
Khairnar, former president of the
Rashtra Seva Dal.



CORPORATE
" INDUSTRY

THE FINANCIAL WORLD — NEW DELHI
SATURDAY ¢ 10 JANUARY 2026

05

NSE, IGX Collaborate to Launch
In(han Natural Gas Futures Contract More Than Doubled In 2025

MUMBAI: The National Stock
Exchange of India Ltd (NSE) is
in ongoing discussions with the
Indian Gas Exchange (IGX) to
launch an Indian Natural Gas
Futures contract, a move aimed
at strengthening the country’s
natural gas market ecosystem,
according to an official state-
ment on Friday.

The proposed futures product
aims to offer market participants
atransparent, efficient risk man-
agement tool aligned with In-
dia’s evolving natural gas pricing
framework, the exchange said.

NSE said the collaboration
would combine its deep deriva-
tives market expertise with IGX’s
leadership in spot natural gas
trading, price discovery and
physical market development.

“The introduction of Indian
Natural Gas Futures is expected
to benefit gas producers, city gas
distribution companies, power
generators, fertiliser manufac-
turers, industrial consumers,
traders and financial partici-
pants, by enabling effective
hedging against price volatility
and improving long-term plan-
ning,” the statement said.

SEBI Revamps Stockbroker
Rules after 30 Years, Aims
to Ease Compliance and
Boost Business

S-:‘BI
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NEW DELHI: Market regula-
tor SEBI has overhauled its
stockbroker regulations for the
first time in more than three
decades, replacing the 1992
rules with the new Sebi (Stock
Brokers) Regulations, 2026.
The move is aimed at sim-
plifying compliance, improving
clarity, and making it easier for
brokers to do business.
Under the new framework,
stockbrokers will now be al-
lowed to carry out activities
that fall under other finan-

cial regulators, as long as they ..

follow the rules prescribed by
those authorities.

The market regulator said
such activities will be governed
by the concerned financial sec-
tor regulator, not by Sebi.

The regulator has also re-
written the rules in simpler
language, removed outdated
provisions, and introduced
clearer definitions.

The regulations are now
organised into eleven chap-
ters that cover all major as-
pects of stockbroking, mak-
ing them easier to read and
understand.

NSE Chief Business Develop-
ment Officer Sriram Krishnan
said the partnership “marks a
significant step in NSE’s efforts
to deepen India’s commodity
derivatives markets,” adding
that natural gas is emerging as
a critical transition fuel for In-
dia’s energy mix. Krishnan said
that a domestic futures contract
would “enhance price transpar-
ency, improve risk management
capabilities, and support the
development of a credible gas
price benchmark aligned with

Indian market fundamentals.”
“By leveraging NSE’s market
infrastructure and IGX’s physi-
cal market expertise, we aim to
create a futures product that is
relevant, liquid and trusted by the
entire gas value chain,” he further
said. The proposed collaboration
is aligned with India’s broader
objective of increasing the share
of natural gas in the energy basket
and promoting market-based
pricing mechanisms.
Following regulatory approv-
als, NSE and IGX will announce

By leveraging
NSE’s market
infrastructure and
IGX’s physical
market expertise,
we aim to create
a futures product
that is relevant,
liquid and trusted
by the entire gas
value chain”

details and timelines on contract
design and work closely with
stakeholders to ensure a smooth
launch of the proposed deriva-
tives contract. The government
has taken various measures to
enhance the availability of natu-
ral gas for power generation,
which include expansion of the
National Gas Grid to connect
domestic gas sources as well as
Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG)
terminals to power plants.

India’s Data Centre Capacity

NEW DELHI: India’s data
centre capacity additions more
than doubled in 2025, reaching
387 MW IT — from 191 MW IT
added in 2024 — thus marking
arobust year-on-year growth of
103 per cent, a report showed
on Thursday.

On the demand side, data
centre absorption rose to 427
MW IT in 2025 from 407 MW
IT in the previous year, reg-
istering a 5 per cent annual
increase. Mumbai and Chen-
nai led absorption, together
accounting for 70 per cent of
the total at 427 MW IT, driven
by hyperscalers amid rising
cloud adoption, AI workloads,
5G rollout, and IoT demand,
according to Savills India’s new
report. The market is project-
ed to triple to over 4 GW IT

by 2030,
growing
ata CAGR
of 23 per
cent. ‘MW
IT capac-
ity” refers
to the elec-
trical pow-
er (Mega-
watts) a
data centre facility can provide
for its IT equipment. Capac-
ity additions surged 103 per
cent year-on-year to 387 MW
IT from 191 MW IT in 2024,
pushing operational stock to
1,520 MW IT — a 34 per cent
increase — led by Mumbai (34
per cent supply share), Delhi-
NCR (20 per cent), and Chen-
nai (19 per cent).
Hyperscale data centres
dominate growth fuelled by
global hyperscalers, domestic
cloud players, and institutional
investors, while enterprise colo-
cation sustains demand along-
side edge data centres in Tier
2 and 3 cities, said the report.
Emerging markets like Vi-
sakhapatnam, Kolkata (48 per
cent CAGR projected), and
Hyderabad (44 per cent CAGR)

gain momentum from policy
support, cost advantages, un-
dersea cables, and low-latency
needs for 5G/IoT.

“With data centre absorption
estimated at 430 MW in 2025,
driven by both enterprise and
hyperscale demand, India’s
digital infrastructure growth
is gaining strong momentum.
Rising cloud adoption by enter-
prises is accelerating demand
from global hyperscalers and
domestic cloud players, while
emerging locations such as Vi-
sakhapatnam, backed by policy
support and cost advantages
are strengthening India’s at-
tractiveness as a data centre
destination,” said Srihari Srini-
vasan, Director and Lead Data
Centre Services, Savills India.

Beyond major metros, the
rollout of 5G and the grow-
ing use of mobile streaming
and digital services are driving
hyperscale demand across Tier
2 cities to meet local data and
latency requirements. These
developments reinforce India’s
position as a fast-emerging
global hub for scalable and
long-term data centre invest-
ments, Srinivasan added.

Adani Ports Berths India’s 1st-Ever Fully Laden
Very Large Crude Carrier at Mundra Port

AHMEDABAD: In a defining
moment for India’s maritime
and energy infrastructure, Adani
Ports and Special Economic
Zone Ltd (APSEZ) on Thurs-
day announced the berthing of
India’s first-ever fully laden Very
Large Crude Carrier (VLCC) at
its Mundra Port.

With the docking of Mt New
Renown, which has a total cargo
capacity of 3.3 lakh m3 (meter
cube), Mundra became the first
port in India to handle Fully
Laden VLCC at Berth, the Adani
Group company said in a state-
ment. The handling of Mt New
Renown was executed under
challenging conditions with
strong currents, winds and sea
states, showcasing expertise,
coordination and operational
excellence of the APSEZ marine

team and port management.
Mundra’s VLCC jetty is seam-
lessly connected via a 489 km
crude oil pipeline to the HPCL
Rajasthan Refinery at Barmer
— one of India’s most strategic
refining assets. This direct con-
nectivity significantly enhances

India’s energy security; efficiency
of large-scale crude imports;
supply chain resilience; and re-
gional economic growth across
Gujarat and Rajasthan.

The port facility allows
berthing of a fully laden VLCC
at maximum displacement,

represents a transformational
shift in India’s crude oil logistics,
enabling safer, faster and more
cost-efficient crude handling
through direct jetty operations.
Direct jetty berthing of fully
laden VLCCs is available at only
alimited number of ports across
the world due to extreme draft,
displacement and infrastructure
requirements of these vessels.
‘With this achievement, Mun-
dra Port is now among select
global crude handling hubs,
strengthening India’s position
in the global maritime and en-
ergy map. Mundra’s advanced
vessel-handling capability elimi-
nates dependency on offshore
Single Point Moorings (SPMs)
or lightering operations that
were traditionally used for such
large vessels, said the company.

Bharat Coking Coal Limited has Rs 1,071.11 cr IPO

DOMINICK RODRIGUES
Mumbai

Bharat Coking Coal Limited is
coming out with an IPO priced
at Rs 21to Rs 23 per share - ag-
gregating to Rs 1,071.11 crores
- that will open on January 9,
2026 and close on January 13,
2026.

The IPO’s total issue size is
465,700,000 equity shares.
IDBI Capital Markets & se-
curities Limited and ICICI Se-

From Silos to

DR. ANIL KUMAR
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o-opeti-
tion as
= the con-

. cept and term
was introduced by Adam M.
Brandenburger and Barry J.
Nalebuff in their book titled,
‘Co-opetition: A Revolution-
ary Mindset That Combines
Competition and Cooperation’
that was published in 1996.
This work has guided many
organizations to strategically
combine ‘cooperation’ and
‘competition’. While describing
the ‘The Rules of Co-opetition’,
authors described that the
fierce ‘competition’ between
Cold War rivals (the United
States and the erstwhile USSR)
was preceded by proposal of
‘cooperation’ for a joint mission
to the moon that could not
materialize. Joint mission to
moon was proposed by John
F. Kennedy, the U.S. Presi-
dent to Nikita Khruschev, the
leader of the Soviet Union in
1961. The US and the Soviet
Union pioneered joint mis-
sion - the Apollo-Soyuz Test
Project (1975) which became
a precedent for cooperation.

Rivals coming together
and cooperating for mutual
benefit is now well-known.
Knowledge-sharing is helpful
for collaborating entities. In
ancient texts of India, knowl-

edge-sharing has always been
appreciated. A Sanskrit verse is
apt in this background which
reads - ‘Vidya vibhajanen vard-
hate’, that means ‘knowledge
increases through sharing.’
This verse directly states that
‘sharing knowledge amplifies
it.” Hence, sharing knowledge
is considered a virtuous act
which leads to greater wisdom
and good.

Multiple Industry associa-
tions exist which cover diverse
sectors and work for their
members, e.g., PHD Chamber
of Commerce and Industry
(PHDCCI), Confederation of
Indian Industry (CII), Federa-
tion of Indian Chambers of
Commerce & Industry (FICCI),
Associated Chambers of Com-
merce and Industry of India
(ASSOCHAM), etc. There
are multiple sector-specific
industry associations too, e.g.,
Indian Pharmaceutical Alli-
ance (IPA), Organisation of
Pharmaceutical Producers of
India (OPPI), Indian Drug
Manufacturers Association
(IDMA), Association of Bio-
technology-Led Enterprises
(ABLE), Bulk Drug Manu-
facturers’ Association (India)
(BDMAI) to name a few.
These forums equip members
through knowledge sharing
through various mechanisms
such as workshop, seminars,
etc.

Associations or groupings

curities Limited are the book
running lead manager, and
KFin Technologies Limited is
the registrar to the offer. The
Company is looking at raising
its production with focus for
300 million tons steel output

by 2030. The officials said
here recently that the IPO’s
proceeds will go towards in-
troducing new technology for
deeper mining and also setting
up newer mines in the country.

BCCL is the largest cok-
ing coal producer in India wit
58.50% of domestic coking coal
production in FY2025 and esti-
mated reserve of approximately
7,910 million tons, as of April 1,
2024. BCCL - a wholly-owned
subsidiary of Coal India Limited

and conferred with Mini Ratna
status in 2014 - produces vari-
ous grades of coking coal, non-
coking coal and washed coals for
steel and power industries. The
company recorded its highest
raw coal offtake of 39.27 million
tons in FY2024. It operates a
network of 34 operational mines,
and its Revenue from Operations
was Rs 5,659.02 crores during
six months ended September 30,
2025, and its Net Profit was Rs
123.88 crore.

ONGC May Get Unpaid Dividend of $500
Million from Its Venezuelan Oil Project

NEW DELHI: ONGC may
receive nearly $500 million
in unpaid dividends from its
Venezuelan oil project as the
evolving US-Venezuela situa-
tion has revived expectations of
long-pending payouts from the
South American nation, global
brokerage firm Jefferies has said.

Market experts are anticipat-
ing that a potential US takeover
of Venezuela’s oil industry could
eventually lead to the lifting of
sanctions on Venezuelan crude
exports.

Although US President Don-
ald Trump has said that sanc-
tions remain in place for now,
any future relaxation could bring
more oil supply into the global
market, putting pressure on
crude prices.

ONGC could benefit if the sit-
uation improves, as the company
is due to receive around $500
million in unpaid dividends from
the San Cristobal project for the
period up to 2014.

However, production at the
field halted after 2014, resulting
in no dividend accruals in the
subsequent years.

ONGC has exposure to Ven-
ezuela’s oil sector through its
overseas arm, ONGC Videsh
Limited (OVL).

The company holds a 40 per
cent participating interest in
the San Cristobal Project in
Venezuela.

In addition, OVL, along with
Indian Oil Corporation and Oil

India, owns an 11 per cent stake
in the Carabobo-1 oil field.

Brokerage firm Jefferies cau-
tioned that while there may be
short-term positives, a medium-
term risk for ONGC lies in a
potential revival of Venezuelan
oil output.

Higher production from the
country could add to global
supply and weigh on crude oil
prices, impacting upstream oil
companies.

Meanwhile, commodity ex-
perts believe the US-Venezuela
conflict has added a geopolitical
risk premium to oil prices, even
though the immediate impact on
global supply remains limited.

According to Aamir Makda,
Commodity and Currency Ana-
lyst at Choice Broking, Venezu-
ela currently produces between
800,000 and 1.1 million barrels
of oil per day, accounting for
around one per cent of global
supply.

“While the immediate effect
on global oil supply is limited,
the change in control over Ven-
ezuela’s vast oil reserves poses
critical implications for heavy
crude pricing and long-term
supply forecasts,” he noted.

SEBI extends timeline
for extra incentives to
mutual fund distributors
till March 1

NEW DELHI: Markets
regulator Securities and Ex-
change Board of India (SEBI)
on Wednesday extended the
timeline for implementing an
additional incentive structure
for mutual fund distributors
aimed at bringing in new in-
vestors from smaller cities and
more women investors into the
mutual fund ecosystem.

The new incentive frame-
work, which was earlier sched-
uled to come into effect from
February 1, 2026, will now be
implemented from March 1,
2026.

SEBI said the decision was
taken after receiving feedback
from the mutual fund indus-
try, which flagged operational
challenges in setting up the
required systems and processes
for smooth implementation.

“Based on the feedback
received from the industry,
citing operational difficulties
in putting place the requisite
systems and processes for
smooth implementation of the
additional incentive structure,
it has been decided to extend
the implementation timeline,
” the market regulator said.

“Accordingly, the provisions
of the aforesaid circular shall
now come into effect from
March 01, 2026, ” it added.

The incentive structure is
designed to encourage dis-
tributors to onboard new in-
dividual investors from B-30
cities, which refer to locations
beyond the top 30 cities, as well
as new women investors from
any part of the country.

The move is part of SEBI’s
broader effort to deepen mu-
tual fund penetration and im-
prove financial inclusion.

Under the revised frame-
work, asset management com-
panies will pay distributors an
additional commission equal to
1per cent of the first lump-sum
investment or the first-year SIP
amount, subject to a maximum
of Rs 2, 000.

This incentive will be paid
only if the investor remains
invested for at least one year.

SEBI clarified that the ad-
ditional commission will be
paid from the 2 basis points
already earmarked by AMCs
for investor education and will
be over and above the existing
trail commissions.

However, the regulator has
made it clear that dual incen-
tives will not be allowed for
the same woman investor from
B-30 cities.

Solutions: Lessons from a Pharma Alliance

Table 1: Three Levels of Co-opetition among LAZORR Members (2011)

Level Members Meetings

Tier | Six CEOs Once in 3 Months

Tier Il Area Heads (‘Captains’) Monthly or Bi-monthly
Tier lll Field Officers of Companies -

have their own mandate, e.g.,
the Indian Drugs Manufac-
turers’ Association (IDMA)
represents the pharmaceu-
tical industry on prominent
issues such as regulatory
affairs, pricing, and other
policy matters, besides play-
ing the role in keeping busi-
ness leaders, media, and the
public informed about the
industry. Similarly, Indian
Pharmaceutical Alliance (TPA)
represents 23 national-level
pharmaceutical companies
which account for over 85.0
per cent of the private sector
investment in Pharma R&D,
contribute over 80.0 per cent
of pharma exports, besides
serving approximately two-
third of the domestic market.
One missing link is the sharing
of their best practices amongst
members so that each member
can learn from other and im-
bibe those practices to improve
own working.

All Industry associations can
take cues from a unique initia-
tive that was taken by Satish
Khanna, former Group Presi-
dent (APIs) of Lupin. In July
2010, Satish Khanna wrote to
Heads of six pharmaceutical

companies regarding the need
for a common platform with
underlying motto to enhance
learning and sharing experience.
One nationalistic objective was
achieved as leading pharma-
ceutical companies from India
came together to cooperate and
learn from each other.

Initially, five pharmaceutical
companies which came together
included Lupin, Aurobindo
Pharma, Zydus Cadila (now,
Zydus Lifesciences), Orchid
Chemicals and Pharmaceuticals
(now, Orchid Pharma Limited),
and Ranbaxy Laboratories (now,
part of Sun Pharma). Hence,
the alliance got the acronym
- LAZOR as each letter repre-
sented the name of the member
company. Entry of Dr. Reddy’s
Laboratories (DRL) in the alli-
ance got delayed due to some
organizational restructuring
issues. DRL became part of the
initiative in July 2011, and acro-
nym of the alliance was changed
to LAZORR.

To give shape to the Initiative,
Satish Khanna convinced heads
of five pharma companies to
give 20 senior professionals of
diverse background (represen-
tatives from R&D, Marketing,
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Plant Heads, Head Office) from
each company. The first discus-
sion that took place in Mumbai
had Heads (CEOs/Owners) of
leading Indian pharma compa-
nies. Second meeting took place
in Baroda with 100 profession-
als from five companies where
Khanna dealt with doubts and
questions that professionals had.
Professionals had doubts and
questions about ‘what to share
and what not to share’ among
‘competitors’ as pharmaceutical
business involves confidentiality,
and business secrets.

One can imagine the dif-
ficulty in responding to the
‘questions posed by those who
were meeting Khanna for the
first time’, ‘who were not re-

porting to him’, and ‘majority
of attendees from those com-
panies where Khanna had not
served’. Finally, Khanna could
convince all those who had to
actually play active role in the
Dream Team of one Company -
LAZOR. Expectations from the
team involved commitment to
live up to the dream. Khanna
told the group of profession-
als not to share two things -
R&D of new molecules, and
anything about which they
feel that there is possibility
of misuse.

Liberal sharing of best
practices by constituents of
LAZORR, these companies
could bring down their oper-
ating costs, and improve their

efficiency. LAZORR constitu-
ents started collaborating on
areas such as procurement,
formulations, material han-
dling, solvents, energy, safety
and water. Different platforms
such as ‘Water Platform’, ‘Pro-
curement Platform’, ‘Energy
Platform’, etc. were formed
and each platform was headed
by the representative from the
company which had strength
in that area. The Group also
contemplated the use of
‘knowledge bridging’ through
learning from other sectors
such as chemicals, automo-
bile, ete. to improve efficiency.
Gains accrued to group mem-
bers in terms of reduction in
power bill, reduction in water
usage, and in many other areas
of cooperation.

In a recent podcast (2025,
July 2), Satish Khanna shared
that under this initiative,
representatives of alliance
pharma companies learnt
from their counterparts from
other pharma companies
besides learning from their
intra-company members too.
Further, the Owners and the
CEOs reviewed the perfor-
mance of the Initiative in a
timely manner by putting in
place the proper Management
Information System (MIS),
through presentations, and
Reviews.

The framework of LAZORR
has immense potential for rep-

lication in other industries.
Industry associations are in
a position to implement this
framework by identifying the
common ground for coopera-
tion. One such example is of
AYUSH and Herbal products.
India’s exports of AYUSH and
Herbal products in 2024-25
stood at $688.89 million. In
contrast to this, pharmaceuti-
cal exports from India stood
at $30.49 billion in the FY25.
AYUSH and Herbal industry
can learn a lot from pharma-
ceutical industry in areas such
as rigorous scientific validation
through R&D and Clinical Tri-
als, stringent quality control,
standardization, documenta-
tion to name a few.

While writing this column, I
wish to acknowledge my recent
interaction with Mr. Satish
Khanna who shared details
on the initiative, along with
links to his podcasts, and wish
to thank Dr. Deepak Chhabra
for connecting with Satish
Khanna, who happens to be
alumnus of my alma mater
- Panjab University, Chan-
digarh.

Dr. Anil Kumar Angrish-
Associate Professor (Finance
and Accounting), Department of
Pharmaceutical Management,
NIPER S.A.S. Nagar (Mohali),
DISCLAIMER: Views are
personal and do not represent
the views of the Institute.
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RBI Seeks Public Feedback on Revised Bank !ndia’s Real GDP Growth Likely to Accelerate
Dividend & Profit Remlttance Framework

NEW DELHI: The Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) has in-
vited comments on the draft
‘Prudential Norms on Dividend
and Remittance of Profit’ Di-
rections, 2026, which propose
a revised framework for the
declaration of dividends and
remittance of profits by banks
in India. The draft has been
released for public consultation
until February 5, 2026, with
feedback to be submitted via
the ‘Connect2Regulate’ section
on the RBI website.
Background and Objective:
The draft Directions follow a
review of the existing pruden-
tial norms governing dividend
declaration and profit remit-
tance by foreign banks operat-
ing in branch mode in India.
An earlier draft was issued
for comments on January 2,
2024, and stakeholder feed-
back has been incorporated
into the current draft. The revi-

sions propose a new methodol-
ogy for calculating the maxi-
mum eligible dividend payout.

Coverage Across Bank Cat-
egories: The draft Directions
apply across multiple bank-
ing categories, encompassing
commercial banks, small fi-
nance banks, payment banks,
regional rural banks, and local
area banks.

Key Provisions: Under the
draft Directions for commercial
banks, a bank will be permitted
to declare dividends or remit
profits only if it satisfies certain
prudential conditions.

These include maintaining
compliance with regulatory
capital requirements at the
end of the previous financial
year and ensuring that capital

remains above the prescribed
level throughout the year of
the proposed dividend payout.

Additionally, banks incor-
porated in India must report
a positive adjusted Profit Af-
ter Tax (PAT) for the relevant
period, while foreign banks
operating through branches
must have a positive PAT for
the period for which profits are
to be remitted. Similar pru-
dential conditions are being
proposed for Small Finance
Banks, Payment Banks, Re-
gional Rural Banks, and Local
Area Banks, requiring compli-
ance with regulatory capital
norms both before and after
dividend distribution, ensur-
ing a positive adjusted profit
after tax for the relevant fi-
nancial year, and confirming
that no existing restrictions
on dividend declaration have
been imposed by the RBI or
any other authority.

to 7.4 per cent in FY26: Advance Estimates

“BRBSS TOMESTIE PROGUCT

NEW DELHI:
GDP growth is expected to
rise sharply to 7.4 percent in
the current fiscal 2025-26, ac-
cording to the government’s
first advance estimate.

Data in the Advance Esti-
mates : The growth is aided
by a strong rebound in manu-
facturing sector which is seen
accelerating to 7 percent from
4.5 percent last year, despite
disruptions caused by 50 per-
cent US tariffs on Indian goods.

Data released on Wednesday
by the Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation
(MoSPI) showed that while real
GDP growth is projected to rise

Finance Ministry Launches 3-Year PPP Plpehne
with 852 Projects Valued Over Rs 17 Lakh Cr

CCPAProposes’
February 1 date for
Union Budget 2026

NEW DELHI: The Cabinet
Committee on Parliamentary
Affairs (CCPA) on Wednesday
proposed presenting the Union
Budget for 2026-27 on February
1, even though the date fallson a
Sunday. If approved, this would
mark a rare instance in recent
years of the Budget being tabled
on a weekend, as the govern-
ment sticks to
its February 1
timeline to
ensure timely
implementa-
® tion of budget
proposals from
the start of the financial year, as
per media reports. The Budget
Session will begin on January
28 with the President’s address
to ajoint sitting of both Houses
of Parliament. The Economic
Survey, which reviews the state
of the economy, will be tabled
in Parliament on January 29,
according to reports. Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
will be presenting her ninth con-
secutive Union Budget, making
it the 88th Budget since India’s
Independence. Since 2017, the
Union Budget has been pre-
sented at 11 am on February 1,
after the government advanced
the date from the earlier tradi-
tion of February 28.

NEW DELHI: The Department
of Economic Affairs (DEA), Min-
istry of Finance, has unveiled a
comprehensive three-year Pub-
lic-Private Partnership (PPP)
project pipeline, in line with an-
nouncements made in the Union
Budget 2025-26, aimed at accel-
erating structured infrastructure
development across India.

The pipeline consolidates 852
projects across various Central
Infrastructure Ministries and
States/Union Territories, with
an estimated total cost exceeding
Rs 17 lakh crore. According to
the Finance Ministry, this initia-
tive is intended to provide early
visibility of upcoming PPP proj-
ects, enabling investors, develop-
ers, and stakeholders to plan and
invest more strategically.

Central Ministries Leading

Tl — o i
the Pipeline: Data from the
PPP India portal indicates that
the Ministry of Road Transport
and Highways leads the cen-
tral pipeline with 108 projects
valued at Rs 8,76,889.12 crore.
Other significant contributions
come from the Ministry of Pow-
er with 46 projects totaling Rs

3,40,230.7 crore, the Ministry
of Ports, Shipping and Water-
ways with 22 projects worth Rs
37,644.58 crore, the Ministry of
Railways with 13 projects valued
at Rs 30,903.65 crore, and the
Department of Water Resources,
River Development and Ganga
Rejuvenation with 29 projects

totaling Rs 12,253.8 crore.

These projects cover key in-
frastructure sectors including
transport, energy, ports, and
water resources, reflecting the
government’s focus on lever-
aging private participation to
accelerate national development.

State-Level Participation:
At the state and union terri-
tory level, Andhra Pradesh leads
with 270 projects valued at Rs
1,15,578.81 crore, followed by
Tamil Nadu with 70 projects
worth Rs 87,639.65 crore, Mad-
hya Pradesh with 21 projects
totaling Rs 65,496.5 crore, Uttar
Pradesh with 89 projects valued
at Rs 11,518.55 crore, Jammu &
Kashmir with 57 projects worth
Rs 21,374.31 crore, and Rajast-
han with 12 projects amounting
to Rs 22,741.04 crore.

Centre Launches Rs 7,295 Crore Export Finance Support Schemes for MSMEs

NEW DELHI: The government
launched export finance support
schemes worth Rs 7,295 crore
to improve access to trade credit
for micro, small and medium
exporters over the next six years
(FY26-31), officials said. The
measures are part of the Export
Promotion Mission approved by
the Union Cabinet in November
2025.

Interest Subvention to Lower
Cost of Export Credit: A key
component is the ‘Interest
Subvention for Pre- and Post-
Shipment Rupee Export Credit’

scheme with an outlay of about
Rs 5,181 crore over six years.
The scheme will help MSME
exporters access rupee-denomi-
nated working-capital finance at
competitive rates, below market
interest costs, reported BS.

An initial provision will also
clear about Rs 830 crore of ar-
rears. A base interest subvention
of 2.75 percent has been pro-

vided, with additional incentives
for exports to under-represented
or emerging markets, subject to
operational readiness. The an-
nual benefit is capped at Rs 50
lakh per firm, and the scheme will
cover roughly 75 percent of tariff
lines. Guidelines will be issued by
the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
and the Directorate General of
Foreign Trade (DGFT).

India’s real

from 6.5 percent
in 2024-25, nom-
inal GDP growth,
which does not
adjust for infla-
tion, is set to fall
to a five-year low
of 8 percent.
In rupee terms,
“% nominal GDP for
2025-26 is estimated at Rs
357 lakh crore. At an exchange
rate of Rs 89.89 per US dollar,
this translates to a GDP size of
nearly USD 4 trillion.
Upcoming Data Releases
and Revisions : On February
27, the MoSPI will release GDP
data for the October-December
2025 quarter under the new
series, along with the second
advance estimate for 2025-26
and revised GDP numbers for
the previous three years.
Under the current series,
GDP growth was recorded
at 7.6 percent in 2022-23,
9.2 percent in 2023-24 and
6.5 percent in 2024-25. The

final GDP growth figure for
2025-26 will be available only
in February 2028.

Sectoral Performance:
Manufacturing Up, Agricul-
ture Slows : On the sectoral
front, manufacturing growth
is projected to rebound
strongly in the current fiscal,
reflecting improved industrial
activity despite global trade
headwinds.

Agricultural growth is ex-
pected to moderate to 3.1 per-
cent, down from 4.6 percent in
2024-25, indicating a cooling
in farm output. The construc-
tion sector is forecast to expand
by 7 percent, slower than the
9.4 percent growth recorded
last year but still pointing to
sustained infrastructure and
real estate activity.

Overall, gross value added
(GVA) growth is seen rising to
7.3 percent from 6.4 percent in
the previous fiscal, supported
largely by manufacturing and
services.

MUMBAI: RBI Governor
Sanjay Malhotra on Mon-
day underlined the need for
sound underwriting stan-
dards and close monitoring
of asset quality by NBFCs.
At a meeting held here with
the Managing Directors and
CEOs of select non-banking
financial companies (NBF-
Cs), including government
NBFCs, housing finance com-
panies (HFCs), and microfi-
nance institutions, the RBI
Governor further emphasised
the criticality of customer-
centricity, ethical conduct,
and responsible lending. He
also highlighted the need for
prompt grievance redressal
of customers for preserving
confidence in the NBFC sec-
tor and supporting its orderly
and sustainable development.
The participating entities
together account for about
53 per cent of NBFC sector
assets. Industry participation
included the representatives
of Self-Regulatory Organisa-
tions, Sa-Dhan, the Micro
Finance Institutions Network
and the Finance Industry
Development Council, ac-
cording to an RBI statement
issued after the conference.
In his opening remarks, the
Governor highlighted the im-
portant role of NBFCs and

RBI Governor Tells NBFC Chiefs to
Keep Close Watch on Asset Quality

HFCs in facilitating credit
flow. During the discussion,
participants shared feedback
on policy issues and opera-
tional matters relating to the
NBFC sector.

The meeting was also at-
tended by Deputy Governors
T. Rabi Sankar, Swamina-
than J., Dr Poonam Gupta,
and S. C. Murmu, and the
MD & CEO of the National
Housing Bank, apart from
other senior officers of the
Reserve Bank. In a related
development, the first meet-
ing of the Payments Regula-
tory Board (PRB) on Monday
was held here on Monday un-
der the chairmanship of the
RBI Governor. The PRB was
constituted consequent to an
amendment in the Payment
and Settlement Systems Act,
2007, which came into effect
on May 9, 2025. The Board
reviewed the functions of
the Department of Payment
and Settlement Systems and
current focus areas covering
both domestic and global
payment systems.

Proposal to Raise EPF
Wa?e Ceiling Back on
Tahle, May be Increased
toRs 25,000-30,000

=1 )

NEW DELHI: A bid to raise
the monthly wage ceiling for
mandatory coverage under the
Employees’ Provident Fund
Organisation (EPFO) is under
consideration. This could signifi-
cantly expand India’s social se-
curity net, according to a report
by The Times of India. The wage
ceiling, currently set at Rs 15,000
per month, may be increased to
Rs 25,000-30,000, the report
said. The ceiling determines
the salary level up to which
employees in EPFO-covered
establishments are required to
make mandatory provident fund
contributions.

Earlier Resistance from
Employers: The government
had earlier considered raising
the wage threshold to Rs 25,000
but dropped the proposal amid
employer opposition over higher
compliance costs, with some
seeking lower contribution rates.
In contrast, trade unions have
pushed for a higher cut-off of
Rs 30,000, arguing the current
limit is outdated.

Outdated Ceiling Leaves
Many Workers Excluded :
The EPF wage ceiling was last
revised in September 2014, when
it was raised from Rs 6,500 to
Rs 15,000. Since then, wages,
particularly in urban areas, have
increased sharply. Minimum
monthly wages in several states,
even for unskilled workers, now
exceed the existing ceiling. As a
result, a large number of low-
income and minimum-wage
earners remain outside the ambit
of mandatory EPF coverage,
limiting their access to formal
retirement savings and pension
benefits.

Supreme Court Directs
Review : The Supreme Court
earlier this week directed the
labour ministry to review the
EPF wage ceiling within a four-
month timeframe. The court’s
direction is expected to acceler-
ate deliberations on revising
the threshold. According to
the report, raising the ceiling
could help substantially widen
the EPFO subscriber base and
bring more workers, particu-
larly from the unorganised and
semi-formal sectors, under the
retirement fund body’s cover-
age.

Levels of NPA in the banking sector are expected to dedine further Commodities Outperform Key Asset
Classes in India, Precious Metals Lead

SATISH
SINGH
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(RBI) published its half yearly
Financial Stability Report on
December 31, 2025, highlight-
ing a notable improvement in
the banking sector’s asset qual-
ity. The report disclosed that
the gross non-performing asset
(GNPA) ratio of banks had
dropped to an encouraging
2.1% as of September 2025. If
the positive trends continue in
the coming months, the RBI
projects that the GNPA for a
cohort of 46 banks could de-
cline further to an impressive
1.9% by March 2027. Even
in the event of unfavourable
economic conditions, the re-
port expects the GNPA ratio to
remain within 3.2% to 4.2%,
indicating a resilient banking
sector.

In the previous Financial
Stability Report, the RBI re-
vealed that public sector banks
had experienced some of the
highest GNPA levels recorded,
peaking at 14.58% in March
2018. This figure had signifi-
cantly improved, decreasing
to 3.12% by September 2024.

The report attributes the
enhancement in asset qual-
ity to several key factors: a
consistent improvement in
the portfolio quality of large
borrowers, a more expedited
recovery process for stressed
loans, the strategic write-off of
non-performing asset (NPA)
accounts, and sustained de-
mand for credit. Furthermore,
the returns on assets (ROA)
and return on equity (ROE)
of banks have surged in recent
years, reaching their highest

levels in a decade, thereby fa-
cilitating the downward trend
in the GNPA ratio.

The most recent stabil-
ity report also highlights a
favourable increase in the
capital-to-risk-weighted as-
sets ratio (CRAR) for banks.
As of September 2025, the
CRAR was recorded at 16% for
public-sector banks and 18.1%
for private-sector banks. This
represents a significant rise
from the 11.45% recorded in
March 2015, reaching 15.43%
by September 2024. These
ratios suggest that banks are
well-positioned to manage
risks effectively; a higher per-
centage indicates sufficient
capital reserves to absorb po-
tential shocks.

The report anticipates a
slight decrease in the total
Capital Adequacy Ratio (CAR)
for 46 major Scheduled Com-
mercial Banks (SCBs)—pro-
jected to dip from 17.1% in
September 2025 to 16.8% by
March 2027. Given that this
adjustment is expected to be
marginal, there is no cause for
alarm, as the Indian economy
is forecasted to remain robust
in the coming years. Addi-
tionally, the report reveals a
reduced reliance of Scheduled
Commercial Banks on large
borrowers, a positive trend
in risk management. While
large borrowers still account
for approximately 44% of total
loans, their share of bad loans
has declined to 33.8%.

Currently, the 12 public sec-
tor banks collectively com-
mand around 60% of the
banking sector’s total business.
In the first half of the fiscal
year 2025-26, they reported
profits of Rs 93,675 crore, re-
flecting a 10% increase from
Rs 85,520 crore in the same
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perlod the prev10us year If
historical trends continue, this
profit is likely to surpass Rs 2
lakh crore by the close of FY
2026. In the last financial year,
public sector banks achieved
aremarkable profit of Rs 1.78
lakh crore, while in FY 2023-
24, they reported their highest-
ever aggregate net profit of Rs
1.41lakh crore. This trajectory
indicates a promising outlook
for the sector’s profitability
and stability going forward.

In line with established in-
ternational banking norms,
the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) initiated the Asset Qual-
ity Review (AQR) in 2015 to
transparently classify stressed
loans as NPAs. This regulatory
measure resulted in a marked
increase in NPAs by the end of
2018, leading to a temporary
contraction in banks’lending
capabilities and subsequently
curtailing economic growth.
However, through a series of
prudent and strategic policies
implemented by both the gov-
ernment and the central bank,
banks effectively navigated
these challenges, reducing
NPA levels and enhancing
profitability in the following
years.

In a significant step towards

ﬁnancial inclusion, banks have
successfully opened over 54
crore Jan Dhan accounts
under the Pradhan Mantri
Jan Dhan Yojana. This ini-
tiative has facilitated access
to basic banking services for
millions across the country.
Additionally, more than 52
crore collateral-free loans have
been granted under various
flagship financial inclusion
schemes, including Stand-Up
India, Prime Minister Street
Vendor’s AtmaNirbhar Ni-
dhi (SVANidhi Yojana), and
Pradhan Mantri Vishwakarma
Yojana. These efforts have not
only stimulated job creation
but have also fostered inclusive
growth, bolstered banking op-
erations, and invigorated the
broader economy. Notably,
these initiatives have played
a pivotal role in empowering
women, with women repre-
senting approximately 68%
of the beneficiaries under the
Pradhan Mantri Mudra Yo-
jana and around 44% under
the PM SVANidhi Yojana.
Consequently, by March 2024,
the total outstanding advances
to Micro, Small, and Medium
Enterprises (MSMEs) had
risen to Rs 28.04 lakh crore,
underscoring the continued

strengthening of these essen-
tial small businesses.

To further bolster the
economic empowerment of
the rural sector and support
farmers, banks are diligently
working to enhance the agri-
cultural landscape. As of Sep-
tember 2024, the total number
of Kisan Credit Card (KCC)
accounts stood at 7.71 crore,
with a cumulative outstand-
ing amount of Rs 9.88 lakh
crore disbursed to support
agricultural activities. The
gross advances of Scheduled
Commercial Banks have grown
markedly, increasing from Rs
8.5 lakh crore during FY 2004-
2014 to Rs 61 lakh crore, and
further surging to a staggering
Rs 175 lakh crore by March
2024. This remarkable growth
reflects the banks’ sustained
commitment to expanding
their operations and strength-
ening the nation’s economic
landscape.

In summary, the decisive
actions undertaken by the
government, financial insti-
tutions, and the Reserve Bank
of India since 2015 have col-
lectively contributed to the
recovery and resolution of
NPAs, the recapitalisation of
public sector banks, and the
effective addressing of vari-
ous challenges encountered
by the banking sector. As a
result, the banking industry
has experienced rapid growth
in business and profitability,
alongside a continuous de-
cline in NPA levels, ultimately
leading to a stronger banking
sector and a more resilient
Indian economy.

Satish Singh is a Senior
Columnist based in Mumbaz,
and the opinions expressed
in the article are personal.

NEW DELHI: Commodities
emerged as the best-perform-
ing asset class in India in 2025,
outperforming equities, bonds
and most traditional assets, a
report showed on Friday.

The report by Motilal Oswal
Financial Services Ltd under-
scores that precious metals
— particularly silver and gold
— were the primary drivers
of performance, supported by
policy uncertainty, currency
volatility, strong institutional
participation, and persistent
supply constraints.

Domestic silver prices surged
by over 170 per cent, while do-
mestic gold prices rose by more
than 76 per cent, outperform-
ing benchmarks such as the
Nifty and the S&P 500. Rising
gold-to-equity ratios through
the year reflected sustained
investor preference for pre-
cious metals even during risk-
on phases.

Within precious metals, sil-
ver emerged as the standout
performer. The gold-silver
ratio declined sharply from
around 110 to near 65, signal-
ling faster price discovery and
a decisive shift in leadership
toward silver, said the report

This rally was underpinned
by structural supply tightness,
with global silver demand ex-
ceeding supply for the fifth
consecutive year, alongside
the second-highest industrial
demand on record, driven by
solar photovoltaics, electrifi-
cation, electric vehicles, grid
infrastructure, and emerging
technology applications.

Manav Modi, Analyst-Com-
modities, Motilal Oswal Finan-
cial Services Ltd, said that the
performance of precious metals
in 2025 reflects a clear shift in
investor behaviour.

3

- ¥ & f

L 1% :

E ’tr".‘--
-

F -

.

“Gold has evolved beyond a
cyclical hedge into a strategic
reserve asset, supported by
sustained central-bank buy-
ing, currency volatility, and
persistent macro uncertainty,”
he mentioned.

Gold continued to strength-
en its position as a strategic
portfolio hedge in 2025. Cen-
tral banks purchased more than
1,000 tonnes of gold annually,
reinforcing long-term price
support and accelerating the
shift toward de-dollarisation.

Renewed ETF inflows in
the second half of the year,
combined with a weaker dollar
index and rupee depreciation,
further amplified domestic gold
returns, said the report.

As per latest AMFI data,
gold exchange-traded funds
(ETFs) witnessed significant
net inflows in December 2025,
with the category recording
Rs 11,646 crore, the highest
monthly inflow on record.

The report further stated
that that financial participa-
tion played a critical role in
reinforcing commodity price
trends during 2025.

Domestic gold and silver ETF

- . -

assets under management in-
creased by more than 150 per
cent, while global ETF flows
turned decisively positive in
the latter half of the year. Cur-
rency movements added further
support, with a weaker dollar
index and a depreciating rupee
enhancing domestic commod-
ity returns, it added. Base met-
als delivered selective gains in
2025. Copper outperformed on
the back of supply constraints,
electrification trends, and inves-
tor interest, while aluminium
posted steady gains supported
by consumption from automo-
tive, construction, and electrical
sectors. Zinc remained relatively
range-bound amid surplus con-
ditions, despite periods of tight
inventories. Looking ahead, the
report highlights that 2026 is
likely to be a year of transition
rather than disruption, build-
ing on the structural themes
that enabled commodities to
outperform in 2025. Gold and
silver are expected to retain their
strategic relevance in early 2026,
supported by continued central-
bank and investor demand, lim-
ited mine supply growth, and
relatively inelastic scrap flows.
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Rights Body Flags Rising Viole

against Mmorltles in Bangladesh

DHAKA: The Human Rights
Congress for Bangladesh Mi-
norities (HRCBM) highlighted
escalating attacks on minorities
across the country, documenting
over a hundred deaths within a
seven-month period.

The rights body alleged that
violence reflects a nationwide
pattern of targeting minorities
rather than isolated incidents.

“Between June 6, 2025 -
January 5, 2026, 116 minority
deaths were documented across
all 8 divisions and 45 districts of
Bangladesh, spanning lynching,
murder, and suspicious deaths.
This is not isolated violence.
It is a nationwide pattern of
targeted atrocities,” HRCBM
posted on X. Earlier on Tuesday,
the Bangladesh Hindu Bud-
dhist Christian Unity Council,
a human rights organisation
against religious discrimination,
expressed grave concern over the
escalating attacks on minority
communities across Bangladesh.

The human rights body stated

India’s Economic Interests
in Venezuela Minimal,
Not Dependent for Oil
Industry Watchers

NEW DELHI: As several coun-
tries across the globe criticised the
US military attack on Venezuela
on Saturday, industry watchers
said that India’s economic in-
terests in the South American
country are minimal and it is
not dependent on Venezuela for
oil. The bilateral trade between
the nations was $1.175 billion in
2023-24, according to informa-
tion available on the website of
the Embassy of India in Caracas.
The main items of India’s exports
to Venezuela are mineral fuels
and oils and products of their dis-
tillation; bituminous substances,
pharmaceutical products, cotton,
nuclear reactors, boilers, machin-
ery and mechanical appliances,
electrical machinery and equip-
ment; sound recorders and re-
producers, television image and
sound recorders and reproducers,
articles of apparel and clothing
accessories and miscellaneous
chemical products.

that communal violence has
been increasing at an alarming
rate as the February national
election in Bangladesh ap-
proaches.

Highlighting the growing
atrocities against minorities in
Bangladesh last year, the coun-
cil in a statement said, “In the
month of December alone, at
least 51 incidents of violence
occurred. These include 10 mur-

ders, 10 incidents of theft and
robbery, 23 cases of occupa-
tion, looting and arson involving
homes, business establishments,
temples and land, 4 cases of de-
tention and torture on false al-
legations of religious blasphemy
and being agents of the RAW, 1
attempted rape, and 3 incidents
of physical assault.”

The Council revealed that
the trend of violence, especially

against Hindu minorities, has
continued into the first Week
of January.

“On 2 January, paddy crops on
96 decimals of land belonging to
Satyanarjan Das were set on fire
in Ramgati, Lakshmipur. On 3
January, businessman Khokon
Chandra Das was brutally mur-
dered in Shariatpur after being
hacked and set on fire. Early the
same morning, a robbery was
carried out at the house of Milon
Das in Ward No. 4 of Amuchia
Union under Boalkhali Upazila
of Chattogram, where all family
members were taken hostage,”
the rights body detailed.

“On 4 January, a gold trader
named Shubho Poddar was tied
up, and approximately 30 bhori(
around 350 grams) of gold orna-
ments were looted from his shop.
On the same day, a 40-year-old
Hindu widowed woman was
raped in Kaliganj, Jhenaidah;
she was tied to a tree, her head
was shaved, and she was sub-
jected to severe torture,” it added.
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nce Japanese Defence Minister to Visit US Next Week,

Attend Honolulu Defense Forum in Hawaii

TOKYO: Japanese Defence
Minister Shinjiro Koizumi an-
nounced on Friday that he will
travel to the United States next
week for a week-long visit to
bolster the bilateral alliance in
the face of an increasingly se-
vere security environment in
the Asia-Pacific region.

While addressing a press
conference, Koizumi stated
he will deliver remarks at the
Honolulu Defence Forum in
Hawaii on Monday before vis-
iting Los Angeles the next day
and then Washington, where he
is scheduled to hold talks with
his US counterpart Pete Hegs-

German Chancellor Merz to Visit India Next Week, Hold Talks with PM Modi

NEW DELHI: German Chan-
cellor Friedrich Merz will be on
two day official visit to India,
beginning January 12 at the
invitation of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.

Merz is scheduled to hold
talks with PM Modi in Ahmed-
abad, and both leaders will
participate in the International
Kite Festival at the Sabarmati
Riverfront. This will be fol-
lowed by bilateral engage-
ments at Mahatma Mandir
in Gandhinagar, according
to the statement released by
the Prime Minister’s Office.
This will be Chancellor Merz’s
first official visit to India. In a
statement, the Prime Minister’s
Office stated, “The two leaders
will review the progress made
in the India-Germany Stra-
tegic Partnership, which has
recently completed 25 years.
Their discussion will also focus
on further intensifying coop-
eration in trade and invest-
ment, technology, education,
skilling and mobility, while

US Wins a Battle,

GOPAL MISRA
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sistance in the
Americas against the American
intervention in their respective
domestic politics, there are
few takers of the US President
Donald Trump’s new assertive
“avatar” in the contemporary
uncertain geopolitics. Few be-
lieve it will enhance the pres-
tige and bargaining power of
Trump or his country.

There are reports of anti-
US rallies in Colombia and
Cuba and the possibility of
anti-American sentiments en-
gulfing most of the western
hemisphere.

According to Colombia’s
leftwing president, Gustavo
Petro, these rallies were tak-
ing place after the indication
of Trump that he favoured
the idea of military action in
Colombia in near future. Petro
had further revealed his ap-
prehension regarding his fear
of American invasion recently
before thousands of his sup-
porters at a rally in Bolivar
plaza in Colombia’s capital,
Bogota.

The scholars of international
affairs across the continents
are in unison that apart from
the growing alienation of the
common people in the region
after the military intervention
in Venezuela, it unfortunately,
may also validate the ongoing
Russian aggression in Ukraine.
In other words, it concedes
the concept of the “ jungle raj
“ that any stronger military
power can attack any sovereign
country with impunity; thus
making the UN irrelevant.
Further, it may also provoke
China to be more assertive
in global politics, especially
in Asia. China may invade
Taiwan to annex it anytime,
if it is assured of American
involvement in other regions.

India also has nearly 3000
kilometres of border with Tibet
under the Chinese occupation.
China has been claiming the
Indian state, Arunachal, as
South Tibet and is keen to
annex it

In other words, there is a
worldwide consensus that the
gunboat American diplomacy
does not create the same fear
or awe it used to cause about
a quarter century ago. Earlier,
Washington used to assert its
predominant role in the west-
ern hemisphere without any
substantial resistance. The
Cuban crisis in the sixties,
perhaps , was a watershed
when the Union of Socialist
Soviet Republics or the USSR
was prevented from setting
up missiles loaded with the
nuclear warheads in Cuba.

The world sighed with re-
lief, when the USA -USSR
standoff ended. The then US
President, John F. Kennedy,
and the general secretary of
the USSR, Nikita Khrushchev
decided to engage themselves
seriously for peace.Later, the
US and USSR decided to have
ahotline for maintaining peace
initiatives to avoid any nuclear
catastrophe.

During the nineties, the
USSR was fragmented into
19 sovereign countries, includ-
ing the successor states such
as the Russian Federation and
Ukraine. In the global theatre,
however, following the collapse
of the USSR, the US emerged
as the only Super Power on the
earth. Later, China was also
included in this network, hav-
ing a hotline with Washington
and Moscow.

In recent years, China, with
its unprecedented economic
power accompanied by a for-
midable defence system, is
seen as being more assertive
in world politics. In the US,
many consider China as a rival
to the US as a super power.

Imitating the US

also advancing collaboration in
important domains of defence
and security, science, innova-
tion and research, green and
sustainable development, and
people-to-people ties.”

The two leaders will also ex-
change views on issues of re-
gional and global importance,
as well as engage with business
and industry leaders of India
and Germany.

Ahead of Chancellor Merz’s
visit, German Ambassador to

India, Philipp Ackermann, met
Defence Secretary Rajesh Ku-
mar Singh on Thursday, dis-
cussing bilateral security and
defence issues, including prior-
ity areas for co-development
and co-production of defence
equipment.

“German Ambassador Dr
Philipp Ackermann called on
Defence Secretary Shri Rajesh
Kumar Singh today. The Am-
bassador conveyed new year
greetings to the Defence Sec-
retary on behalf of the Ger-
man side. They also discussed a
range of bilateral security and
defence issues, including prior-
ity areas for co-development
and co-production of defence
equipment,” Directorate of
Public Relations, Ministry of
Defence, posted on X.

In November last year, PM
Modi met German Chancel-
lor Merz on the sidelines of
the G20 Summit in South Af-
rica. PM Modi described the
relationship between India
and Germany as strong and

Faces Anger and Edge in Geopolitics

Beijing’s growing ambition
for a super power status is be-
ing noticed worldwide. China
might not have fully imitated
America’s gunboat strategy,
but it is being noticed that it
has adopted a wolfish aggres-
sive approach in diplomacy,
especially while dealing with
India.

It is not being ruled out
that Washington might have
confided in Beijing and also
perhaps, Moscow before kid-
napping the president of

Venezuela.

Itis believed also cannot be
ruled out that before the well
planned kidnapping of the
Venezuelan President Nico-
las Maduro and his wife Cilia
by the American Delta force,
Beijing and Moscow were kept
in the loop. However, it has be-
come difficult for the West to
justify the Operation Kidnap-
ping of a sitting president be-
fore any international forum.
Itis also being recalled that the
doctrine, US President James
Monroe had announced dur-
ing his seventh annual State
of the Union Address to the
Congress in 1823 was only
against the European pow-
ers colonizing the Americas.
It was not for justifying any
interference of Washington
in the internal affairs of any
country.

The New York Drama
The abducted Venezuelan

president was brought in
handcuffs and was
accompanied by his wife Cil-
ia Flores like criminals before
afederal court at Lower Man-
hattan, while the UN Security
Council, just about a few ki-
lometres to the north from the
court, was busy in a face-saving
exercise for President Donald
Trump. Indeed, like a tradi-
tional ritual, a dozen countries
condemned the US “crime of
aggression”, but no substan-
tial proposal for correcting
this international crime.The
UN secretary general Antonio
Guterres, however, suggested
the operation constituted a
breach of international law.

The representatives of two
countries, Russia and China,
present in the UN Security
Council appeared to be really
amused by the kidnapping
of the president of a sover-
eign country and his trial in a
New York court. For them, this
American action not only justi-
fies their aggressions against
respective neighbours, it also
finally allows them to be more
and more aggressive in their
respective areas.

With this action, Trump has
justified the Russian aggres-
sion in Ukraine as well as any
bid of the Dragon to annex
Taiwan.

History Repeats
History offers a warning
that in May 2003, the then

expanding across key sectors,
including trade, technology
and innovation.

The Prime Minister had
shared details of the interaction
in a brief post on X, in which he
underlined the growing strate-
gic and economic engagement
between the two countries.

“It was wonderful to meet
German Chancellor, Mr Fried-
rich Merz. India’s ties with Ger-
many are robust, especially in
areas such as trade, technol-
ogy, innovation and more,”
PM Modi had written on X.

PM Modi and Friedrich
Merz had also met on the
sidelines of the G7 Summit
in Kananaskis, Canada, in
June last year. This was the
first meeting between the two
leaders since Chancellor Merz
assumed office in May 2025.

Germany is one of India’s
largest trading partners in the
European Union and a leading
source of investment, engineer-
ing expertise and advanced
technology.

US President George W. Bush
was getting photographed
beneath a “Mission Accom-
plished” banner and declared
victory in Iraq. What followed
was not stabilization, but frag-
mentation—an insurgency, a
legitimacy crisis, and years
of costly entanglement. Ven-
ezuela now sits at a similar

. inflection point. Removing

Maduro could open the door
to a durable transition. It could
just as easily draw the United

| States into a dangerous quag-

mire or a similar dangerous
engagement, it had faced in
Vietnam and Afghanistan.

There are reports that
Washington is keen to install
Venezuelan opposition leader
Maria Corina Machado, who
recently won the Nobel Peace
Prize. However, she has sug-
gested the name of Edmundo
Gonzélez, to be recognized as
the rightful leader of the na-
tion. He was widely seen as
the legitimate winner of the
2024 presidential election in
the country.

Machado rose to global
prominence last year with her
win of the prestigious Nobel
Peace Prize.

Religious Rivalries

The West has always been
defining or interpreting the
political differences by intro-
ducing religious or cut dif-
ferences among the rivals. In
this ongoing political crisis in
Venezuela, Trump knowingly
or otherwise identified with
the white evangelical Chris-
tians. During his rallies Trump

takes on the symbols, rheto-
ric and agenda of Christian
nationalism. A vocal segment
of his Christian supporters
in the US, particularly white
evangelicals and Christian
nationalists, view Trump as
“anointed by God” or divinely
ordained to lead America back
to its supposed “Judeo-Chris-
tian roots”.

eth on Thurs-
day, Japan’s
Kyodo News
reported.

Koizumi
said, “With
Secretary
Hegseth, I
plan to have
i a frank dis-
cussion about
the security
environment
as well as specific efforts to
strengthen the alliance’s deter-
rence and response capabilities
further.” He will return to Japan
on January 18.

Koizumi and Hegseth will
hold talks for the fourth time
since the former assumed of-
fice in October last year. The
two leaders spoke over phone in
December last year after Chinese
military aircraft locked radar on
Japanese Self-Defence Forces
fighter jets over international
waters off Japan’s southernmost
prefecture of Okinawa.

Shinjiro Koizumi is set to
meet the commander of the US

Indo-Pacific Command, Admiral
Samuel Paparo, in Honolulu.
Koizumi also plans to travel to
Los Angeles, where he will visit
a drone-related company and
attend a reception commemo-
rating the 15th anniversary
of Operation Tomodachi, the
rescue and relief efforts jointly
conducted by the US military
and Japan’s Self-Defence Forces
following the earthquake and
tsunami in 2011.

When asked whether he
would respond if Hegseth urged
him to express support for the
recent US actions in Venezuela,
Koizumi responded, “It’s difficult
to answer before the meeting.”

He stressed that it is im-
portant for the international
community to make diplomatic
efforts to restore democracy
and stabilise the situation in
Venezuela.

Last week, the US carried out
amilitary attack on Venezuela to
capture President Nicolas Mad-
uro and his wife, subsequently
taking them to New York to face
charges for alleged crimes.

India Concerned Over Developments
in Venezuela, Urges Dialogue: EAM

LUXEMBOURG: External Af-
fairs Minister (EAM) S. Jais-
hankar has said that India is
concerned over the recent devel-
opments in Venezuela following
the US “capture” of President
Nicolas Maduro.

Maduro remains in a New
York jail following his capture
by US forces.

The EAM urged all parties in-
volved to prioritise the safety and
well-being of the Venezuelan
people amid the ongoing crisis.

“We are concerned at the de-
velopments, but we would really
urge all the parties involved to
now sit down and sort of come
to a position which is in the in-
terest of the well-being and the
safety of the people of Venezu-
ela,” EAM Jaishankar said at an
event in Luxembourg.

He underlined that India’s
primary concern is ensuring that
the Venezuelan people emerge
well from the crisis, noting the
long history of good bilateral

On the other hand, Maduro

adheres to a left-wing so-
cialist and anti-imperialist
political ideology known as
“Chavismo,” which combines
elements of Bolivarianism and
21st-century socialism. He,
however, finds himself closer
with the Chinese for his social-
ist views as well as the role
of Roman catholic order in
rejuvenation of modern China.

Maduro has not overtly em-
phasized a strong personal
religious identity, b

but he has been associated
with a rewritten, pro-Chavez
version of “The Lord’s Prayer”
that was recited at party meet-
ings. He has also made state-
ments with religious overtones
in a political context, such as
declaring that “Jesus Christ
was a young Palestinian un-
justly crucified by the Spanish
Empire”.

It, perhaps, has prompted
the Vatican to formally reject
the “Doctrine of Discovery” in
March 2023, repudiating the
15th-century papal bulls that
justified colonial land seizure
and Indigenous subjugation,
stating these decrees didn’t
reflect Catholic faith, were ma-
nipulated by colonial powers,
and failed to recognize Indig-
enous rights, acknowledging
the immense harm caused by
these concepts and assimila-
tion policies.

Tt is also true that the father
of modern China, Sun Yat-sen
was baptized as a Christian
by an American Congrega-
tionalist missionary in Hong
Kong in 1884. He had adopted
the Christian name “Rixin”
(meaning “new day”), and thus
had laid a strong ties between
Beijing and the countries ad-
hering to the faith.

Gopal Misra has been
associated with national and
international media. His books
on journalism and geo-politics
have been well-appreciated.
Views are personal.

relations.

“At the end of the day, that
is our concern, that we would
want Venezuela, the country
with whom over many, many
years we've had very good rela-
tions, and people to come out
well from whatever is the direc-
tion of events,” he added.

The crisis in Venezuela esca-
lated after a controversial US
military operation on January
3 that resulted in the capture of
President Maduro and his wife,
Cilia Flores, by US special forces
in Caracas and their transfer to
the United States to face crimi-
nal charges.
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President Donald Trump
says Cuba faces collapse
afterVenezuela crackdown

WASHINGTON: President
Donald Trump said Cuba is facing
a severe economic crisis after US
action in Venezuela cut off oil and
financial support that Havana
relied on for years, warning that
the island has few options left.
“Cuba totally relies on Venezuela
for money and for oil, ” Trump
said in a sit-down interview on
Fox News’ Hannity. “That doesn’t
work anymore.” He said Ven-
ezuela and Cuba had long oper-
ated under an arrangement in
which Havana provided security
support in exchange for oil and
cash. “That was always the deal, ”
Trump said. “Cuba gives protec-
tion to Venezuela, and Venezuela
gives Cuba money through oil.”
Trump said that the relationship
has now ended following the US
operation in Venezuela. “I don’t
know what Cuba is going to do,
” he said. “I think Cuba is go-
ing to fail.” Trump said Cuban
forces that had been operating in
Venezuela were defeated during
recent events. “They got wiped
out, ” he said. “I don’t even want
to say how many.” He said Cuba
has no clear alternative source
of support. “I don't think there
are any alternatives to Cuba, ”
Trump said. At the same time,
Trump said he wants to help
the Cuban people, particularly
Cuban Americans living in the
United States. “We have some
of the best people in the country,
Cuban, ” Trump said. “I want
to help those people.” Trump
recalled how many Cubans fled
the island in past decades. “They
left on rafts, ” he said. “They left
on broken boats, shark-infested
waters.” “Many, many of them
didn’t make it, ” Trump added.
He said Cuban Americans were
badly treated under past lead-
ers. “They got treated so badly
by Castro, ” Trump said. Trump
did not outline a specific US
policy toward Havana but said
the United States wants to see
positive change. “We want to do
something to help Cuba, " he said.
“We'll see what happens.”

Trump Says US Oversight of
Venezuela Could Last Years

WASHINGTON: US Presi-
dent Donald Trump has said
Washington expects to oversee
Venezuela and extract oil from
the country’s vast reserves for
years, signalling a prolonged
American role with no clear end
date following the arrest of Ven-
ezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro.

In a wide-ranging interview
with The New York Times,
Trump said “only time will
tell” how long Washington
will maintain direct oversight
of Venezuela, but indicated it
would be “much longer” than
months. “We will rebuild it in
a very profitable way,” Tramp
said, adding, “We're going to
be using oil, and we’re going to
be taking oil.”

Trump said the United States
plans to control the sale of Ven-
ezuelan oil indefinitely, an ap-
proach he described as necessary
to stabilise the country and lower
global energy prices. “We're get-
ting oil prices down, and we're
going to be giving money to Ven-
ezuela, which they desperately

W

need,” he said.

The comments came hours
after administration officials
told Congress that the US would
effectively assume control of
selling Venezuelan oil as part of
a three-phase plan outlined by
Secretary of State Marco Rubio.
Republicans have largely backed
the approach, while Democrats
have warned it risks turning into
along-term intervention without
clear legal authority.

Trump declined to say when
elections would be held in Ven-
ezuela and avoided questions
about why Washington recog-
nised Maduro’s Vice President,
Delcy Rodriguez, as the country’s
interim leader instead of backing
opposition figures.

Bangladesh : BNP's Tarique Rahman
to Become Party’s Next Chalrman

DHAKA: The Bangladesh Na-
tionalist Party (BNP) announced
that its acting chairman, Tarique
Rahman, would take over as the
party’s chairman within the next
few days, local media reported.

BNP Secretary General Mirza
Fakhrul Islam Alamgir made
the announcement while ad-
dressing journalists during a
programme at Sylhet district
on Sunday evening,.

Fakhrul stated that the post of
BNP chairperson has remained
vacant following the death of
party chairperson and former
Prime Minister Khaleda Zia on
December 30, 2025, adding that
her son Tarique would assume
the role.

He added that the BNP would
relaunch its election campaign
from Sylhet, continuing the
party’s long-standing tradition

of campaigning in the region.

“Although the media has ex-
pressed concerns over the polls,
the BNP does not share those
fears. The party has consistently
demanded an election,” Ban-
gladesh’s leading newspaper,
the Daily Star, quoted the BNP
leader as saying.

Slamming the Muhammad
Yunus-led interim government,
Fakhrul further said, “Since the
interim government took office,
a culture of mob violence has
taken root over the past year,
eroding democracy.”
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Shatfali Lone Indian Among
Nominees for Women’s Player
of The Month for December

DUBALI: Star batters Laura
Wolvaardt and Shafali Verma,
along with South Africa’s influ-
ential all-rounder Sune Luus,
have been shortlisted for the ICC
Women’s Player of the Month
award for December 2025 fol-
lowing outstanding performanc-
es in the last month of the year.

Fresh off a commanding
campaign in the ICC Wom-
en’s Cricket World Cup 2025,
Wolvaardt continued to show-
case her brilliance, rounding off
aremarkable year by registering
three centuries across formats.
Leading South Africa against
Ireland, the Proteas captain was
in sensational form as her side
completed clean sweeps in both
the ODI (3-0) and T20I (2-0)
series. Wolvaardt was at her
destructive best in the open-
ing T201, blasting an unbeaten
115 at a staggering strike rate of
205.35, an innings studded with
15 boundaries and four sixes. Her
dominance carried into the ODI
series, where she opened the
batting and played a key role
throughout. After a steady 31in

the first match, she struck back-
to-back centuries, hammering
124 off 111 balls in the second
ODI before finishing unbeaten
on 100 in the final game to seal
the whitewash.

Across the three ODIs,
Wolvaardt accumulated 255
runs at a remarkable average of
127.50 and a strike rate of 111.84.
In the T20I series, she scored
137 runs at a blistering strike
rate of 190.27, losing her wicket
only once. India’s Shafali Verma
was equally explosive during the
five-match T20I series against
Sri Lanka, consistently providing
aggressive starts as India cruised
to a dominant 5-0 series victory
on home soil.

After a quiet outing in the
series opener, Verma found her
rhythm from the second match,
smashing an unbeaten 69 to
guide India in a comfortable
chase. She followed it up with
another unbeaten knock of 79
in the third T201, helping In-
dia wrap up the chase inside
14 overs. Her most destructive
performance came in the fourth

T20I, where she forged a record-
breaking partnership with Smriti
Mandhana, India’s highest for
any wicket in women’s T20Is,
and struck a rapid 79 off 46 balls
as India posted their highest-
ever T201I total of 221. Verma
finished the series with 241 runs
from five matches at a phenom-
enal strike rate 0of 181.20 and an
average of 80.33, earning the
Player of the Series award for her
match-winning contributions.

South African all-rounder
Sune Luus also enjoyed a stand-
out month, delivering crucial
performances with both bat and
ball as South Africa completed
comprehensive whitewashes
over Ireland in both formats.

Luus produced a brilliant all-
round display in the first T20I,
scoring 81 while opening the
batting and then claiming four
wickets. She followed it up with
a vital 37 in the second match
as South Africa posted a com-
manding total of 201. Her influ-
ence grew further in the ODI
series, where she top-scored with
an unbeaten 66 in the open-
ing match and also picked up
a wicket. In the second ODI,
Luus registered her second ODI
century, striking 114 off 113 balls
and adding another wicket to
her tally.

Across the two ODIs, Luus
amassed 205 runs at an im-
pressive average of 102.50 and
a strike rate of 98.55, while also
taking four wickets at an econ-
omy rate of 4.97. In the T20Is,
she contributed 118 runs at a
strike rate 0f 157.33 and claimed
four wickets at an economy of
6.42, underlining her value as a
dominant all-rounder through-
out December.

Ahan Shetty Thanks ‘Border-2’ Co-Star Diljit
Dosanjh for always being ‘Kind & Supportlve

Kriti Sanon gets

emotional, says ‘am
gonna cry’ as sister
Nupur gets engaged

MUMBAI: Bollywood beauty
Kriti Sanon is unable to control
her emotions as her younger
sister Nupur Sanon got en-
gaged to her long-time beau
Stebin Ben. The ‘Tere Ishk
Mein’ actress shared a pic-
ture from Nupur and Stebin’s
dreamy proposal on the Stories
section of her Instagram handle
and wrote, “Ahh, am gonna cry
so much!! (sic)”.

On Saturday, Nupur took
to her Instagram handle and
posted a couple of sneak peeks
from her lakeside proposal,
along with the caption, “In a
world full of maybes, I found
the easiest YES I've ever had to
say”, followed by red heart and
evil eye emojis. The first pic in
the post showed Stebin down
on one knee, lovingly holding
Nupur’s hands. People holding
the placards saying, “Will You
Marry Me?” were also visible
in the background.

The newly-engaged couple
was also seen sharing the pre-
cious moment with their parents
through a video call. Looking
mesmerizing in a floral dress,
Nupur was seen flaunting her
massive engagement ring. In
one of the pictures from the post,
a female figure was seen hug-
ging the happy couple. Although
her face is not visible, it is most
likely Kriti showing her excite-
ment for Nupur and Stebin’s
new journey. Reports were do-
ing the rounds for some time
that Nupur and Stebin will
be tying the knot in Udaipur
soon. Stebin keeps joining
Nupur’s family at numerous
events. Recently, Stebin cel-
ebrated Christmas with Nu-
pur, Kriti, and their parents.
Taking to her Insta, the Mimi’
actress uploaded some insights
into her Christmas celebration.
The snaps had Kriti posing with
her parents, sister Nupur, and
Stebin. “Late Christmas Post..
was busy celebrating, “ the cap-
tion on the post read. Nupur
and Stebin, who are reported to
be in a relationship since 2023
have now finally decided to take
the plunge.

MUMBALI: Actor Ahan Shetty,
who will be working with actor
and singer Diljit Dosanjh for the
first time in the forthcoming war
drama “Border-2,” thanked him
for lending his support during
this journey.

Ahan took to his Insta Stories
and shared a video of Diljit lov-
ingly feeding cake to him with
a massive smile on his face.
Showering love on the Jatt &
Juliet’ actor on his birthday,
Ahan penned on social media,
“Happy birthday @diljitdosanjh
sir. Thank you for always being
so kind and supportive through-
out this journey. Lots of love sir,”
followed by a red heart emoji.

Ahan’s father, and actor
Suniel Shetty, who had been
a part of the original drama,
“Border”, also thanked Diljit
for always standing by his son.
Wishing him all the best for his
journey ahead, Suniel Shetty
added, “Happy Birthday @

Narvijay Yadav

Unchecked development across hills and fragile landscapes

Talking Points .

)

is weakening India's ecological balance. From Aravalli to the
Himalayas, the need now is mindful growth that allows the land

to recover and endure.

systems are under visible

strain, and the signals are
becoming impossible to dis-
miss. Landslides, flash floods,
soil erosion, water scarcity,
and rising heat are no longer
occasional disruptions. They
are appearing with increas-
ing regularity across different
regions. What connects these
events is not climate alone,
but the way development is
being pursued.

Across the country, hills are
being treated as available land
rather than living systems.
Mining, road expansion,
construction, and real estate
projects are often cleared in
fragments, each assessed on
its own merit. The cumula-
tive ecological impact rarely
receives the same attention.
Over time, this approach
weakens natural structures
that once absorbed stress
quietly.

The pattern is evident in the
Aravalli range, where min-
ing and construction have af-
fected groundwater recharge
and drainage. In the Western
Ghats, slope cutting and de-
forestation have increased
landslide vulnerability. In
the Himalayan belt, aggres-
sive infrastructure projects
are destabilising already frag-
ile terrain. Even parts of the
Deccan plateau are showing

I ndia’s hills and fragile eco-

diljitdosanjh! May your mu-
sic keep soaring across skies,
touching hearts wherever you
go. And Thank you for always
standing by Ahan with so much
warmth...tussi sach-much dil
jeet lete ho paaji! “Keep flying,
keep shining, keep inspiring,”
he concluded. Made under the
direction of Anurag Singh, “Bor-
der 2” enjoys an ensemble cast
comprising Sunny Deol, Varun
Dhawan, Diljit Dosanjh, Ahan
Shetty, Mona Singh, Medha
Rana, Sonam Bajwa, and Anya
Singh, along with others. Pre-
sented by Gulshan Kumar
& T-Series, along with J.P.
Dutta’s J.P. Films, and backed

signs of erosion and water
stress. These are not isolated
developments; they point to
a systemic issue.

Keep the Balance

Hills perform multiple func-
tions at once. They regulate lo-
cal climate, hold soil together,
recharge aquifers, and sup-
port biodiversity. When one
of these functions weakens,
the others follow. Develop-
ment planning, however, of-
ten isolates impact. Roads are
assessed for traffic benefits.
Mining leases for economic
return. Construction projects
for compliance. The ecological
chain connecting these activi-
ties is rarely evaluated in full.

Once hills are cut or mined
beyond a threshold, recovery
becomes difficult. Rainwater
runs off instead of soaking
into the ground. Rivers carry
excess silt. Downstream cities
face flooding. Rural areas lose
water security. What begins as
alocal intervention gradually
affects regions far beyond the
project site. Nature responds
to pressure, not paperwork.

Ecological Intelligence
India does not need to
choose between growth and
conservation. It needs to inte-
grate the two. Environmental
clearances must evolve beyond
procedural approval. Long-

by Bhushan Kumar, Krishan
Kumar, J.P. Dutta, and Nidhi
Dutta, “Border 2” will reach
the cinema halls on January
23. In another update, Diljit
also surprised his admirers on
his birthday by announcing a
global collaboration with Co-
lombian superstar J. Balvin for
the upcoming song “Senorita”.

Diljit took to the IG and
posted a glimpse of the music
video of the “Senorita” track,
along with the caption, “Birth-
day Surprise with The Pride of
Colombia Big Brother @jbalvin
X 2026 @rajranjodhofficial @
mixsingh @sharicsequeira Hello
Balvinistas.”

Left Looks to Cultural Roots to Regain Lost Political Clout

PROF. PRADEEP MATHUR

The decline and marginalisa-
tion of once-powerful Left forces
from India’s political landscape
is as intriguing as it is troubling
for a democratic polity. Over
the past few decades, several
explanations have been offered
to account for this erosion, yet
no single, convincing answer
has emerged. This persistent
weakening appears particularly
paradoxical because the objec-
tive social conditions—rising
inequality, joblessness, agrarian
distress, and concentration of
wealth—should, in theory, pro-
vide fertile ground for socialist
and secular politics.

The surprising victory of
young Zohran Mamdani as may-
or of the powerful New York City
has once again triggered debate
among liberal intellectuals and
Left thinkers. It has prompted
renewed reflection on why so-
cialist forces have lost relevance
despite the deepening crises of
capitalism and democracy, both
globally and in India.

One obvious factor behind
the marginalisation of India’s
Communist parties has been
their earlier ideological pos-
ture, which often appeared
out of sync with popular sen-
timent. For the average Indian,
the overt allegiance to distant
ideological centres in the for-
mer Soviet Union or China
was difficult to comprehend.
Political opponents exploited
this disconnect, portraying the
Left as detached from national
realities. The idea of an in-
ternational struggle against
monopoly capitalism failed
to resonate with large sections
of society, who were more im-
mediately rooted in their own
cultural and historical contexts.
Over time, this fed the percep-
tion that Communist parties
were indifferent, if not hostile,

to India’s ancient and diverse
cultural traditions—something
most Indians take pride in.

There is now a growing re-
alisation within the Left that
culture cannot be treated as
peripheral. In a country like
India, culture is not merely an
aesthetic domain; it is central to
identity, community, and politi-
cal mobilisation. It can serve as
a powerful instrument of resis-
tance, especially at a time when
democratic values are under
sustained assault.

This new thinking found
expression in Kerala late last
month when Chief Minister
Comrade Pinarayi Vijayan in-
augurated a first-of-its-kind,
three-day Cultural Congress. In
his candid inaugural address,
Vijayan acknowledged that a
Cultural Congress was a new
initiative for the Communist
movement. While science con-
gresses, history congresses, and
similar forums were familiar
terrain, a nationwide gathering
devoted exclusively to culture
marked a significant depar-
ture. Yet, he argued, prevailing
conditions in India made such
an initiative not only relevant
but urgent.

Vijayan warned that com-
munal forces are actively seek-
ing to tear apart the secular
cultural fabric that has his-
torically ensured peaceful
coexistence among people of
diverse beliefs and ways of life.
What is at stake, he said, is the
very inclusiveness of India’s

social existence. This poses a
grave danger to national unity.
Against this backdrop, the Cul-
tural Congress acquires height-
ened significance. He expressed
satisfaction that the organisers
recognised this historic neces-
sity and, with the Kerala gov-
ernment’s support, convened
a large gathering under the
joint aegis of multiple cultural
institutions and academies.

The chief minister hoped the
congress would send a clear mes-
sage across the country—that the
people of India will resist every
attempt to divide the nation
along communal lines. Hold-
ing the event in Kerala was itself
symbolic, given the state’s long
secular tradition and sustained
struggles against communalism.

Vijayan situated the present
moment as a decisive one in
India’s history. Forces that reject
the core values of the Consti-
tution, he argued, are steadily
gaining strength. The centenary
of the RSS in 2025 has been
used not for introspection but
to aggressively advance a di-
visive political project aimed
at reshaping India into a nar-
row, exclusionary nation. Such
a project, he warned, threatens
the foundations of secularism,
democracy, federalism, and so-
cial justice.

This assault, he stressed,
is neither abstract nor hid-
den. Laws like the Citizenship
Amendment Act seek to redefine
citizenship on religious lines.
Proposals such as “One Nation,
One Election” aim to weaken
federalism and centralise power.
Large-scale and arbitrary revi-
sions of electoral rolls threaten
the voting rights of millions.
Institutions meant to safeguard
knowledge, culture, and his-
tory are being reshaped to fit a
particular ideological agenda.
When the state itself becomes an
instrument to erode pluralism

and suppress dissent, resistance
becomes not just a choice but
aduty.

At such a juncture, culture
assumes a central political role.
History shows that authoritarian
and fascist forces strike first at
culture. Mussolini banned folk
knowledge; Hitler feared art,
burning books and destroying
works that challenged narrow
worldviews. Writers, artists, his-
torians, and rational thinkers are
targeted precisely because cul-
ture nurtures critical thinking,
collective memory, and moral
courage.

India has witnessed this fear
translate into violence. Ratio-
nalists and intellectuals like
Narendra Dabholkar, Govind
Pansare, M.M. Kalburgi, and
Gauri Lankesh were murdered
for questioning superstition,
caste hierarchies, and communal
politics. Others, such as writer
Perumal Murugan, were hound-
ed into silence through threats
and intimidation. Activists like
Stan Swamy were denied dignity
even in their final days, illustrat-
ing how state machinery and
fabricated cases are used to crush
dissent. These are not isolated
incidents but warnings of an
atmosphere where independent
thought itself'is criminalised.

Simultaneously, there is a
systematic saffronisation of
history and knowledge. Re-
nowned secular historians are
being sidelined, academic insti-
tutions restructured, and advi-
sory bodies dismantled to install
ideologically aligned individuals.
Research is pressured to aban-
don evidence-based inquiry in
favour of simplistic communal
narratives. This is an attempt
not merely to control the past
but to shape the consciousness
of future generations.

Against this grim backdrop,
Vijayan invoked Kerala’s own
history as a counter-example.

POTPOURRI

When the Earth
Pushes Back

term land stability, water
behaviour, and ecological
recovery must become cen-
tral to decision-making. This
requires listening to geologists,
ecologists, hydrologists, and
local communities together,
not selectively.

Project design also mat-
ters. Slopes can be stabilised
instead of cut sharply. Infra-
structure can follow natural
contours. Mining sites can be
scientifically restored. Native
vegetation can be protected
and replanted alongside con-
struction. Monitoring must
continue after approvals, not
end with them.

Many of these practices are
already known. What is miss-
ing is consistent enforcement
and accountability. Develop-
ment becomes costly when
ecological limits are ignored.
Flood repairs, landslide dam-
age, water shortages, and
health impacts eventually
burden the same economy
that development is meant
to strengthen.

Recognize the Limits

India’s relationship with its
land is at a turning point. The
choice lies between contin-
ued extraction and long-term

FW DESK
New Delhi

Grano69 Beverages, the com-
pany behind the rapidly grow-
ing beer brand Proost, has
announced a major milestone
for FY25 crossing 115 crores in
revenue and achieving EBITDA
breakeven. This marks an ex-
ceptional 174% growth over last
year’s revenue of 42 crore and a
sharp rise in volumes from ~2.5
Lakhs cases in FY24 to ~8 lakhs
cases in FY25.

Proost’s growth has been
rooted in a simple yet powerful
operating philosophy ensur-
ing the beer is Available, Vis-
ible, Cold, and driving Velocity
(AVCV) at every point of sale.
Building strong distribution
width over the last several years
laid the foundation for consis-
tent demand and retailer trust.
Improved on-ground execution,
disciplined financial manage-
ment, lean organizational struc-
ture, and efficient procurement
helped drive healthier margins.

AKkey contributor to this year’s
performance has been Proost

stewardship. Stewardship does
not mean slowing progress
unnecessarily. It means rec-
ognizing limits and planning
within them. It means treating
hills as assets that need care,
not obstacles to be removed.

Public concern around eco-
system damage is rising across
regions. People are connecting
environmental degradation
with everyday disruptions,
climate stress, and declining
quality of life. This awareness
aligns closely with the thinking
behind the BlissEarth Mission,
which emphasizes mindful liv-
ing and responsibility toward
the planet.

Technology can support
this shift through satellite
monitoring and transparent
data. But tools alone cannot
replace intent. The Earth has a
natural capacity to heal when
given space and time. Forests
regenerate. Water tables re-
cover. Soil regains strength.
Healing, however, requires
restraint. Strong systems are
built by working with the land,
not by pushing it beyond its
limits. Bliss On.

The author is a senior
Journalist and columnist,
views are personal.

Sarfaraz Khan Slams
Fastest List a Half-
Century by An Indian

JAIPUR: India batter Sar-
faraz Khan created history on
Thursday with a breathtaking
innings, smashing the fast-
est fifty by an Indian in List A
cricket during Mumbai’s Vijay
Hazare Trophy clash against
Punjab at the Jaipuria Vidya-
laya Ground.

Playing for Mumbai, Sar-
faraz reached his half-century
in just 15 balls, surpassing the
previous record held by Ajith
Sheth, who had achieved the
feat in 16 deliveries against
Chhattisgarh while represent-
ing Baroda. Sarfaraz came to
the crease at a crucial moment
after Mumbai lost the wicket of
his brother Musheer Khan in
the ninth over. The 28-year-old
wasted no time in imposing
himself, hammering Punjab
bowler Abhishek Sharma for
30 runs in his first over at the
crease. He continued his on-
slaught in the following over,
smashing Harpreet Brar for
19 runs off five balls. Sarfaraz
brought up his landmark half-
century in just 15 deliveries,
shattering the five-year-old
record. Sarfaraz, Mumbai’s
top scorer, was eventually
dismissed in the 15th over
after a stunning knock of 62
off 20 balls, which included
seven fours and five sixes. Apart
from Sarfaraz, Mumbai captain
Shreyas Iyer also played a valu-
able innings, scoring 45 off 34
balls that featured four fours
and two sixes.
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Proost Beer Achieves 115 Crore Revenue

in FY25 & Turns EBITDA-Breakeven
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Strong Beer, the company’s hero
product. The brand expanded its
footprint to six states — Delhi,
Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Kerala,
Karnataka and Jharkhand while
strategically deepening market
share in its core regions. The
company also maintained a fo-
cused product portfolio and is
set to introduce new products
shortly to further strengthen
its lineup.

Reflecting on this milestone,

Tarun Bhargava, CEO and Co-
Founder of Proost Beer, said,
“Growing from around 42
crores in FY24 to 115 crores
in FY25 and turning EBITDA-
Breakeven is a validating mo-
ment for the team. It proves
that abeer brand in India can
be built sustainably, with dis-
cipline and capital efficiency,
without burning irrational
amounts of cash. For us, this
milestone represents years of
learning, pivots, setbacks, and
belief. And honestly, it still feels
like day one.”

Bhargava added that three
decisions were instrumental in
reaching breakeven; doubling
down on Proost Strong as the
hero product, staying primarily
focused on the off-trade channel
where margins are structurally
stronger, and running a lean
organization with marketing
spends under 2% of revenue. He
also highlighted how simplify-
ing SKUs, negotiating better
input costs, and improving sales
productivity helped strengthen
contribution margins and op-
erational efficiency.

Dell Technologies takes enterprise innovation
on the road with Tech on Wheels

ARUN KUMAR RAO
Bengaluru

Dell Technologies on Wednes-
day unveiled Tech ON Wheels,
a mobile experience centre
aimed at taking enterprise in-
novation directly to customers
across India. The initiative un-
derscores Dell’s commitment
to making cutting-edge tech-
nology accessible by meeting
businesses where they oper-
ate—across IT parks, business
districts and manufacturing
hubs.

Over the next six months,
from January to June 2026,
Tech ON Wheels will traverse
20 cities and over 80 loca-
tions nationwide. Beginning
its journey in southern India,
the mobile showcase will move
west and north before culmi-
nating in eastern India. Key
stops include major business
and technology hubs such as
Bengaluru, Mumbai, Pune,
Delhi-NCR, Hyderabad, Chen-
nai, Ahmedabad and Kolkata,
among others.

The initiative was formally
inaugurated by Manish Gupta,
President and Managing Di-
rector, Dell Technologies In-
dia, at the company’s office in
Embassy Golf Links Business
Park, Bengaluru. Following the
ribbon-cutting ceremony and a

guided walkthrough on Janu-
ary 8, the mobile experience
centre set off on its first des-
tination in Bengaluru, mark-
ing the start of its nationwide
journey.

“At Dell Technologies, we
believe innovation should
meet you where you are,” said
Manish Gupta. “With Tech ON
Wheels, we are going on the
road to connect directly with
businesses of all sizes across
India. By taking our latest solu-
tions to their doorstep, we are
not just showcasing products—
we are helping organisations
discover technologies tailored
to their unique needs, enabling
them to solve real-world chal-
lenges and accelerate their digi-
tal transformation journeys.”

Tech ON Wheels brings Dell’'s
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comprehensive solutions portfo-
lio—ranging from laptops and
desktops to servers, monitors
and peripherals—directly to
customers, offering a hands-
on, immersive experience. The
platform is designed for con-
sumers, business leaders and
IT decision-makers from large
enterprises as well as small and
medium businesses, allowing
them to explore solutions that
enhance productivity, collabora-
tion and operational efficiency.

The mobile experience fea-
tures a Smart Desk Zone high-
lighting modern workspace solu-
tions, including Dell Precision
Mobile Workstations, Dell Pro
Tower Essential desktops, the
latest professional monitors,
docks and wireless audio ac-
cessories.




