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The Delhi government has 
granted financial approval for 
three major drain remodelling 
projects in north Delhi, with 
a combined outlay of over Rs 
125 crore, in a move aimed at 
addressing chronic waterlog-
ging in the area.

Public Works Department 
(PWD) Minister Parvesh Sahib 
Singh said the projects are part 
of the broader Drainage Master 
Plan 2025 and are designed 
to provide long-term relief in 
areas that witness severe flood-
ing during the monsoon.

According to officials, the 
works will be executed in ac-
cordance with the recommen-
dations of the drainage master 
plan unveiled last year, which 
lays out a structured roadmap 
to overhaul the Capital’s storm-
water infrastructure.

“As laid down in the Drainage 
Master Plan, these projects 

form part of an integrated ef-
fort to resolve long-standing 
waterlogging issues in North 
Delhi. The focus is on remodel-
ling connected stretches in a 
systematic manner rather than 
relying on temporary fixes,” the 
minister said in a statement.

The largest of the three proj-
ects involves remodelling the 
stormwater drain from Aza-
dpur H-Point to Mukarba 
Chowk on Mall Road Exten-
sion. The stretch spans 7.74 
kilometres and has been sanc-
tioned at an estimated cost of 
Rs 33.11 crore.

Another project along the 
Mall Road Extension will cover 
the 0.81-kilometre stretch from 
Camp Chowk to Azadpur H-
Point, for which Rs 44.38 crore 
has been approved.

Local traders say the move 
is overdue. “Azadpur has a 
large drain, but every monsoon 
we face severe waterlogging, 
especially on the main road 
and near the Jahangirpuri In-

dustrial Area. If the drainage 
system is properly remodelled, 
it will bring major relief,” said 
Nishant Gulati, a trader at Aza-
dpur Mandi.

The third project will focus 
on Model Town-II, Model 
Town-III and Kushal Cinema 
Road, where drainage infra-
structure has long been flagged 
as inadequate. The PWD has 
approved Rs 48.13 crore for 
remodelling drains across an 
approximately 8-kilometre 
stretch in these areas.

Residents say the problem 
worsens during heavy rain. “In 
Model Town-III, waterlogging 
is frequent and at times sewer 
water mixes with rainwater 
during the monsoon,” said 
Sanjay Gupta, president of 
the local Residents’ Welfare 
Association.

The Drainage Master Plan 
2025, unveiled in September 
last year, is designed to meet 
Delhi’s drainage requirements 
for the next three decades. The 
citywide plan, estimated to cost 
Rs 57,362 crore, is proposed 
to be implemented over five 
years in two phases.

Officials have said the plan 
aims to reduce waterlogging 
incidents by 50 per cent over 
the next three years and cut 
flood-related accidents by 30 
per cent within five years.

The latest approvals mark 
the first set of major works 
under the master plan in north 
Delhi, with the government po-
sitioning the projects as a shift 
from reactive, patchwork mea-
sures to a more durable and 
coordinated drainage strategy. 

Delhi Revises Ration Card 
Norms, Raises Income 
Limit to Rs 1.2 Lakh

Our Correspondent
New Delhi

The Delhi government has no-
tified a fresh set of rules for 
issuing ration cards, revising 
income eligibility, redefining 
who will be treated as the head 
of a household and tightening 
scrutiny of beneficiaries under 
the Public Distribution System 
(PDS).

Under the Delhi Food Se-
curity Rules, 2026, the eldest 
woman in a family will now be 
recognised as the head of the 
household for the purpose of 
issuing a ration card. Officials 
said the move is aimed at giv-
ing women a more formal role 
in household documentation. 
However, if the only woman 
member in a family is below 
18 years of age, the eldest male 
member will be considered 
the head. In another signifi-
cant change, the government 
has raised the annual income 
eligibility limit from Rs 1 lakh 
to Rs 1.2 lakh. Only families 
earning up to Rs 1.2 lakh per 
year will be eligible to apply 
for a new ration card. Appli-
cants will have to furnish an 
income certificate issued by 
the Delhi Revenue Depart-
ment. The application process, 
officials said, can be completed 
online through a mobile phone 
or computer.

New Delhi: Top world lead-
ers – including French President 
Emmanuel Macron, Brazil Presi-
dent Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, 
Greece Prime Minister Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis – are scheduled to 
attend the India–AI Impact 
Summit 2026 in New Delhi 
from February 16–20, the Min-
istry of External Affairs (MEA) 
announced on Friday.

The summit is anchored in 
three ‘Sutras’ – ‘People, Planet 
and Progress’ which define In-
dia’s approach to cooperation 
on AI, the MEA stated.

It will bring together global 
leaders, policymakers, innova-
tors, and experts from across 
the world to deliberate on the 
way forward for Artificial Intel-
ligence (AI).

At the invitation of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, a host 
of other leaders are also sched-
uled to attend the AI Impact 
Summit. This includes Neth-
erlands PM Dick Schoof, Sri 
Lanka President Anura Kumara 
Dissanayake, Bhutan Prime 
Minister Tshering Tobgay and 

Mauritius PM Navinchandra 
Ramgoolam.

Other leaders attending the 
landmark summit include Spain 
President Pedro Sanchez Perez-
Castejon, Crown Prince of Abu 
Dhabi Sheikh Khaled bin Mo-
hamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, 
Croatia PM Andrej Plenkovic, 

Estonia President Alar Karis, 
Finland PM Petteri Orpo, Ka-
zakhstan PM Olzhas Bektenov, 
Liechtenstein Hereditary Prince 
Alois, Slovakia President Peter 
Pellegrini and Switzerland Presi-
dent Guy Parmelin.

Bolivia Vice President Edma-
nd Lara Montano, Guyana Vice 
President Bharrat Jagdeo, Serbia 
Vice President Aleksandar Vucic 
and Seychelles VP Sebastien Pil-
lay are also scheduled to attend 
the New Delhi AI Summit.

According to the MEA, in ad-
dition, ministerial delegations 
from over 45 countries would 
be participating in the Summit. 
The UN Secretary General and 
Senior Officials from several 
International Organisations will 
also join the deliberations.

New Delhi:  Over 4.76 
crore cases are pending across 
various courts in the country, 
including more than 63.66 
lakh cases in High Courts and 
92,101 cases in the Supreme 
Court of India, the Union 
Ministry of Law and Justice 
informed the Lok Sabha on 
Friday.

Replying to an unstarred 
question, Minister of State 
(Independent Charge) for 
Law and Justice Arjun Ram 
Meghwal said that, as per 
data available on the National 
Judicial Data Grid (NJDG), 
a total of 4,76,57,328 cases 
were pending in district and 
subordinate courts as on De-
cember 31, 2025.

Meghwal, who is also the 
Minister of State for Parlia-
mentary Affairs, added that 
the pendency in the Supreme 
Court stood at 92,101 cases 
as on December 31, 2025, 
reflecting an 11.40 per cent 
increase over the last three 
years.

The data further showed 
that a total of 63,66,023 cases 
were pending across the 25 
High Courts in the country 
as on December 31, 2025, 
marking a 4.75 per cent rise 
in pendency during the same 
period. Among High Courts, 
the Allahabad High Court had 
the highest pendency with 
12,07,240 cases, followed 
by the Bombay High Court 
with 6,64,979 cases and the 
Rajasthan High Court with 
6,87,595 pending matters as 
on December 31, 2025, ac-
cording to official data.

​The data indicated that 
pendency in district and 
subordinate courts increased 
by 5.84 per cent over the 
last three years, rising to 
4,76,57,328 cases as on De-
cember 31, 2025.

New Delhi: The Indian Rail-
ways has tripled expenditure on 
safety over the last decade, from 
Rs 39,200 crore in 2013-14 to Rs 
1,17,693 crore in 2025-26, pri-
oritising passenger safety amid 
modernisation, the Parliament 
was informed on Friday.

“Safety is accorded the highest 
priority on Indian Railways. As 
a consequence of various safety 
measures taken over the years, 
there has been a steep decline 
in the number of accidents,” 
Minister for Railways Ashwini 
Vaishnaw said in a written reply 
to questions in the Rajya Sabha.

The indigenously developed 
hi-tech Kavach Automatic 
Train Protection (ATP), which 
requires safety certification of the 
highest order (SIL-4), has been 
installed along large sections of 
the Indian Railways network 
after successful field trials were 
carried out in 2016. Kavach aids 
the loco pilot in running trains 
within specified speed limits by 
automatically applying brakes 
in case the loco pilot fails to do 
so, and also helps to run trains 
safely during inclement weather.

The funds utilised on Kavach 
works so far, up to Dec 2025, are 
Rs 2,573.36 crore. The alloca-
tion of funds during the year 
2025-26 is Rs 1,673.19 crore. 
Requisite funds are made avail-
able as per the progress of works, 
the minister said. Based on the 
deployment of Kavach version 
3.2 on 1465 route km on South 
Central Railway and experience 
gained, further improvements 
were made. Finally, the Kavach 

specification version 4.0 was 
approved by RDSO in July 2024.

Kavach version 4.0 covers all 
the major features required for 
the diverse railway network. This 
is a significant milestone in safety 
for Indian Railways. Within a 
short period, IR has developed, 
tested and started deploying 
the Automatic Train Protection 
System, the minister said. After 
extensive and elaborate trials, 
Kavach Version 4.0 has been 
successfully commissioned on 
1297 route kilometres, covering 
the high-density Delhi-Mumbai 
and Delhi-Howrah routes. On 
the Delhi-Mumbai route, Kavach 
version 4.0 has been commis-
sioned on the junction cabin–
Palwal–Mathura–Nagda section 
(667 Rkm) & Ahmedabad–Va-
dodara–Virar section (432 Rkm) 
and on the Delhi–Howrah route 
on Gaya–Saramatanr (93 Rkm) 
and Bardhaman- Howrah sec-
tion (105 Rkm).

Further, trackside Kavach 
implementation work has been 
taken up on 23,360 route km 
covering all important sections 
of the Railways. Specialised 
training programmes on Ka-
vach are being conducted at 
centralised training institutes 
of Indian Railways to impart 
training to all concerned offi-
cials. By now, more than 48,000 
technicians, operators and 
engineers have been trained 
on Kavach technology. This 
includes about 45,000 Loco 
Pilots & Assistant Loco Pilots. 
Courses have been designed 
in collaboration with IRISET. 

New Delhi:  Leader of Op-
position in the Lok Sabha, Rahul 
Gandhi, on Friday met leaders of 
several farm unions from across 
the country at the Parliament 
House.

During the meeting, the farm 
union representatives expressed 
strong opposition to the India-US 
trade deal and conveyed their 
deep concern over the potential 
impact on farmers’ livelihoods, 
particularly those engaged in 
the cultivation of corn, soybean, 
cotton, fruits, and nuts.

The leaders told the Congress 
leader that they fear the agree-
ment could open the door for 
agricultural imports, which may 
adversely affect domestic produc-
ers. Gandhi also reiterated his 
position, stating that the trade 
deal has opened the door for agri-
cultural imports and warned that 

many other crops could soon be 
impacted as well.

The discussion also focused on 
the need for a large-scale national 
movement to oppose the deal 
and safeguard the livelihoods 
of farmers and farm labourers.

The farm leaders who partici-
pated in the discussion included 
Sukhpal S. Khaira (All India Kisan 
Congress), Ranjit S. Sandhu (GKS 
Rajasthan), Adv. Ashok Balhara 
(Bharatiya Kisan Mazdoor Union, 
Haryana), P.T. John (KMM 
Kerala), Baldev (BKU Krantikari, 
Zira), R. NandKumar (Progres-
sive Farmers Front), Amarjit S. 
Mohri (BKU Shaheed Bhagat 
Singh), Akhilesh Shukla (All India 
Kisan Congress), Kedar Sirohi 
(Aam Kisan Union), Kiranjit S. 
Sandhu (Kisan Congress Punjab), 
Gurpreet S. Sangha (Rajya Sabha), 
Guramneet S. Mangat (Kisan 
Mazdoor Morcha - India), Ha-
meed Malik (J&amp;K Zamidara 
Forum), Tejveer Singh (KMM), 
Dharamvir Goyat (Haryana Kisan 
Sangarsh Samiti), Ishwar Singh 
Nain (Krishak Samaj), and Satbir 
Khatana (South Haryana Kisan 
Union). 

MSDE Partners with 
Swiggy, Flipkart to Expand 
Industry-Linked Skilling 
under Skill India Mission

New Delhi:  The Minis-
try of Skill Development and 
Entrepreneurship (MSDE) is 
delivering skill, re-skill and up-
skill training across the country 
under the Government’s Skill 
India Mission (SIM), Minister 
of State (Independent Charge) 
Jayant Chaudhary informed 
the Rajya Sabha.

The Minister stated that 
MSDE implements training 
programmes through a wide 
network of skill development 
centres under flagship schemes 
such as Pradhan Mantri 
Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PM-
KVY), Jan Shikshan Sansthan 
(JSS), National Apprenticeship 
Promotion Scheme (NAPS) 
and Craftsman Training 
Scheme (CTS) through In-
dustrial Training Institutes 
(ITIs).  These initiatives aim 
to equip youth across all sec-
tions of society with industry-
relevant, future-ready skills. To 
strengthen industry alignment 
and enhance employability, 
MSDE has entered into part-
nerships with leading industry 
players, including food and 
grocery delivery platforms.

The Ministry has signed 
a Memorandum of Under-
standing (MoU) with Swiggy 
to launch the ‘Swiggy Skills’ 
initiative, which offers skill-
ing and employment oppor-
tunities within Swiggy’s food 
delivery and quick commerce 
network.

Similarly, MSDE has part-
nered with Flipkart’s Supply 
Chain Operations Academy 
(SCOA) under PMKVY 4.0 
to up-skill youth in the e-
commerce and supply chain 
sectors. Flipkart Internet Pvt 
Ltd has also been recognised 
as an Awarding Body by the 
National Council for Voca-
tional Education and Training 
(NCVET).

Delhi approves Rs 125-crore drain remodelling 
projects to tackle waterlogging in North zone
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New Delhi: Delhi Chief 
Minister Rekha Gupta on Fri-
day led her Cabinet Ministers 
and BJP legislators in launch-
ing 51 new Ayushman Arogya 
Mandirs across the city, taking 
the number of these neigh-
bourhood health centres to 
370 within one year.

Speaking at an event in 
Chhatarpur constituency, Chief 
Minister Gupta hit out at the 
previous Congress govern-
ment, which was in power for 
15 years and the Aam Aadmi 
Party government, which ruled 
for 11 years. “They came and 
went away without really re-
solving public grievances, but 
ever since voters have shown 
trust in the BJP and brought 
it to power, Delhi has started 
returning to the development 
track, she said. In a message on 
social media, she said, “Giving 
momentum to the resolve of 

Viksit Delhi, today develop-
ment works worth more than 
Rs 322 crore were inaugurated 
for Viksit Chhatarpur Assem-
bly.” She said, “Chhatarpur’s 
history is intertwined with 
the soul of Delhi’s history. 
Every inch of land here bears 
witness to Delhi’s journey of 
development. But for a long 
time, previous governments 
had put the brake on the de-
velopment of this area. In just 
one year, under the guidance 
of Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, our government has 
connected Chhatarpur to the 
mainstream of development.”

Through these projects 
inaugurated today, extensive 
work will be undertaken on 
road construction and repair, 
strengthening of drains, upgra-
dation of schools, resolution of 
traffic problems, and enhance-
ment of basic infrastructure, 

she said. This development will 
make the lives of local people 
easier and connect the area to 
new possibilities, she said at an 
event attended by MP Ramvir 
Singh Bidhuri, MLA Kartar 
Singh Tanwar and MCD South 
Zone Chairman Umed Singh 
Fogaat. Meanwhile, Minister 
of Health and Family Welfare 
Pankaj Kumar Singh said that 
more than 14 lakh citizens have 
availed treatment since the BJP 
government started opening 
Ayushman Arogya Mandirs 
(AAMs).

Launching an AAM at 
Madipur, which is part of 51 
Mandirs launched across the 
national capital, he said, with 
the launch of these 51 centres 
across Delhi, the total number 
of Ayushman Arogya Mandirs 
in the city has reached 370. The 
long-term target is to establish 
more than 1, 100 Ayushman 

Arogya Mandirs across Delhi, 
ensuring that every neighbour-
hood benefits from robust and 
sustainable primary healthcare 
infrastructure, he said.

Pankaj Kumar Singh said 
that the Ayushman Arogya 
Mandir initiative represents a 
transformative vision to bring 
quality healthcare closer to 
communities.

He emphasised that the 
objective is to ensure that 
mothers, senior citizens and 
families do not have to travel 
long distances to hospitals for 
basic medical care, as essential 
services are now being made 
available within their neigh-
bourhoods.

The Minister highlighted 
that these centres provide free 
doctor consultations, essential 
medicines and more than 100 
diagnostic tests, along with 
screening services for diabetes, 
hypertension and cancer, ma-
ternal and child healthcare, im-
munisation and mental health 
support. These services are 
helping reduce the burden on 
major government hospitals 
while ensuring timely and pre-
ventive care.

The Health Minister in-
formed that Integrated Public 
Health Laboratories (IPHL) 
and Critical Care Blocks 
(CCB) are being developed 
in a phased manner to fur-
ther strengthen Delhi’s public 
healthcare infrastructure and 
create an integrated health-
care system from primary to 
advanced treatment facilities. 

Delhi CM Rekha Gupta, Ministers open 
51 new Ayushman Arogya Mandirs

New Delhi: Commerce and 
Industry Minister Piyush Goyal 
has called on exporters and in-
dustry bodies to fully utilise In-
dia’s Free Trade Agreements 
(FTAs) with developed countries 
to boost exports and create jobs.

The Minister met representa-
tives of 35 Export Promotion 
Councils (EPCs) and leading 
industry associations represent-
ing major export sectors. 

Union Minister Goyal said, 
“The Modi government had 
signed FTAs with developed 
countries to help India’s farmers, 
workers, professionals, artisans 
and MSMEs take advantage of 
the global market with prefer-
ential access. With these trade 
agreements, India’s traditional 
medicines and yoga will also get 
global opportunities, while the 
interest of India’s agriculture 
and dairy sectors have been 
protected.”

During the meeting Goyal 
noted, “Industry must now in-
tensify its efforts to penetrate 
new markets, upgrade quality 
and become more competitive 
to take maximum advantage 
of trade agreements. Our trade 
deals will accelerate our Viksit 
Bharat mission and carry for-

ward Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s mantra of ‘Vikas bhi, Vi-
rasat bhi’.”  Industry representa-
tives expressed appreciation for 
the recent trade agreements with 
the United Kingdom, European 
Union and the United States.

Particular attention was 
drawn to the removal of the addi-
tional 25 per cent tariff on Indian 
imports to the US through an 
Executive Order dated February 
6, 2026.  Industry bodies said the 
rollback restores competitive 
access to one of India’s largest 
export markets and provides 
stability to exporters.

Sectors previously affected by 
the US tariff measures — includ-
ing gems and jewellery, textiles 
and apparel, carpets, leather 
and footwear, marine prod-
ucts, handicrafts, engineering 
goods and chemicals — said the 
move has improved business 
confidence and protected em-
ployment, especially in labour-
intensive industries.

Minister Goyal Meets 35 EPCs & Industry Associations; 
Calls for Push to Maximise FTAs Gain
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The Delhi government on Thurs-
day announced 146 development 
projects worth nearly Rs 85 crore 
under the SC/ST Improvement 
Scheme, aimed at upgrading basic 
infrastructure in colonies with a 
significant Scheduled Caste and 
Scheduled Tribe population.

Chief Minister Rekha Gupta 
launched and laid the foundation 
stones for several works at a public 
event in Malkaganj Chowk in Ti-
marpur, stating that the initiative 
reflects the government’s focus on 
neighbourhood-level development.

Addressing the gathering, she 
said Delhi’s growth cannot be 
measured only by its skyline but 
by the condition of the localities 
where working families live. She 
added that the projects have been 
approved in line with Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi’s vision of 
“Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas, Sabka 
Vishwas, Sabka Prayas”.

The event was attended by 
Cabinet Minister Ravindra In-
draj Singh, Timarpur MLA Surya 
Prakash Khatri, Model Town MLA 
Ashok Goel and other local repre-
sentatives.

Officials said nine projects, 
completed at a cost of Rs 4.12 
crore, were inaugurated during 
the programme. The Chief Min-

ister also laid the foundation for 
64 new projects worth Rs 38.63 
crore, which are expected to 
begin shortly. She directed de-
partments to expedite pending 
formalities so that work on the 
remaining approved projects can 
start without delay. The projects 
focus on community-level infra-
structure, including renovation 
of chaupal buildings, construc-
tion and strengthening of roads, 
development of parks, laying of 
sewer lines and improvement of 
drinking water supply.

Reviewing her government’s 
nearly one-year tenure, the Chief 
Minister said that long-pending 
and stalled works have been taken 
up on priority. She claimed that 
funds are now being directly chan-
nelled into public works and that 
development projects worth Rs 
100 crore are being approved in 
each Assembly constituency. She 

also said new health centres, Atal 
canteens, schools, flyovers and hos-
pitals are being expanded across the 
city, with attention to basic civic 
infrastructure such as lanes, drains 
and parks in areas like Malkaganj 
and Timarpur. Cabinet Minister 
Ravindra Indraj Singh said the 
budget for such development works 
has been increased significantly 
this year, from around Rs 65 crore 
earlier to nearly Rs 200 crore. He 
said 32 categories of works are be-
ing prioritised in SC/ST colonies, 
including construction of commu-
nity centres, chaupals, libraries and 
skill training centres, to improve 
living conditions and create better 
opportunities for residents.
Scheme Details

The SC/ST Improvement 
Scheme focuses on micro-level 
infrastructure development in 
colonies where the SC/ST popu-
lation is 33 per cent or higher. 

It covers road construction and 
strengthening, development of 
parks and community centres, 
laying of sewer lines, and creation 
or upgradation of facilities such as 
libraries and dispensaries.
Projects Inaugurated
w � Among the nine completed 

projects inaugurated were:
w � Construction and renovation 

of the Jatav Samaj Chaupal in 
Najafgarh (Rs 62 lakh)

w � Renovation of the Valmiki 
Chaupal in Budhela village, 
Vikas Puri (Rs 31.65 lakh)

w � Renovation of the Sapera Basti 
Chaupal in Kondli (Rs 68 lakh)

w � Renovation of the SC/ST 
Chaupal in Hiran Kudna, 
Mundka (Rs 33.9 lakh)

w � Development of parks and 
construction of boundary walls 
in Nangloi Phase-2 (Rs 24.82 
lakh)

w � Construction of an RMC drain 
in Vishwas Nagar (Rs 41.35 
lakh)

w � Construction of a community 
building in Patel Nagar (Rs 
28.62 lakh)

w � CC pavement and drainage 
works in Gokulpuri (Rs 47.57 
lakh and Rs 74.94 lakh)

w � Officials said the remaining 
approved projects will be rolled 
out in phases, with an empha-
sis on timely execution and 
monitoring.

Our Correspondent
New Delhi

In a major push to expand the 
Capital’s metro network, the 
Delhi Cabinet approved Phase 
V(A) of the Delhi Metro proj-
ect, including a key corridor 
passing through the Central 
Vista area, after receiving clear-
ance from the Centre.

The decision was taken at 
a Cabinet meeting chaired by 
Chief Minister Rekha Gupta as 
part of the government’s plan 
to strengthen and modernise 
public transport infrastructure 
in the city.

The Chief Minister thanked 
Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi for extending support 
to the project, stating that it 
aligns with his “7-C Vision” 
of mobility — Common, Con-
nected, Convenient, Conges-

tion-free, Charged, Clean 
and Cutting-edge. She said 
improving public transport 
remains critical for easing 
congestion and addressing 
air pollution in the Capital.

According to an official 
statement, three corridors 
have been approved under 
Phase V(A): RK Ashram Marg 
to Indraprastha (via Central 
Vista), Tughlakabad to Ka-
lindi Kunj, and Aerocity to 
Indira Gandhi Domestic Ter-
minal-1. Of the 13 proposed 
stations across these corri-
dors, 10 will be underground 
and three elevated.

The 9.91-km RK Ashram 
Marg–Indraprastha corridor 
will have nine stations and pass 
through the Central Vista zone. 
The Chief Minister said the 
stretch will link key adminis-
trative and cultural landmarks, 

including the Kartavya Bhavan 
complexes, and is expected to 
benefit around 60,000 govern-
ment employees and nearly two 
lakh daily commuters.

Major locations to be con-
nected include RK Ashram 
Marg (under construction), 
Shivaji Stadium, Central Sec-
retariat, CCS Buildings, India 
Gate, War Memorial–High 
Court, Baroda House, Bharat 
Mandapam and Indraprastha.

The estimated cost of this 
corridor is Rs 9,570.40 crore, of 
which Rs 2,337.24 crore will be 
borne by the Delhi government.

The 2.26-km Aerocity–In-
dira Gandhi Domestic Ter-
minal-1 corridor will include 
one station and provide direct 
metro connectivity to Termi-
nal-1 of the airport. Officials 
said the project is expected to 
ease traffic congestion in the 
surrounding areas. The cor-
ridor is estimated to cost Rs 
1,419.64 crore, with the Delhi 
government contributing Rs 
351.86 crore.

The 3.9-km Tughlakabad–
Kalindi Kunj corridor will 
comprise three stations and 
is aimed at improving connec-
tivity in south and south-east 
Delhi. The project is estimated 
to cost Rs 1,024.87 crore, with 
the Delhi government’s share 
pegged at Rs 251.36 crore.

Delhi clears Rs 57-crore 
skill push for artisans, 
3,700 to be trained in 
Phase-1

Our Correspondent
New Delhi

In a move aimed at supporting 
traditional workers and small 
artisans, the Delhi Cabinet has 
approved the Chief Minister Skill 
Development Scheme, targeting 
those engaged in khadi, hand-
loom, cottage industries and the 
unorganised sector.

The decision was cleared at 
a Cabinet meeting chaired by 
Chief Minister Rekha Gupta. 
Announcing the scheme, she 
said artisans have long pre-
served the city’s cultural and 
craft traditions but now need 
structured training and direct 
access to markets to remain 
competitive.

She said the programme is 
designed to upgrade skills, pro-
vide entrepreneurship training 
and connect artisans to digital 
commerce platforms so they 
can expand their customer base 
beyond local markets.

The scheme will be imple-
mented through the Delhi Khadi 
and Village Industries Board 
(DKVIB). In the first phase dur-
ing 2025–26, 3,728 beneficiaries 
will be trained, with Rs 8.95 
crore approved for the rollout. 
For 2026–27, the government 
is expected to allocate Rs 57.50 
crore to expand the programme 
on a larger scale.
Structured training, stipend 
and toolkits

Each beneficiary will undergo 
12 days, or 96 hours, of struc-
tured training. This includes 
a two-day Entrepreneurship 
Development Programme to 
help artisans understand pric-
ing, marketing and business 
management. Training will be 
conducted in batches of 35 to 45 
participants to ensure focused 
attention.

On completion, participants 
will receive a stipend of Rs 
4,800, calculated at Rs 400 
per day, along with Rs 100 per 
day towards meals. Toolkits 
relevant to their trade will also 
be distributed. In the case of 
tailoring-related trades, foot-
operated sewing machines will 
be provided where required.
Digital push through ONDC

A key feature of the scheme is 
digital onboarding. Each artisan 
will have an e-catalogue cre-
ated with photographs, product 
descriptions and profile details. 
These will be uploaded on the 
Open Network for Digital Com-
merce (ONDC) platform to in-
crease visibility and access to 
buyers across India and poten-
tially overseas.

The scheme also includes 
Recognition of Prior Learning 
(RPL), under which experienced 
artisans will receive formal cer-
tification of their existing skills. 
Officials said this will help them 
secure better work opportunities 
and integrate more easily into 
the formal economy.

Our Correspondent
New Delhi

With enrolment in govern-
ment schools crossing 8.24 
lakh students, the Delhi gov-
ernment has drawn up a plan 
to construct nearly 50 new 
school buildings and add 8,000 
classrooms in 2026–27 to ease 
space constraints and improve 
learning conditions.

Officials said the expan-
sion is aimed at maintaining 
a balanced student–classroom 
ratio across districts and en-
suring that schools are better 
equipped to handle growing 
enrolment. The Education De-
partment has been directed to 
identify locations where ad-
ditional infrastructure is most 
urgently required.

At the same time, the de-
partment has initiated a de-
tailed audit of existing school 
buildings to assess structural 
safety and infrastructure gaps. 
District-level officials have 
been asked to compile data 
on schools that are in a de-

teriorating condition or lack 
basic amenities so that priority 
repairs and upgrades can be 
taken up.

Alongside physical ex-
pansion, the government is 
continuing its push for tech-
nology-enabled learning. In 
collaboration with the Ladli 
Foundation NGO, 101 Infor-
mation and Communication 
Technology (ICT) laborato-
ries have been set up, each 
equipped with 20 computers. 
Officials said tenders for 7,000 
smart blackboards have been 

finalised. Over the next four 
years, smart boards will be in-
stalled in 21,000 classrooms for 
students of Classes IX to XII. 
The installations will carry a 
five-year maintenance guar-
antee to ensure regular upkeep 
and functionality.

The government has also 
issued tenders for the pro-
curement of 7,000 comput-
ers for 175 ICT laboratories, 
with delivery expected before 
March 31. The larger goal is to 
ensure that every government 
school in the capital has an 

ICT lab within the next three 
years. In addition, more than 
100 digital libraries are being 
set up in government schools 
this year to promote reading 
and provide students access to 
digital resources. Last year, the 
Delhi government sanctioned 
Rs 900 crore to convert 18,966 
classrooms into smart class-
rooms. The initiative included 
installing interactive panels, 
audio-visual aids and smart 
blackboards to integrate digi-
tal tools into routine teaching 
practices. In the first phase of 
the project, around 2,000 class-
rooms are being upgraded with 
interactive panels or projectors, 
audio-visual equipment and 
internet connectivity.

An allocation of Rs 100 crore 
was proposed for the scheme 
in the 2025–26 financial year.

Delhi has around 1,075 gov-
ernment schools catering to ap-
proximately 8.24 lakh students. 
Officials said the infrastructure 
push is part of a broader effort 
to strengthen the quality of 
public education in the capital.

Jagmohan Singh
Amritsar

The Shiromani Gurdwara Par-
bandhak Committee (SGPC) 
President Harjinder Singh 
Dhami has condemned the 
Delhi government’s decision 
to once again reject the release 
petition of Prof. Devinderpal 
Singh Bhullar, terming it an act 
of injustice against Sikhs.

Dhami said that earlier, 
during the Aam Aadmi Party 
government’s tenure, Prof. De-
vinderpal Singh Bhullar’s re-
lease petition had been rejected 
multiple times by the Sentence 
Review Board, Government of 
Delhi and now the BJP govern-
ment too is following the same 
path by taking decisions that 
go against Sikh sentiments. He 
pointed out that while the Sen-
tence Review Board has recom-
mended remission of sentences 
for several prisoners, the case of 
Prof. Devinderpal Singh Bhul-
lar—who has been undergoing 
imprisonment for the past 33 
years—has been rejected. He 
described this as a violation of 
human rights, which is causing 
disappointment within the Sikh 
community.

He further stated that on 
one hand the BJP claims to be 
sympathetic towards Sikhs, but 
on the other, the government’s 
approach in Sikh-related matters 
exposes its double standards. 
He said that Sikhs have always 
made immense sacrifices for 
the nation, yet the negative ap-

proach of governments towards 
Sikhs has repeatedly led to disil-
lusionment. The SGPC President 
appealed to the government to 
deliver justice in the case of Prof. 
Devinderpal Singh Bhullar, who 
has already spent more time in 
jail than the prescribed sentence, 
and to issue orders for his im-
mediate release.

It may be mentioned here 
that, Davinder Singh Bhullar’s 
case of the Khalistan Liberation 
Force convicted for killing nine 
people and injuring 31 in a bomb 
blast in 1993. Among those who 
survived the attack are former 
Youth Cong chief M S Bitta. 
His mercy petition was filed 
before the president of India 
on 24.1.2003 and the same was 
rejected on 25.5.2011. Later, the 
Double Bench of Supreme Court 
of India commuted his death 
sentence to life imprisonment.

It is also noteworthy here that 
Amritsar is the hometown of 
former Youth Congress chief M S 
Bitta who was born and brought 
up in the Amritsar city and his 
real brother still lives here and 
Bitta comes here off and on.

Bitta was given Z Plus Security 
cover after the attack in Delhi 
outside the office of Youth Con-
gress in Delhi in 1993. 

Delhi CM Rekha Gupta 
Issues 8-Point Safety 
Directive to Digging 
Departments

New Delhi: Taking a strong 
view of a biker’s death in a ditch 
in Janakpuri, Delhi Chief Min-
ister Rekha Gupta on Saturday 
ordered immediate, time-bound 
action across all departments 
and issued an eight-point safety 
directive to all executing agencies 
to prevent any recurrence.

Expressing deep concern over 
lapses in safety arrangements at 
excavation and digging sites, the 
Chief Minister directed strict 
enforcement of safety norms and 
called for fixing clear account-
ability on officers and contrac-
tors. In a time-bound move, all 
departments and organisations 
have been ordered to carry out an 
immediate review of all ongoing 
and recently undertaken excava-
tion and digging works within 
three days. Following the Chief 
Minister’s directions, Chief Secre-
tary Rajeev Verma has issued an 
Office Memorandum mandating 
an eight-point safety framework 
to be followed without exception 
at all construction, repair and 
maintenance works involving 
digging or excavation of roads, 
footpaths and underground utili-
ties across the National Capital 
Territory of Delhi. “The Chief 
Minister has taken a very serious 
view of the Janakpuri accident 
and made it clear that loss of life 
due to negligence is unacceptable. 
Public safety cannot be compro-
mised under any circumstances. 
Accountability will be fixed, and 
strict action will follow wherever 
lapses are found,” said an official 
statement from the Delhi govern-
ment. The directive applies to all 
departments and agencies under 
the administrative control of the 
Delhi government, including but 
not limited to the Public Works 
Department (PWD), Irrigation 
and Flood Control Department 
(I&FC), Delhi Jal Board (DJB), 
Municipal Corporation of Delhi 
(MCD), New Delhi Municipal 
Council (NDMC), power distri-
bution companies (DISCOMs) 
and all other executing agen-
cies and contractors. As per 
the eight-point directive, all 
work sites must display proper 
and adequate warning signage 
prominently and sufficiently 
in advance of all approaches. 
Reflector lights, blinkers and 
luminous tapes are to be man-
datorily installed around ex-
cavated areas and barricades, 
especially during night hours 
and in low-visibility conditions. 
The Chief Minister has also or-
dered that strong, continuous 
and clearly visible barricading be 
ensured around the entire work 
site by all departments to prevent 
accidental access by pedestrians, 
cyclists and vehicles.

New Delhi: The national 
Capital’s air quality showed 
slight improvement on Friday, 
with the Air Quality Index 
(AQI) recorded at 183, placing 
it in the ‘moderate’ category, 
according to the Central Pol-
lution Control Board (CPCB).

Delhi had registered a ‘poor’ 
AQI of 209 on Thursday and 
294 on Wednesday morning.

As per CPCB data, several 
monitoring stations across 
the city continued to record 
moderate to poor air quality 
levels. Anand Vihar recorded 
an AQI of 236, Bawana 215, 
Chandni Chowk 176, DTU 
202, Dwarka Sector-8 194, 
IGI Airport (T3) 144, Jah-
angirpuri 252, Mandir Marg 
145, Mundka 237, Narela 
229, Okhla Phase-2 180, 
Patparganj 193, Pusa 209, 
R.K. Puram 199, Rohini 232, 
Shadipur 261, Sonia Vihar 
211, Vivek Vihar 211 and Wa-
zirpur 215.

Meanwhile, the national 
Capital recorded a tempera-
ture of 12 degrees Celsius 

around 7 a.m., with humid-
ity at 95 per cent, according 
to the India Meteorological 
Department (IMD).

As per AQI classification, a 
reading between 0 and 50 is 
considered ‘good’, 51 to 100 
‘satisfactory’, 101 to 200 ‘mod-
erate’, 201 to 300 ‘poor’, 301 
to 400 ‘very poor’, and 401 to 
500 ‘severe’.

Delhi has been witnessing 
warmer afternoons over the 
past few days, though light 
mist during the early hours 
continues to bring a chill in 
the mornings. With daytime 
temperatures gradually rising, 
the national Capital appears 
to be moving out of the harsh-
er phase of winter. According 
to the IMD, the minimum 
temperature is expected to 
hover around 11 degrees Cel-
sius, while the maximum may 
climb to 27 degrees Celsius 
on Friday.

Unlike Thursday’s clear 
skies, Delhi is likely to wake 
up to mist, followed by partly 
cloudy conditions later in the 

day.
The IMD said skies will re-

main mainly clear on February 
14 and 15. It also forecast partly 
cloudy skies on February 13 
and 16, while generally cloudy 
conditions are expected on Feb-
ruary 17 and 18.

Temperatures are likely to 
remain largely unchanged this 
week, with warmer days ahead 
and misty mornings continu-
ing.

Meanwhile, air quality data 
has triggered a political debate 
in the capital. The Aam Aadmi 
Party (AAP) questioned the 
BJP-led government’s decision 
to install six new AQI moni-
toring stations in green and 
open areas.

AAP Delhi State President 
Saurabh Bharadwaj alleged 
that the move was aimed at 
artificially lowering pollution 
readings rather than address-
ing the root causes of air pol-
lution.

In a post on X, Bharadwaj 
claimed that Chief Minister 
Rekha Gupta’s government 
had shifted new AQI monitor-
ing stations to green and open 
areas to present an artificially 
lower pollution reading. He 
alleged that instead of curb-
ing pollution at its source, the 
BJP government was attempt-
ing to improve air quality data 
“on paper”.

He further alleged that the 
Commission for Air Quality 
Management (CAQM) had 
remained silent on the issue, 
claiming that its officers are 
appointed by the Central Gov-
ernment. The Delhi govern-
ment has not responded to the 
allegations yet. 

Nitish Katara Murder 
Case: Delhi HC Affirms 
Denial of Furlough to 
Vikas Yadav

New Delhi: The Delhi High 
Court on Wednesday dismissed a 
plea filed by Nitish Katara murder 
case convict Vikas Yadav seeking 
21 days’ furlough to maintain so-
cial ties and spend time with his 
wife following his recent marriage.  
A single-judge Bench of Justice 
Ravinder Dudeja held that there 
was no arbitrariness, illegality or 
violation of constitutional rights 
in the order passed by the Director 
General (DG) of Prisons rejecting 
Yadav’s request for release.

“This Court finds no arbi-
trariness, illegality or violation 
of constitutional rights in the 
order dated October 29 or the 
corrigendum dated December 1, 
2025. The petition is accordingly 
dismissed,” Justice Dudeja said 
while pronouncing the verdict.

Yadav, who has been convicted 
in the 2002 Nitish Katara murder 
case, is serving a fixed 25-year 
sentence and has undergone over 
23 years of actual incarceration. 
In his petition, Yadav challenged 
the October 29, 2025 decision of 
the jail authorities denying him 
furlough. He contended that the 
rejection was arbitrary and failed 
to take into account that he had 
earlier been granted interim bail 
by the Supreme Court for over four 
and a half months on account of 
his mother’s medical treatment, 
which was later extended on the 
ground of his marriage.

Kavita Sharma
New Delhi

Jamaat-e-Islami Hind (JIH) 
has expressed deep concern over 
the reported tariff arrangement 
between India and the United 
States and the manner in which 
information related to this deal 
has been emerging. Addressing 
the media, Syed Sadatullah Hu-
saini, President, Jamaat-e-Islami 
Hind, said”At a time when Par-
liament is in session, neither Par-
liament nor the people of India 
have been taken into confidence 
regarding the finer details of this 
agreement. Alarmingly, informa-
tion about the deal is coming 
primarily through social media 
reports and statements issued by 
American officials, rather than 
through transparent disclosures 
by the Government of India. 
Public statements emanating 
from the United States suggest 
that India may reduce tariffs on 
American goods to zero, while 
the United States would impose 
tariffs of around 18 percent on 
Indian exports. If these claims 
are accurate, they raise serious 
questions about the balance and 

fairness of the agreement. It is 
particularly concerning that the 
tariff levels now being projected 
as a success are, in fact, higher 
than the tariff rates that existed 
earlier. JIH is also worried about 
indications that India may open 
up its agriculture sector, which 
has so far enjoyed tariff pro-
tection, potentially impacting 
farmers’ livelihoods and food 
security. The lack of clarity re-
garding claims about India’s 
oil purchases from Russia has 
further added to confusion, as 
there has been neither official 
confirmation nor denial from 
the Indian government, raising 
concerns about sovereignty and 
independent decision-making.”

Referring to the Union Bud-
get 2026–27, Syed Sadatul-
lah Husaini said, “While the 

government has emphasised 
macroeconomic stability, capi-
tal expenditure and fiscal disci-
pline, the Budget falls short in 
addressing employment gen-
eration, social sector needs, 
widening inequality and the 
growing burden of public debt. 
The record capital expenditure 
of over Rs 12.2 lakh crore may 
support long-term infrastruc-
ture creation, but it has limited 
immediate impact on employ-
ment and household incomes, 
particularly for informal work-
ers, rural households, women 
and youth.” He further noted 
that social sector spending re-
mains subdued, with Union 
government expenditure on 
health and education remain-
ing far below stated national 
policy goals. 

Delhi government approves Rs 85-crore 
development push for SC/ST Colonies

Delhi Cabinet Clears Metro Phase V(A), 
Key Central Vista Link Approved

Delhi Plans 50 New School Buildings, 8,000 Classrooms in 2026–27

Delhi’s air quality improves to 
‘moderate’ as AQI drops to 183

SGPC objects to Delhi government’s 
rejection of Prof. Devinderpal Singh 
Bhullar’s release petition

JIH Voices Serious Concerns Over India–US Tariff Deal, Union 
Budget Priorities and Rising Communal & Caste-Based Violence
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Arabinda Mohapatra
Bhubaneswar

Major political parties in 
Odisha are gearing up for 
the upcoming Rajya Sabha   
elections where four seats 
will be at stake. Politics has 
heated up with Biju Janata 
Dal (BJD) supremo Naveen 
Patnaik suspending two of  his 
MLAs-- Sanatan Mahakud 
and Arabinda Mohapatra-- 
for alleged anti- party activi-
ties with speciation rife that 
they have been punished on 
the suspicion of working se-
cretly for the 

Four Rajya Sabha seats will 
be up for grabs as the terms 
of four MPs from Odisha, 
Munna Khan, Niranjan Bishi 
(both BJD), Mamata Mohanta 
and Sujeet Kumar (both BJP) 
expire on April 2. Election to 
these vacant seats  will be held 
either in third or fourth week 
of March

Out of the four seats the 
BJP is certain   to win two 
while the BJD should win one 
seat without any trouble. The 
BJP has 79 MLAs in the state 
Assembly and the support of 

three Independents, making 
its effective strength 82. The 
BJD, on the other hand, has 
50 MLAs including the two 
suspended legislators. Con-
gress and CPM have 14 and one 
MLAs respectively in a House 
of 147 members.

Sources in the BJP said  the 
party is likely to field a third 
candidate. The party is con-
fident of winning  the third 
seat. However,  BJD is likely 
to make things difficult for the 
BJP and things might become 
more complicated if Congress 
backs the BJD. However,  the 
two parties are yet to hold 
discussions on the issue.

The parties will also be pre-
paring for the panchayat polls 
which will be a major test of 
popularity for the parties. The 
State Election Commission 

has begun preparation for 
these polls where all parties 
have a stake.

Among BJP leaders union 
education minister Dharmen-
dra Pradhan has a stake as 
he has been eyeing the chief 
minister’s chair for sometime. 
But under his watch some 
major controversies havd 
erupted. For example, there 
have been  “strong objections” 
to the draft University Grants 
Commission Regulations 
2025 with  the Biju Janata 
Dal (BJD) seeking its recon-
sideration. The party claims 
that the move “undermines 
the principles of federalism 
and makes a mockery of coop-
erative governance” between 
Centre and the states.

In a letter to the UGC chair-
man, the BJD had voiced con-
cerns that the regulations grant 
absolute power to the gover-
nors, and, through them, to the 
central government on key ap-
pointment issues including of 
the state universities. The party 
also alleged that the appoint-
ments will be done without 
taking the state government’s 
views into account.

NEERAJ MOHAN
Chandigarh

India’s agriculture sector is fac-
ing mounting financial stress, 
with farmers in key agrarian 
states such as Andhra Pradesh, 
Kerala, Punjab, Haryana and 
Telangana carrying some of 
the highest debt burdens in the 
country, even as policymakers 
highlight record foodgrain pro-
duction and expanded institu-
tional credit outreach.

Amid the growing concerns 
being express by the farmers and 
agriculture experts of duty-free 
agri-imports from US, a latest 
data tabled in the Lok Sabha by 
the union agriculture minister 
Shivraj Chouhan revealed that 
besides Andhra Pradesh and 
Kerala, country’s leading agrar-
ian states Punjab and Haryana- 
rank among the top four states 
in terms of average outstanding 
loan per agricultural household. 

According to the official re-
sponse to a question the min-
ister’s reply mentioned that the 
average outstanding loan per 
agricultural household stands 
at Rs 2,03,249 in Punjab and 
Rs 1,82,922 in Haryana. This 
places Punjab third and Haryana 
fourth nationally, far above the 
all-India average of Rs 74,121 
per agricultural household. 
Only Andhra Pradesh, with Rs 
2,45,554, and Kerala, with Rs 
2,42,482, report higher average 
debt burdens than Punjab.

The data is based on the “Situ-

ation Assessment Survey (SAS) 
of Agricultural Households” con-
ducted by the National Statistical 
Office during 2018–19, and it 
highlights sharp regional dis-
parities in rural indebtedness. 
Whereas the several northeast-
ern states report negligible levels 
of farm debt. Nagaland’s average 
outstanding loan per agricultural 
household is Rs 1,750, Megha-
laya’s Rs 2,237 and Arunachal 
Pradesh’s Rs 3,581. The grouped 
average for northeastern states 
stands at just Rs 10,034, under-
scoring the wide gap in rural 
credit exposure across regions.

Other major agrarian states 
also show significant per-house-
hold borrowings. Telangana re-
ports Rs 1,52,113, Karnataka 
Rs 1,26,240, Tamil Nadu Rs 
1,06,553 and Rajasthan Rs 
1,13,865. Meanwhile, large Hindi 
heartland states such as Uttar 
Pradesh, at Rs 51,107, and Bihar, 
at Rs 23,534, remain well below 
the national average.

The government further 
informed Parliament that as 
of September 30 last year the 
outstanding amount under the 

Kisan Credit Card (KCC) scheme 
has reached Rs 10.39 lakh crore. 
The KCC scheme has long been 
projected as a key instrument for 
ensuring timely and affordable 
institutional credit to farmers. 
However, the magnitude of out-
standing dues reflects the scale of 
dependence on borrowed capital 
within the agricultural economy. 
The Ministry also clarified that 
since the last survey of agricul-
tural households was conducted 
in 2019, updated figures as of 
February 1, 2026 are not available.

The agriculture experts have 
expressed concerns over the 
rising debt on the farmers  say-
ing Punjab and Haryana once 
celebrated as the pillars of the 
Green Revolution, adopted 

highly input-intensive farming 
systems focused largely on wheat 
and paddy cultivation. “Rising 
input costs — including seeds, 
fertilisers, pesticides and diesel 
— have steadily squeezed mar-
gins. Farm incomes have largely 
stagnated, landholdings have 
become increasingly fragmented, 
and dependence on MSP-backed 
procurement remains high. Cli-
mate variability, erratic rainfall 
and rising household expendi-
tures have further intensified 
financial pressure”, said farmer 
leader Ratan Mann.

Over time, easy access to 
institutional credit has sup-
ported productivity, but it has 
also normalised borrowing 
as a survival mechanism. For 
many farm households, loans 
are no longer confined to crop 
investment but extend to daily 
expenses, social obligations and 
unforeseen contingencies.

Experts argue that while digi-
tal agriculture reforms, geo-ref-
erenced crop surveys and direct 
benefit transfers may improve 
delivery systems as the credit 
expansion alone cannot resolve 
deep-rooted farm distress.  

The top five states with the 
highest average outstanding loan 
per agricultural household are 
as follows:

Neeraj Mohan
Sehore (Bhopal)

Union Agriculture and Farmers 
Welfare Minister Shivraj Singh 
Chouhan on Friday categorical-
ly asserted that the India–US 
trade agreement will have no 
adverse impact on Indian farm-
ers or domestic agriculture, 
stressing that Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi personally en-
sured that farmers’ interests 
remain fully protected during 
the negotiations with US Presi-
dent Donald Trump.

Addressing farmers at the 
National Consultation and 
Strategy Conference organised 
under the National Pulses Self-
Reliance Mission, Chouhan 
declared, “Not even a grain 
of wheat, maize, or any agri-
cultural or dairy product will 
be imported from the United 
States.”

Turning the spotlight on In-
dia’s growing dependence on 
imported pulses, the minister 

called it “shameful” that the 
country still relies on foreign 
markets despite having vast 
agricultural potential. He said 
farmers have largely confined 
themselves to traditional crops, 
leading to a steady decline in 
pulse production.

“Madhya Pradesh continues 
to be the largest producer of 
pulses, yet the area under cul-
tivation is shrinking because 
pulses are no longer seen as 
profitable compared to wheat 
and soybean. This mindset 
has to change,” Chouhan said, 
stressing the need to make 
pulse cultivation economi-
cally viable.

He said the primary objec-
tive of the conference was to 
strengthen research and in-
novation in pulses, which is 
why agriculture ministers, 
scientists, and senior officials 
from across the country were 
brought together. Urging poli-
cymakers to stay grounded, 
Chouhan said agriculture min-
isters should spend more time 
in villages rather than offices to 
understand farmers’ challenges 
firsthand.

The minister announced 
that new high-yielding pulse 

varieties with shorter crop du-
rations are being developed to 
boost production. He also high-
lighted the newly established 
research centre in Sehore, 
which will focus on develop-
ing improved pulse varieties 
that promise better yields with 
lower input costs.

Chouhan said ICAR and 
ICRISAT will jointly spearhead 
pulse research to make India 
self-sufficient. Newly devel-
oped seeds will be distributed 
among farmers, and the Centre 
will provide full technical sup-
port to establish Beej Grams 
(seed villages) in every state 
to ensure availability of quality 
seeds at the grassroots level.

To strengthen value addi-
tion, the Union government 
will subsidise dal mills, with 55 
dal mills planned for Madhya 
Pradesh alone, he announced.

On price assurance, Chou-
han said the Centre will pro-
cure urad, masoor, and chana 
at Minimum Support Price 
(MSP) in Madhya Pradesh and 
will lift the entire pulse produce 
from the state. He urged farm-
ers to expand pulse cultiva-
tion to meet India’s growing 
protein demand, adding that 
research on protein extraction 
from pulses is also underway.

Sharing that land has already 
been allotted for key projects, 
the minister said a compre-
hensive roadmap for pulses 
self-sufficiency will soon be 
unveiled.

Reaffirming the Centre’s 
commitment to farmers’ wel-
fare, Chouhan called upon all 
state agriculture ministers to 
work in unison to raise farm 
incomes and make India truly 
Aatmanirbhar in pulses.

Get Set for Trillion-
Dollar Tech Future by 
2035: Piyush Goyal 
tells Industry

New Delhi: Calling upon 
India’s technology sector to 
reset its ambitions towards 
a trillion-dollar opportunity 
by 2035, Union Commerce 
and Industry Minister Piyush 
Goyal said on Thursday that 
the industry must embrace 
reimagination to stay ahead 
in an era defined by artificial 
intelligence, data centres and 
clean energy.

Launching the NITI Frontier 
Tech Hub’s roadmap report 
titled “Reimagination Ahead” 
in the national capital, the 
Union Minister said India 
should target at least 10 GW 
of data centre capacity by 2030 
and position itself as a global 
hub for AI-driven technology 
services.

He emphasised that the fu-
ture lies in applied AI, reskill-
ing at scale, domestic value 
creation and retaining talent 
within the country.

Union Minister Goyal high-
lighted that India’s nearly one 
billion internet users, among 
the world’s highest per capita 
data consumption, and rapid 
AI adoption provide a strong 
foundation for expansion.

“Affordable data, 5G rollout 
and upcoming 6G capabili-
ties have strengthened India’s 
digital ecosystem, enabling 
the growth of a $250–$300 
billion technology services 
industry.”

He underlined that robust 
infrastructure reforms have 
powered this rise.

Recalling the New Telecom 
Policy of 1999 under the then 
Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee, the Union Minister 
noted that affordable connec-
tivity laid the groundwork for 
digital transformation.

He also cited the post-2014 
strengthening of India’s unified 
national power grid, which now 
has 500 GW installed capacity, 
including 250 GW of clean 
energy.

“Renewable energy capac-
ity has expanded rapidly, sup-
ported by transparent reverse 
bidding that brought solar 
tariffs down to nearly Rs 2.31 
to 2.41 per unit and wind tar-
iffs to around Rs 2.5 per unit. 
India now provides 24-hour 
clean energy at under Rs 6 
per kilowatt hour and aims to 
achieve 500 GW of renewable 
capacity by 2030,” the Union 
Minister said.

He underscored that the 
Union Budget announcements 
offering income tax benefits up 
to 2047 for certain investments 
will further boost foreign direct 
investment, foreign exchange 
inflows and job creation, par-
ticularly in the broader eco-
system around data centres.

Decision aims to stabilise 
domestic markets, prevent 
distress sales, and ensure 
better returns for farmers

Neeraj Mohan
Chandigarh

Expecting a bumper wheat har-
vest this year the union govern-
ment has approved the export of 
25 lakh metric tonnes (LMT) of 
wheat along with an additional 
5 LMT of wheat products, citing 
comfortable domestic stocks and 
a favourable production outlook.

 The move is designed to sta-
bilise domestic markets, prevent 
distress sales during peak ar-
rivals, and ensure remunera-
tive prices for farmers without 
compromising food security.

According to official data, 
wheat stock availability with 
private entities during 2025–26 
stands at around 75 LMT, nearly 
32 LMT higher than the cor-
responding period last year. In 
addition, wheat stocks in the 
central pool with the Food Cor-
poration of India are projected 
to reach approximately 182 LMT 
as of April 1 2026, indicating a 
comfortable supply position.

Wheat acreage during the on-
going Rabi 2026 season has also 
expanded to 334.17 lakh hect-
ares, compared to 328.04 lakh 
hectares last year. The higher 
sowing area, backed by assured 
Minimum Support Price (MSP) 

procurement, signals expecta-
tions of another robust harvest.

Officials said the calibrated 
export decision follows a com-
prehensive review of stock levels, 
price trends, and production 
prospects. With domestic prices 
softening amid abundant supply, 
allowing exports is expected to 
improve market liquidity and 
support farm incomes. India had 
imposed restrictions on wheat 
exports in May 2022 after an 
unexpected heatwave reduced 
crop yields and triggered a sharp 
rise in domestic prices. The deci-
sion was taken to safeguard food 
security and control inflation 
amid global supply disruptions 
following the Russia-Ukraine 
conflict. Since then, exports 
were either banned or tightly 
regulated through government-
to-government arrangements. 
The current decision marks a 

shift from restriction to cali-
brated liberalisation, reflecting 
improved domestic availability 
and production prospects.

Additional 5 LMT Sugar 
Exports Approved- Alongside 
wheat, the government has ap-
proved the export of an addi-
tional 5 LMT of sugar during the 
ongoing Sugar Season 2025–26. 
Earlier, on November 14, 2025, 
the government had permitted 
sugar mills to export 15 LMT. 
However, as per industry data, 
only 1.97 LMT had been export-
ed as of January 31, 2026, while 
2.72 LMT had been contracted 
for export. The newly approved 5 
LMT will be allocated to willing 
sugar mills on a pro-rata basis, 
subject to the condition that 
at least 70% of their allocated 
quota is exported by June 30, 
2026. Mills must indicate their 
willingness within 15 days of the 

order’s issuance, and allocated 
quotas cannot be swapped or 
transferred.

India — the world’s second-
largest sugar producer after Bra-
zil — has periodically regulated 
sugar exports to manage domes-
tic supply and price stability. 
Export curbs were tightened 
during 2022–23 and 2023–24 
due to concerns over lower out-
put caused by erratic monsoons 
in key producing states like Ma-
harashtra and Karnataka, rising 
domestic consumption, and the 
need to prioritise ethanol blend-
ing under the national biofuel 
programme. With improved 
production outlook and man-
ageable domestic availability in 
2025–26, the government has 
now moved to gradually ease 
restrictions. Balancing Farmer 
Income and Food Security-  The 
twin decisions on wheat and 
sugar exports reflect the gov-
ernment’s strategy of calibrated 
trade management — tighten-
ing exports during shortages 
to control inflation and easing 
them during surplus years to 
support farmer incomes and 
prevent market gluts.

Officials emphasised that the 
current export approvals are 
based on strong stock positions 
and are structured to ensure that 
national food security remains 
fully protected while provid-
ing market opportunities for 
producers.

New Delhi:  President 
Droupadi Murmu on Fri-
day inaugurated an all-India 
conference and launched a 
nationwide campaign ‘Kar-
mayoga for Empowered 
Bharat’ of Brahma Kumaris, 
underlining that economic 
and technological develop-
ment without morality can 
create imbalances in society.

“Economic progress fos-
ters prosperity, and techno-
logical progress promotes 
innovation, efficiency and 
competition. These lay the 
foundation for a prosperous 
nation. However, economic 
and technological develop-
ment without morality can 
create imbalances in society, 
” said the President.

She said unethical eco-
nomic progress can lead to 
the concentration of wealth 
and resources, environmental 
damage and exploitation of 
vulnerable sections of society. 
The use of technology without 
ethical values can be destruc-
tive to humanity.

Presenting a link between 

governance and spirituality, 
Murmu said, “Just and fair 
administrative decisions can be 
made by the country’s leader-
ship based on spirituality. Such 
decisions are not for the benefit 
of any one class, but for the 
benefit of all citizens. When 
government actions are just, 
it promotes trust and stability 
in society.”

At the event, the President 
also launched the silver jubi-
lee celebrations of Om Shanti 
Retreat Centre, Gurugram.

The President said that 
spirituality provides us with 
fundamental values and a 
moral framework that inspires 
us to practise Karmayoga, or 
selfless service, and spirituality 
also emphasises virtues such 
as integrity, compassion, non-
violence and service to others.

Kavita Sharma
New Delhi

The Leader of Opposition in 
Lok Sabha Rahul Gandhi have 
thrashed the government for 
its meek surrender before the 
United States over the trade deal 
with that country.

“No Prime Minister before 
Modi has done like that, nor 
will anyone after him do that”, 
he said about the Prime Minis-
ter’s role in the trade deal that 
compromised the country’s 
interests. No Prime Minister 
would sign such a deal unless 
there was a hold on him as he 
was under a “chokehold” or had 
a “grip on his neck” by the US, 
he observed. “You have sold our 
mother, ‘Bharat Mata’. Do you 
have no shame?”, he remarked 

in a scathing attack on the gov-
ernment.

Speaking during the debate 
on the Budget in the Lok Sabha 
today, Gandhi also noted that 
the Government of India had 
surrendered energy sovereignty 
as now the United States will 
decide from where we should 
purchase our oil and from where 
we should not. He said that the 
US has threatened to impose 
punitive tariffs if India purchases 
oil from countries disapproved 

by Washington. He argued 
that such conditions amount 
to “weaponisation” of finance 
and energy and undermine In-
dia’s sovereign decision-making. 
He alleged that the Centre has 
compromised India’s data sov-
ereignty, energy security and 
agricultural interests in its recent 
engagement with the United 
States, at a time of intensifying 
global instability.

Contradicting the PM, Gandhi 
noted that the world was mov-
ing “from stability to instabil-
ity”, citing conflicts in Ukraine 
and West Asia, including Gaza, 
and asserted that energy and 
finance are increasingly being 
weaponised in global geopoli-
tics. He contended that despite 
acknowledging such turbulence, 
the Union Budget does not ad-
equately address the “weaponi-
sation of energy and finance” or 
safeguard India’s core strategic 
assets.

Congress describes 
the Indo-US deal as 
dumping ground of 
American goods

Kavita Sharma
New Delhi

The Congress today described 
the Indo-US trade deal as a sur-
render that India was forced 
to sign under pressure, like at 
gunpoint and through blackmail. 
The party said the government 
has compromised the interests 
of farmers, middle classes and 
small and medium enterprises.

Party spokesperson and 
Chairman of AICC Media and 
Publicity Pawan Khera said that 
the Union Commerce Minister 
Piyush Goyal was hiding more 
than he was revealing about the 
deal.

Pawan Khera alleged that 
the proposed Indo-US trade 
arrangement amounts to a “sur-
render” of national economic 
interests, claiming key decisions 
are being taken to suit Wash-
ington rather than India. He 
warned of serious consequences 
for farmers, the middle class and 
small businesses.

The Congress spokesperson 
said the government was func-
tioning “in the American time 
zone”, asserting that recent an-
nouncements reflected pressure 
rather than negotiation. “Deals 
are negotiated across the table, 
not at gunpoint and through 
blackmail,” he said, alleging co-
ercion and lack of transparency.

Khera said that under the re-
ported terms, India will mas-
sively increase imports from 
the US – from roughly $ 40-42 
billion a year to a staggering $ 
500 billion over the next five 
years. He questioned what goods 
India would import at such scale, 
flagging agricultural products as 
a key concern. He said this would 
wreck the country’s economy.

Alleging that Indian markets 
could become a dumping ground 
for American goods, Khera said 
over 40 percent of India’s exports 
to the US were already duty-free 
even before this deal, particularly 
electronics, pharmaceuticals, 
petroleum products, tea, cof-
fee and spices. He warned that 
slashing of import tariffs on US 
agricultural and food products 
would “break the backbone of 
Indian farmers.” He claimed 
American farmers stood to gain 
access to a vast market, while 
Indian agriculture would suffer.

After 5G, India to 
Lead the World in 6G 
says Union Minster 
Jyotiraditya Scindia
New Delhi: Union Commu-
nications Minister Jyotiraditya 
Scindia on Wednesday said that 
India followed the world in 4G, 
marched with the world in 5G 
and will lead the world in 6G. 

Responding to questions in 
the Lok Sabha today, the min-
ister highlighted India’s rapidly 

transforming dig-
ital landscape and 
future roadmap.

India has rolled 
out 5G at the fast-
est pace in the 

world. Within just 22 months, 
5G services have been launched 
in 99.9 per cent of the coun-
try’s districts, setting a global 
benchmark. “Telecom service 
providers have invested nearly 
Rs 4 lakh crore for this expan-
sion, with over 5 lakh BTS (Base 
Transceiver Stations) installed 
nationwide,” he mentioned.

Debt Trap Deepens: Punjab, Haryana Among India’s 
Most Indebted Farm States After Andhra & Kerala
Lok Sabha data shows Green 
Revolution states far above 
national average; KCC dues 
touch Rs 10.39 lakh crore 

Rank State Average Outstanding Loan per Agricultural 
Household (Rs )

1 Andhra Pradesh 2,45,554
2 Kerala 2,42,482
3 Punjab 2,03,249
4 Haryana 1,82,922
5 Telangana 1,52,113

Source: NSS Report No. 587 – Situation Assessment of Agricultural Households 
(2019), tabled in Lok Sabha. 

India–US Trade Deal Won’t Hurt Farmers, 
Assures Shivraj Singh Chouhan

“Not Even a Grain Will Be 
Imported,” Says Agriculture 
Minister as Centre Unveils 
Roadmap for Pulses Self-
Sufficiency

Govt Clears Wheat and Additional Sugar 
Exports as Stocks Rise, Prices Ease

Economic development 
without morality creates social 
imbalance: President Murmu

Odisha : BJP BJD and Congress 
gear up for Rajaya Sabha Poll

‘You have sold India… You have sold our 
mother Bharat Mata’ says Rahul Gandhi 
Flags tariff surge, energy 
‘weaponisation’ during 
Budget debate 
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Digital monopoly:  
When consent  
is not a choice

The Supreme Court’s sharp ques-
tioning of Meta Platforms and 
its messaging service WhatsApp 
last week goes to the heart of 

how power is exercised in India’s digital 
economy. At issue is WhatsApp’s 2021 pri-
vacy policy update, which effectively forced 
users to consent to the sharing of their 
data with other Meta platforms, such as 
Facebook and Instagram, or stop using the 
service altogether. The appeal before the 
Court stems from a Rs 213.14-crore penalty 
imposed by the Competition Commission of 
India, which found this “take-it-or-leave-it” 
approach to be anti-competitive. The Court 
was right to underline WhatsApp’s extraor-
dinary position in India. For millions, it 
is not merely another app but the default 
infrastructure for personal communica-
tion, group coordination, small businesses, 
schools and even local governance. Its net-
work effects are so overwhelming that opt-
ing out is rarely a realistic choice. In such 
circumstances, consent extracted through 
an ultimatum is consent only in name. This 
is not an argument against WhatsApp earn-
ing revenue. The platform has transformed 
communication in India, offering messag-
ing, voice and video calls at virtually zero 
marginal cost, and popularising end-to-end 
encryption in a surveillance-heavy environ-
ment. These are genuine public benefits. 
But precisely because WhatsApp is so deep-
ly embedded in everyday life, any shift to-
wards monetisation—especially one driven 
by cross-platform data sharing—demands 
the strictest scrutiny. In theory, dissatis-
fied users can switch to alternatives such as 
Signal or Telegram. In practice, these lack 
the one feature that matters most: universal 
presence. The power of the default, when 
wielded by a platform of WhatsApp’s scale, 
strips users of meaningful choice. An “opt-
out” in such circumstances is an inadequate 
safeguard. The Court’s instincts are sound, 
but judicial concern alone is insufficient. In-
dia urgently needs a robust digital competi-
tion law tailored to gatekeeper platforms, 
like the draft released in 2024 but since 
allowed to languish. 

The Quiet Correspondent: There’s 
a Thin Line between a Journalist 
and a Spy arrives with a premise 
that feels less like a high-concept 
thriller than a lived-in confession. 
A foreign correspondent begins to 
realise that the stories he pursues 
and the sources he cultivates are un-
comfortably close to the machinery 
of intelligence. 

Shyam Bhatia has spent decades 
reporting from conflict zones, and 
the novel -- his first -- draws heav-
ily on that experience. It does so 
not through name-dropping wars 
or crises, but by making the tex-
ture of journalism feel authentic: 
the deadlines, the ego, the quiet 
bargains, and the particular dread 
that arises when a story should have 
consequences, but does not. The cen-
tral figure, Amol Batty, is described 
in the book’s jacket copy as “a war 
reporter with a conscience”, pulled 
into a deception that stretches from 
London to Beirut, Jerusalem and the 
Balkans. The geography matters.

 It situates the novel in a post-Cold 

War world where information is cur-
rency, allegiances are transactional, 
and the free press often operates in 
the slipstream of state power. This 
is a landscape in which journalists 
are neither heroes nor dupes, but 
intermediaries -- useful precisely 
because they appear independent.

What distinguishes Bhatia’s ap-
proach -- judging by a substantial 
excerpt published by Scroll -- is 
restraint. The prose is clean and 
controlled, almost unnervingly calm. 
The excerpt opens on a week of 
“uneasy silence” after Amol files a 
story about a Kurdish bomb-maker, 
Sedo Hazan, “once the PKK’s most 
trusted ghost”, now exhausted by the 
weight of what he has done. 

The story runs; the editor teases 
it. And then nothing happens. No 
outrage, no threats, no denials -- just 
the hum of the newsroom and the 
growing sense that the absence itself 
is a message. It is a sharply observed 
journalistic fear: sometimes the most 
dangerous reaction is not a phone 
call, but the void.

From there, the narrative moves 
into familiar territory -- payphones, 
coded meetings, carefully staged en-
counters. A Fleet Street café, a walk 
along the South Bank, a voice that 
sounds suspiciously like a handler’s 
(“Time to stretch your legs”), and 
the introduction of Peter Mone, 
who bluntly “says he’s a spook”. Yet 
even here, Bhatia resists the usual 
thriller indulgences. 

He is less interested in gadgets 
or chase scenes than in the social 
mechanics of recruitment: famil-
iarity, professional vanity, literary 
flattery, and the small humiliations 
that soften resistance. The prose 
explicitly calls it “theatre”, but not 
the kind that ends in applause -- only 
cues, silences, and “things already 
decided”. That sense of inevitability 
hangs over the book.

This is also where the title earns 
its weight. Many spy novels treat 
journalism as a convenient cover, 
a press card functioning as an in-
visibility cloak. Bhatia reverses the 
logic. Journalism is not the disguise; 

it is the temptation and the trap. 
The correspondent wants access. 

The state wants plausible de-
niability. Both rely on sources, 
handlers and selective truth. The 
promotional material describes the 
novel as a study of “the moral price 
of witnessing history being made 
and the personal cost of knowing too 
much”.  That moral framing is not 
decorative. Even in a short excerpt, 
Bhatia foregrounds the emotional 
accounting of the job: envy, fatigue, 
and the corrosive awareness that 
charisma and compromise often 
outlast principle.

If there is a potential weakness 
implied by these strengths, it is 
pace. Readers expecting relentless 
twists may find the novel more ce-
rebral than breathless. The tension 
is procedural rather than kinetic, 
built from conversations, atmo-

spheres and the slow tightening of 
dependence. But this feels deliberate. 
Power, in the real world, rarely an-
nounces itself with a gunshot. More 
often it arrives as a calendar invite, 
a friendly introduction, or a favour 
whose price becomes clear only later.

The book also feels timely in the 
way effective political fiction often 
does. It does not chase today’s head-
lines, but illuminates the systems 
beneath them. The marketing copy 
nods to an era when disinforma-
tion and “deep-state manipulation” 
first became visible.  In 2026, that 
reads less like a period detail than a 
warning. Anyone who has wondered 
how narratives are shaped before 
they reach the public -- how access 
is granted, how stories are quietly 
buried, how journalists can be used 
without being overtly controlled 
-- will recognise the terrain.

Taken on the evidence available 
so far, The Quiet Correspondent 
appears to be a mature debut: less 
spectacle, more moral pressure; 
less spy fantasy, more institutional 
realism. It unsettles not by insist-
ing that everyone is corrupt, but 
by showing how easy it is to slide, 
one professional compromise at 
a time, from witnessing power to 
serving it.

New book explores the thin line  
between reporting and spying The Quiet 

Correspondent
By Shyam 
Bhatia
Juggernaut;
352 pages; Rs 
799.
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The “framework for an Interim Agree-
ment regarding reciprocal and mutually 
beneficial trade”, announced through 

the U.S.-India joint statement issued on 
February 6, raises serious concerns regard-
ing India’s economic and geopolitical future. 
An unequal and unfair bilateral trade deal 
is being brazenly imposed on India by the 
Trump administration. By agreeing to such 
terms, the Modi government is surrendering 
India’s national interest.

Unequal trade deal
The very premise of the Interim Agree-

ment, defined as “a common commitment 
to reciprocal and balanced trade based on 
mutual interests and concrete outcomes”, 
works against India’s economic interests. 
The current nominal GDP of the U.S. is seven 
times larger than India’s GDP and its per 
capita income is over 30 times higher than 
that of India. Why has the Indian government 
made commitments towards “reciprocal 
and balanced trade” with a much larger and 
richer economy?

As per the text of the agreement, India has 
agreed to zero or reduced tariffs for “all U.S. 
industrial goods and a wide range of U.S. food 
and agricultural products, including dried 
distillers’ grains (DDGs), red sorghum for 
animal feed, tree nuts, fresh and processed 
fruit, soybean oil, wine and spirits, and ad-
ditional products”. India has also agreed to 
eliminate non-tariff barriers (NTB) on U.S. 
exports of ICT goods, medical devices, food 
and agricultural products, etc. India’s intention 
to purchase $500 billion worth of U.S. energy 
products, aircraft and aircraft parts, precious 
metals, technology products, and coking coal 
over the next five years has also been built 

into the text of the framework agreement.
Such massive trade concessions to the U.S. 

could completely transform the structure of 
India’s foreign trade. The U.S. has been the 
largest market for Indian goods exports since 
long, with Indian exports to the U.S. crossing 
$86 billion in 2024-25, accounting for over 
19% of India’s total exports of $437 billion. 
While India’s trade deficit expanded to $283 
billion in 2024-25, it had a trade surplus of 
over $40 billion with the U.S. In 2025-26 
(April-December), India’s goods trade surplus 
vis-a-vis the U.S. stood at $26 billion, with 
imports from the U.S. crossing $ 39 billion.

It is noteworthy that while India’s inten-
tion to purchase $500 billion worth of U.S. 
goods in the next five years is mentioned in 
the text of the interim agreement, there is 
no reciprocal commitment to increase U.S. 
imports from India to a similar level. This 
thoroughly exposes the Modi government’s 
exaggerated claims of enhanced potential 
for Indian exports following the reduction of 

the U.S. reciprocal tariff rate to 18%. Such an 
unfair bilateral trade agreement will eliminate 
India’s present trade surplus vis-a-vis the U.S. 
and convert it into a deficit in the next five 
years, with a surge of American imports into 
India. The losses of domestic market shares 
by Indian industrial producers and farmers 
will far exceed the gains made by Indian 
exporters, if any.

Eroding economic sovereignty
The U.S. President has also issued a separate 

Executive Order on February 6, alongside 
the release of the U.S.-India joint statement, 
making it clear that the withdrawal of the ad-
ditional 25% import duty on Indian exports, 
is conditional to India’s discontinuation of 
crude oil imports from Russia. The executive 
order states: “Specifically, India has commit-
ted to stop directly or indirectly importing 
Russian Federation oil, has represented that 
it will purchase United States energy products 
from the United States, and has recently 

committed to a framework with the United 
States to expand defense cooperation over 
the next 10 years.”

The order goes on to state that the U.S. 
Secretaries of Commerce and Treasury 
will monitor India’s oil purchases, and 
the additional 25% import duty will be 
reimposed by the U.S. if India “resumes 
directly or indirectly importing Russian 
Federation oil”.

Data from the Indian Ministry of Com-
merce and Industry suggest that India’s 
crude oil imports from Russia increased 
from 50.85 million metric tonnes in 2022-
23 to 83.02 MMT in 2023-24 and further 
to 87.54 MMT in 2024-25. The price per 
barrel of Russian crude oil had declined from 
$79.41 to $66.49 between April 2022 and 
March 2025. The share of Russian Urals 
oil in India’s total crude oil imports rose 
from below 2% in 2020-21 to over 35% in 
2024-25. Russian crude’s share has already 
started falling in 2025-26, and is expected to 
drop below 20% by the financial year-end.

The Modi government’s genuflection on 
Russian oil imports at a discounted rate 
can possibly expand India’s current account 
deficit and further devalue the rupee, besides 
reversing the moderation of domestic retail 
inflation. The interim trade agreement, seen 
in totality with the U.S. President’s Executive 
Order on Russian oil imports by India, is a 
recipe to rob India’s strategic autonomy and 
transform its economy into an American 
dependency. Parliament must restrain the 
Modi government from inflicting such ir-
reparable self-harm.

Prasenjit Bose is an economist and Congress 
leader. Views are personal

Reciprocal in name, asymmetric in reality

The artificial intelligence (AI) industry 
has reached a crossroads. For years, 
companies poured money into infra-

structure such as data centres, chips and 
underlying models. Now, the big question 
is not about AI working, but whether it can 
be profitable. The solution lies in concrete 
AI applications, and not just having more 
training or larger GPU clusters.

AI infrastructure versus AI applications
In 2025, companies spent around $320 

billion on AI infrastructure. Despite this huge 
investment, foundation model businesses 
have thin profit margins. High inference 
costs cut into revenue and competition keeps 
prices down. For instance, OpenAI reached 
$13 billion in annualised revenue by August 
2025 but still lost $5 billion in 2024. This ap-
proach is not sustainable; it is a short-term fix 
supported by venture capital and corporate 
money hoping for better returns.

The story is different for AI applications. 
In 2025, businesses spent $19 billion on AI 
applications, making up more than half of 
all generative AI spending. This is over 6% 
of the total software market, reached just 
three years after ChatGPT was launched. 
More importantly, this spending proves real 
market demand: companies are no longer only 
testing AI. They are using it widely. At least 
10 AI products now bring in over $1 billion 
in annual recurring revenue, and 50 products 
make more than $100 million.

Meta’s $2 billion purchase of Manus in 
December 2025 shows this shift. Manus, 
a Singapore startup, launched its AI agent 
just nine months earlier and quickly reached 
$125 million in annual revenue by supply-
ing a simple but effective AI product that 
gets tasks done — not just talks about them 
— thus proving both technical ability and 
business success.

Investors want companies with real custom-
ers, not just technology. By the third quarter 

of 2025, there were 265 private equity deals 
involving AI applications, a 65% increase 
from the previous year, and 78% were add-on 
acquisitions for existing portfolio companies. 
Strategic mergers and acquisitions in AI hit 
record highs by Q3, with deal values up 242% 
from the year before.

Where the real value is
Real value is emerging in the departmental 

AI segment. In 2025, coding tools made up 
$4 billion of the $7.3 billion departmental AI 
market, making them the largest segment. 
Half of all developers now use AI coding 
tools every day, a number which rises to 
65% in top-performing companies. When 
ServiceNow bought Moveworks or Nvidia 
purchased several AI startups, these were not 
infrastructure deals. They were investments 
in companies that help customers achieve 
real business results with AI.

The foundation model landscape itself tells 
the application story. Anthropic now com-
mands 40% of enterprise LLM spending, up 
from 24% last year and 12% in 2023, while 

OpenAI’s enterprise share fell to 27% from 
50% in 2023. Anthropic did this by domi-
nating coding applications, where it holds a 
market share of 54% compared to OpenAI’s 
21%. Applications drive infrastructure adop-
tion and foundation models, not the other way 
around. Morgan Stanley reports that genera-
tive AI reached a 34% contribution margin in 
2025, its first profitable year, and this could 
rise to 67% by 2028 as infrastructure costs 
fall and efficiency improves. However, most of 
these profits go to companies selling complete 
solutions, not just raw computing power.

Private investors now have to decide which 
use cases will create the next wave of real value, 
not just add a simple interface to ChatGPT 
without real value. But solutions built for spe-
cific verticals such as health care, law, finance 
and manufacturing (those that are deeply 
integrated into workflows, use unique data, 
and become essential to operations) are the 
businesses that are worth serious investment.

The free market distributes resources well 
when investors focus on fundamentals, beyond 
mere stories. Revenue, customer retention, 

growth rates and paths to profitability matter 
again. Right now, circular financing obscures 
true demand. For instance, of Microsoft’s 
reported Azure AI revenue, quite a lot comes 
from OpenAI’s spending on compute at heavily 
discounted rates that essentially cover only 
Microsoft’s costs. Applications break this 
pattern because they generate revenue from 
outside the circular financing loop.

Core issues
For governments, the next phase will raise 

tough questions about competition, espe-
cially as foundation model providers begin to 
build their own applications. When OpenAI 
launches coding tools or Anthropic develops 
enterprise solutions, it puts pressure on inde-
pendent application builders who do not have 
the same infrastructure advantages. Copyright 
issues are also becoming more important as 
the source of training data becomes a key legal 
concern. Privacy rules will need to adapt to 
address AI agents that access large amounts 
of personal and business information.

Policymakers should not hurry into strict 
regulations. The application layer needs room 
to experiment, fail and improve until it finds 
product-market fit. But still, rules about 
competition, especially reviews of acquisitions 
that prevent big companies from buying and 
shutting down potential rivals, are important. 
The trend of acqui-hires (where startups are 
bought mainly for their staff and then closed) 
often leaves employees stranded and can 
hurt the energy and the innovation that the 
sector needs.

The Internet was not monetised by selling 
bandwidth. It was monetised by building 
applications that made bandwidth valuable. 
AI will follow the same trajectory.

Arindam Goswami is a Research Analyst 
in the High Tech Geopolitics Programme 

at The Takshashila Institution, 
Bengaluru. Views are personal.
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Dr. Anil Kumar
Angrish

India–Euro-
pean Union 
(EU) Free 

Trade Agree-
ment (FTA) has been described 
as “mother of all deals” as this 
deal created the world’s largest 
free trade zone. The deal en-
compasses 2 billion people and 
about 25% of the world’s Glob-
al Domestic Product (GDP). 
In this background, European 
Commission President Ursula 
von der Leyen said that “we 
have delivered the mother of 
all deals. This is a tale of two 
giants – the world’s second- 
and fourth-largest economies”. 
The EU and India concluded 
negotiations on January 27, 
2026, after the 14th and last 
negotiating round took place 
in October 2025. It took al-
most two decades to conclude 
negotiations for a FTA which 
were initiated in 2007. After 
suspension of talks in 2013, 
negotiations were relaunched 
in 2022. 

The conclusion of negotia-
tions unlocked access to the 
$572.3 Bn EU Pharmaceu-
ticals and Medical Devices 
market for Indian Pharma 
and MedTech Industry.  Im-
portance of EU can be vouched 
from the fact that four out of 
the top five European markets 
– Germany, France, Italy, and 
Spain – are part of European 
Union. Medicine spending in 
these top 5 Western European 

Markets (WE5) stood at $226 
Bn in 2023, and is expected to 
reach $296 Bn by 2028. The 
United Kingdom (UK) is part 
of WE5 but it left the EU on 
January 31, 2020.  

Europe is an important 
market for Indian pharma 
industry as European region 
is the second largest market for 
Indian pharma exports with 
18.93 per cent share in overall 
exports of pharmaceuticals. 
North America Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) region 
(the US, Canada, and Mexico) 
is the largest market for Indian 
pharma exports with 37.63 per 
cent share. India pharma ex-
ports to Europe comprise APIs, 
formulations, vaccines, and 
biosimilars. For FY25, pharma 
exports to the Europe stood 
at $5.77 Bn, and out of this, 
exports of pharmaceuticals 
to European Union stood at 
$4.39 Bn. 

Imports from EU for FY25 
stood at $1.3 Bn which mainly 
consisted of patented pharma 
products. Ireland is a leading 
country in export of pharma-
ceutical products. In 2024, 
Ireland exported pharmaceu-
tical products worth €99.9 
billion across the world. The 
top exports from Ireland to 
India were Orthopaedic Ap-
pliances worth $132 Mn, and 
Vaccines, blood, antisera, tox-
ins, and cultures worth $122 
Mn. India’s pharma exports 
to Ireland stood at $108.35 
Mn. Elimination of tariffs – 
ranging up to 11.0 per cent on 

pharma products will make 
import from EU cheaper. 

European (08) and EU (06) 
countries dominate the list 
of top pharma exporting na-
tions in value terms. Germany 
ranked number 1 in pharma 

exports in 2023 with an export 
of about $126 Bn, followed 
by Switzerland ($118 Bn), US 
($105 Bn), Ireland ($97 Bn), 
Belgium ($91 Bn), Italy ($54 
Bn), China ($51 Bn), France 
($42), Netherlands ($38 Bn), 

and UK ($32 Bn). Even in 
volume terms, two countries 
from European Union namely 
France (rank: 2), and Germany 
(rank: 5) figure among top 5 
countries. There was marginal 
difference in the quantity ex-
ported by India (rank: 3), the 
US (rank: 4), and Germany 
in 2023. 

Pharma exports of $5.77 
Bn for FY25 from India is a 
small proportion in the back-
ground that medicine spending 
in WE5 itself was $226 Bn in 
2023. Immense potential ex-
ists as the population of the EU 
was estimated at 450.4 million 
as on January 1, 2025. In 19 
EU countries, the population 

increased in 2024 while in 
decreased in eight. For FY25, 
exports to 12 countries out of 
27 European Union countries 
showed a decline. In 3 out of 
5 top countries for pharma 
exports, the decline was ob-
served for FY25. 

This is pertinent to note that 
there are European countries 
which are not part of EU but 
are major markets for Indian 
pharma exports, e.g., the UK 
which is the second largest 
market for Indian pharma 
exports forming 3.0 per cent 
of total pharma exports. Swit-
zerland (0.47% share), Georgia 
(0.09%), Serbia (0.06%), Nor-
way (0.03%), Iceland (0.02%), 

Albania (0.01%), etc. are not 
part of European Union but 
are destination for Indian 
pharma exports. 

Factsheet regarding India 
and European Union Trade 
Agreement as released by the 
Department of Commerce 
points out that the deal will 
expand horizons for Indian 
Traditional Medicine by pro-
viding a boost to Indian tra-
ditional medicine services and 
practitioners. AYUSH practi-
tioners based on their profes-
sional qualifications in India 
will be allowed to provide their 
services in those EU Mem-
ber States where regulations 
do not exist. As per the FTA, 
there is openness of the EU 
for establishment of AYUSH 
wellness centres and clinics in 
the EU Member States. Trade 
in Indian Traditional Medicine 
services will get push due to 
greater exchange with EU. 

The FTA also recognizes the 
importance of digital librar-
ies, specifically the Traditional 
Knowledge Digital Library 
(TKDL) project initiated by 
the Council of Scientific & In-
dustrial Research (CSIR) to 
protect Indian traditional me-
dicinal knowledge and prevent 
its misappropriation at Inter-
national Patent Offices. It was 
TKDL that set international 
specifications and standards 
for setting up of TK databases 
based on TKDL specifications. 
In the 5th Session of the In-
tergovernmental Committees 
(IGC) of the World Intellectual 

Property Organization (WIPO) 
on Intellectual Property and 
Generic Resources, Traditional 
Knowledge, and Expression 
of folklore, this was adopted 
in the year 2003. 

India’s pharma exports in 
FY25 worth $30.47 Bn com-
prised Drugs, formulations & 
Biologicals (75.26%), followed 
by Bulk Drugs & Drug Inter-
mediates (15.98%), Vaccines 
(4.01%), Surgicals (2.48%), 
and Ayush & Herbals (2.26%). 
In contrast to this, India’s 
pharma imports in FY25 worth 
$8.93 Bn comprised Drugs, 
formulations & Biologicals 
(27.21%), followed by Bulk 
Drugs & Drug Intermediates 
(51.81%), Vaccines (4.55%), 
Surgicals (14.74%), and Ayush 
& Herbals (1.68%).

To conclude, it can be said 
that EU-India FTA will open 
avenues for Indian Pharma 
Industry (IPI). Contract De-
velopment and Manufacturing 
Organizations (CDMOs) are 
likely to gain. Loss of Exclusiv-
ity will add to the gains for IPI. 
But to tap this opportunity, 
IPI must strengthen quality 
systems, and compliance as 
European market is a highly 
regulated market. 

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. 

India–EU FTA and Indian Pharma Industry
Table 1: India’s Pharmaceuticals Exports to European Union countries �
� Export Figures in $ Million

Source: Compiled from Pharmaceuticals Export Promotion Council of India 
data on pharma exports

Rank in 
FY25 Country Exports In 

FY24
Exports in 

FY25 % Change % Share

4 France 667.53 720.43 7.92 2.36
7 Netherlands 699.27 616.76 - 11.80 2.02
8 Germany 567.42 597.58 5.32 1.96
11 Belgium 574.41 534.46 - 6.96 1.75
23 Spain 250.31 246.23 - 1.63 0.81
26 Italy 223.55 244.59 9.41 0.80
29 Malta 205.37 231.32 12.64 0.76
36 Poland 174.44 203.57 16.70 0.67
42 Latvia 96.13 157.05 63.37 0.52
47 Slovenia 125.58 126.82 0.99 0.42
53 Ireland 156.76 108.35 - 30.88 0.36
56 Hungary 98.81 101.08 2.29 0.33
64 Greece 67.39 80.98 20.17 0.27
75 Finland 91.04 59.60 - 34.54 0.20
79 Romania 44.03 54.65 24.12 0.18
80 Denmark 44.60 53.05 18.94 0.17
83 Sweden 33.75 51.75 53.35 0.17
84 Czechia 62.46 50.49 - 19.16 0.17
92 Croatia 24.06 38.88 61.57 0.13
98 Portugal 31.44 33.07 5.19 0.11
114 Austria 24.88 24.03 3.41 0.08
118 Cyprus 27.92 22.52 - 19.34 0.07
127 Lithuania 24.76 16.03 - 35.24 0.05
135 Bulgaria 15.09 14.82 - 1.85 0.05
162 Slovakia 5.61 3.46 - 38.38 0.01
164 Estonia 4.25 3.28 - 22.79 0.01
185 Luxembourg 4.34 0.37 - 91.54 0.00

New Delhi: The amend-
ments made in the White House 
factsheet for the India-US trade 
deal reflect the shared under-
standings of both countries in 
the joint statement, the Minis-
try of External Affairs said on 
Thursday. 

MEA spokesperson Randhir 
Jaiswal said during the weekly 
media briefing that India and 
the United States had agreed to 
a joint statement on the frame-
work for an Interim Agreement 
on reciprocal and mutually ben-
eficial trade. 

“This was issued on 7th Febru-
ary 2026. The joint statement is 
the framework and remains the 
basis of our mutual understand-
ing in this matter. Both sides will 
now work towards implement-
ing this framework and finalising 
the interim agreement,” he said.

The United States has revised 
the fact sheet of the trade deal 
with India, making a few chang-
es in the key terms of the agree-
ment in the formal document, 
which is more closely aligned 

with what India has been stat-
ing. These changes have been 
incorporated into the factsheet 
available on the official website 
of the White House.

The US has removed “pulses” 
from a list of American products 
on which it said India will elimi-
nate or reduce tariffs, revising 
the statement to say “India will 
eliminate or reduce tariffs on 
all U.S. industrial goods and 
a wide range of U.S. food and 
agricultural products, including 

dried distillers’ grains (DDGs), 
red sorghum, tree nuts, fresh 
and processed fruit, soybean oil, 
wine and spirits, and additional 
products.”

The agriculture chapter of 
the trade agreement released 
by India mentioned that pulses 
remain fully protected as a highly 
sensitive sector under an exemp-
tion category.

Another revision in the fact-
sheet on the trade deal is to 
include India “intends” to buy 

more American products and 
purchase over $500 billion of 
energy, information and com-
munication technology, coal, 
and other products from the US.

The earlier US factsheet had 
stated that India “will purchase 
over $500 billion of US energy, 
information and communica-
tion technology, agricultural, 
coal, and other products.” This 
tended to indicate that India has 
committed to buying products 
worth this amount.

Another sticky point, which 
has been scrapped, is the earlier 
mention that India will “remove 
its digital services tax”.

In the earlier factsheet, the 
White House had said: “India 
will remove its digital services 
taxes and has committed to ne-
gotiate a robust set of bilateral 
digital trade rules that address 
discriminatory or burdensome 
practices and other barriers to 
digital trade, including rules 
that prohibit the imposition of 
customs duties on electronic 
transmissions.”

New Delhi: Chief of artifi-
cial intelligence at Microsoft, 
Mustafa Suleyman, has warned 
that most white collar roles that 
rely on computers could be au-
tomated within the next 12 to 
18 months. 

He informed that the com-
pany is building a “professional 
grade AGI”, that could auto-
mate majority of works done 
by lawyers, accountants, project 
managers and marketers.

In an interview with the Fi-
nancial Times, Suleyman said 
Microsoft is racing to develop 
“professional grade AGI”, AI 
systems capable of performing 

nearly everything a human pro-
fessional can do. He said the 
current shift in AI landscape 
would go beyond incremental 
productivity gains to produce 
structural displacement across 
knowledge based professions.

“White-collar work, where 
you’re sitting down at a com-
puter, either being a lawyer 
or an accountant or a project 
manager or a marketing person, 
most of those tasks will be fully 
automated by an AI within the 
next 12 to 18 months,” the report 
quoted Suleyman as saying.

He described Microsoft’s 
strategy to capture a larger share 

of the enterprise market by au-
tomating routine and repeatable 
tasks such as document drafting, 
data analysis and project coor-
dination that currently require 
skilled employees. He informed 
about Microsoft’s plans to in-
crease AI model productions 
to reduce reliance on OpenAI, 
following a revised agreement 
between the two companies.

Further, he said “creating a 
new model will be as simple as 
making a podcast or writing a 
blog,” adding that institutions 
and individuals could design AI 
tailored to their specific needs.

US tech giant Oracle plans 
to cut 20,000 to 30,000 jobs to 
expand its AI data centre capac-
ity, while Amazon recently an-
nounced lay off 16,000 employ-
ees as part of its AI restructure 
plan. A recent report from PwC 
India said artificial intelligence 
could contribute nearly $550 
billion to India’s economy by 
2035, across five priority sectors 
including agriculture, education, 
energy, healthcare and manu-
facturing.

FTAs Mark Structural 
Shift in How India 
Engages with the 
World: Piyush Goyal

New Delhi: Commerce and 
Industry Minister Piyush Goyal 
on Friday said that India’s recent 
free trade agreements (FTAs), 
particularly the interim trade 
deal framework with the US, 
have marked a structural shift 
in how New Delhi engages with 
the world on trade issues.

Delivering the keynote ad-
dress at the ‘ET NOW Global 
Business Summit (GBS) 2026’ 
here, the minister reiterated 
that India has fully protected 
the interests of farmers while 
negotiating the trade deal with 
the US.

The minister told the gather-
ing that when we did the trade 
deal with the US, “it was very 
clear that we need to protect 
our farmers”.

“Therefore, in all the areas in 
which our farmers have high 
production or helped the country 
become self-sufficient, we were 
able to keep them out of the 
trade agreement,” he said, add-
ing that “we have fully protected 
the interests of farmers, possibly 
over 95 per cent of the local farm 
produce”.

Goyal further stated that for a 
long time, they’ve been discuss-
ing why India’s textile sector 
isn’t growing.

“We couldn’t even compete 
with countries like Vietnam 
and Bangladesh. Now, with the 
textile sector open to Europe 
without any duty, and the United 
States reducing the reciprocal 
tariff from 25 per cent to 18 per 
cent, we can compete with the 
rest of the world,” he said.

He earlier said that India 
will receive the same benefits 
on textiles exports under its 
interim trade agreement with 
the US as Bangladesh gained 
through its own deal. Textile 
exporters had received assur-
ances of equal treatment with 
Bangladesh.

At the event, Goyal also un-
derlined that FTAs are rooted in 
a clear framework. “FTA deals 
based on 3 principles – Trust, 
Transparency, and Time-bound 
certainty.”

The minister cited the India-
EFTA agreement as an example 
of how New Delhi is rewriting 
the template for trade partner-
ships. The European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA) comprises 
Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, 
and Switzerland.

New Delhi: Luxury car manu-
facturer Rolls-Royce on Thursday 
said it intends to scale up its busi-
ness in India to support future 
programmes and partnerships 
across defence, civil aviation and 
energy. 

The automaker is exploring 
opportunities to codevelop a next 
generation combat jet engine and 
localising engine manufacture 
for the Indian Army, Navy as 
well as Coast Guard, and poten-
tially power solutions for critical 
infrastructure and industry, a 
statement said.

These initiatives could more 
than double the workforce sup-
porting Rolls Royce and its part-
ners to about 10,000 people in 
India. “As India advances its next 
generation military capabilities, 
Rolls-Royce with the UK Govern-
ment has offered to co-develop a 
120 kN class combat jet engine 

core that could be India’s fast-
est route to an indigenous next-
generation engine,” the statement 
said. Rolls Royce highlighted that 
the co-development will provide 
full technology transfer with IP 
ownership for India, supported 
by a dedicated design complex 
and manufacturing capabilities 
that will unlock significant job 

creation. The company also es-
timated a ten fold increase in its 
supply chain sourcing from India, 
which would benefit many small 
and medium sized enterprises. 
“We are determined to partner 
India on its Atmanirbhar jour-
ney, by developing indigenous 
propulsion capabilities, provid-
ing sustained power to critical 

infrastructure and industry, and 
expanding local manufacturing 
for global supply chains,” said 
Tufan Erginbilgic, CEO, Rolls 
Royce.

“As we grow our participation 
in programmes across India’s 
defence, aviation and energy 
sectors, we will expand our eco-
system in India, as we have done 
successfully in other countries,” 
Tufan added. Over 1,400 Rolls-
Royce engines are currently 
powering various defence plat-
forms such as the Jaguar com-
bat aircraft and Hawk trainers 
of the Indian Air Force and 
Navy; the Arjun Main Battle 
Tanks of the Army, and a variety 
of vessels and submarines of the 
Indian Navy and Coast Guard 
including the Anti-Submarine 
Warfare Shallow Watercrafts 
and the P17 Alpha frigates, the 
company said.

Centre Government 
Strengthens Cotton 
Supply Chain through 
MSP & E-Auctions

New Delhi:  The govern-
ment facilitates the availability 
of cotton to the domestic textile 
and spinning industries through 
the release of stocks procured by 
the Cotton Corporation of India 
(CCI) under Minimum Support 
Price (MSP) operations, said 
Minister of State for Textiles, Pa-
bitra Margherita in written reply 
to a question in the Rajya Sabha. 
These stocks are sold through 
a transparent online e-auction 
system to enable competitive 
price discovery. MSP for cotton 
is declared annually to safeguard 
farmers’ interests when market 
prices fall below the support 
level and to ensure sustained 
cotton production. To enhance 
cotton productivity, quality and 
farmer incomes, several policy 
and programmatic interven-
tions have been undertaken, 
the Minister said.  A five-year 
Mission for Cotton Produc-
tivity was announced in the 
Union Budget 2025–26, with 
the Department of Agricultural 
Research & Education as the 
nodal department and the Min-
istry of Textiles as a partner. 

New Delhi: The National 
Productivity Council (NPC) 
will mark its 68th Foundation 
Day on 12 February 2026 and 
observe National Productivity 
Week from 12 to 18 Febru-
ary 2026 across the country, 
with a focus on strengthening 
cluster-based development 
for Micro, Small and Medium 
Enterprises (MSMEs).

The theme for this year’s 
observance is “Clusters as 
Growth Engine: Maximizing 
Productivity in MSMEs.”

The theme reflects the em-
phasis placed by Union Minis-
ter of Commerce and Industry 
and President of NPC, Piyush 
Goyal, on enhancing MSME 
competitiveness, promoting 
sustainable industrialisation 
and strengthening India’s 
manufacturing base.

In the context of India’s 
recent trade agreements, 
cluster-led development is 
being positioned as a stra-
tegic approach to accelerate 
productivity, foster inclusive 
growth, expand sustainable 
industrial capacity and deep-
en integration into global 
value chains.

To mark the week, a series 
of seminars, workshops and 
outreach programmes will be 
organised nationwide through 
NPC’s 12 Regional Directorates 
located in Bengaluru, Bhu-
baneswar, Chandigarh, Chen-

nai, Gandhinagar, Guwahati, 
Hyderabad, Jaipur, Kanpur, 
Kolkata, Mumbai and Patna.

Twenty-four Local Pro-
ductivity Councils, along with 
concerned Union Ministries, 
State Governments, industry 
associations and academic 
institutions, will collaborate 
in conducting awareness and 
engagement activities.

The National Productivity 
Council is an autonomous 
organisation under the De-
partment for Promotion of 
Industry and Internal Trade, 
Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry.

It provides consultancy, 
training and research servic-
es in areas such as industrial 
engineering, environmental 
and energy management, 
agri-business, economic ser-
vices, quality management, 
human resources, information 
technology and technology 
management to government 
and industry. 

New Delhi: India is in the 
first group of AI-ready nations, 
with systematic progress across 
all five layers of the AI archi-
tecture applications, models, 
chips, infrastructure and energy, 
an official document said on 
Thursday.

India is at the forefront of an 
AI-led transformation, where 
technology is driving productiv-
ity, innovation, and job creation.

“India has one of the youngest 

workforces in the world, with 
over 65 per cent of the popula-
tion under 35. This large, tech 
savvy talent base can be trained 
and adapted for AI driven in-
dustries, creating a strong foun-

dation for innovation, digital 
services, and future ready jobs,” 
the document added.

In preparation for the ‘India 
AI Impact Summit 2026’, 12 
Indian AI startups selected un-
der the Foundation Model Pillar 
engaged in Roundtable chaired 
by Prime Minister Shri Narendra 
Modi, and presented their ideas 
and work. According to the state-
ment, these startups are working 
in a diverse set of areas includ-

ing Indian language founda-
tion models, multilingual LLMs, 
speech-to-text, text-to-audio and 
text-to-video; 3D content using 
generative AI for e-commerce, 
marketing, and personalized 
content creation; engineering 
simulations, material research 
and advanced analytics for data-
driven decision-making across 
industries; healthcare diagnos-
tics and medical research, among 
others.

Revised US Factsheet Reflects Shared 
Understandings on Trade Deal: MEA

Most White-Collar Jobs to be Automated 
in 12-18 Months: Microsoft AI Chief

National Productivity Week 
2026 to Highlight Clusters as 
Growth Engine for MSMEs

Rolls Royce to Scale Up India Operations, 
Eyes Co Development of Combat Jet Engine

India in 1st Group of AI-Ready Nations with Youngest, Tech Savvy Workforce
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Satish Singh

The govern-
ment has 
officially 

updated the base 
year for measuring inflation, 
shifting it from 2012 to 2024, 
a change that will be in effect 
for the next decade. This sig-
nificant decision was first put 
into practice on February 12th, 
when retail inflation figures 
for January were calculated 
under the new base year for 
the inaugural time. As a result, 
retail inflation was recorded 
at 2.75% for January 2026, 
a noticeable increase from 
the previous month’s rate of 
1.33%. This marks the high-
est inflation level observed in 
eight months, highlighting 
the dynamic nature of eco-
nomic conditions. Notably, 
during May 2025, inflation 
had peaked at 2.82%.

The intricate interplay be-
tween demand and supply 
fundamentally influences the 
rate of inflation. When con-
sumers have higher disposable 
income, their spending surges, 
boosting demand for various 
goods and services. If the sup-
ply fails to keep pace with this 
heightened demand, it inevi-
tably leads to an escalation in 
commodity prices. Conversely, 
a scenario in which demand is 
subdued and supply remains 
abundant can lead to lower 
inflation.

Typically, the government 
revises the base year every five 
to ten years, selecting a year 
that is not marred by natural 
disasters, health epidemics, 
or extreme inflation, which 
could distort economic as-
sessments. In the previous 
index, food items accounted 
for nearly 50%, but in the 
new framework, this share 
has been significantly reduced 

to 36.8%. The base year serves 
as the standardised reference 
point for price evaluation, es-
sentially designating the av-
erage prices of goods in that 
year as a benchmark of 100. 
Therefore, when comparing 
prices in subsequent years to 
the base year, one can observe 
inflationary fluctuations. For 
example, if the price of a kilo-
gram of potatoes were Rs 50 
in 2022 and increased to Rs 
80 in 2025, the inflation rate 
would be: (80-50)/50 × 100 = 
60%, indicating a considerable 
price increase over that period.

To accurately gauge infla-
tion, a basket of goods and 
services that most affect con-
sumer spending is compiled. 
Each item within this basket is 
assigned a weight that reflects 
its significance in the average 
consumer’s budget. The Na-
tional Statistical Office (NSO) 
uses the Consumer Price Index 
(CPI) to measure retail infla-
tion monthly. This compre-
hensive index encompasses a 
variety of goods and services 
consumed by the general pop-
ulation, including food staples, 
clothing, housing costs, fuel, 
and healthcare expenses. The 
newly calculated index will 
shift from using 2012 figures 
to 2024 figures, providing a 
more accurate reflection of 
contemporary market condi-
tions.

Understanding the true state 
of inflation is crucial for fos-
tering economic growth, as it 
enables a precise assessment of 
the public’s declining purchas-
ing power, stagnant income 
levels, and the rising cost of 
living. This awareness aids in 
making informed decisions 
regarding financial planning, 
protecting investments, advo-
cating for fair wage demands, 
and formulating effective gov-
ernmental monetary policies. 

A clear understanding of infla-
tion allows the government to 
take timely and appropriate 
measures to control price rises, 
safeguarding the interests of 
the general populace. High 
inflation rates can erode the 
value of money, prompting 
individuals to reassess how 
much they need to earn or save. 
If inflation rises, investment re-
turns may turn negative. How-
ever, an accurate inflation rate 
helps individuals make more 
informed investment decisions, 
considering alternatives such 
as gold and equities.

Furthermore, precise infla-
tion data is essential for un-
derstanding its ramifications 
on education, healthcare, and 
other vital commodities. Gov-
ernments rely on this data to 
make critical adjustments to 
interest rates and tax policies. 
Inaccurate inflation data can 
adversely affect public policy, 
leading to misinformed pub-
lic decisions, especially when 
inflation is volatile.

Over the past decade, sig-
nificant shifts have occurred 
in people’s lifestyles, spending 
habits, and day-to-day needs. 
As a result, the previous base 
year, 2012, no longer accu-
rately reflected inflation levels. 
To better reflect the realities 
of modern life, the index now 

includes 358 items, up from 
299, providing a more compre-
hensive picture of consumer 
behaviour and real incomes.

The newly introduced in-
dex features a significant ad-
vancement: it encompasses 
a range of goods and services 
that reflect contemporary 
spending habits of the general 
population. In today’s digital 
age, essential devices such 
as smartphones, high-speed 
internet, earphones, and fit-
ness trackers have become 
woven into the fabric of daily 
life, a stark contrast to their 
earlier limited use. Addition-
ally, including popular over-
the-top (OTT) services such 
as Netflix, Jio Hotstar, and 
Amazon Prime Video in this 
index acknowledges the shift 
in entertainment consumption 
patterns.

The transition to a new 
base year is a strategic move 
to mitigate the influence of 
price volatility in fundamental 
commodities, particularly per-
ishables such as vegetables and 
grains, on inflation statistics. 
This revision captures the vari-
ability in the pricing of non-
food items and services, which 
together contribute to a more 
nuanced and accurate repre-
sentation of inflation trends.

The updated index will 

scrape data from a variety 
of sources, including e-com-
merce platforms, to capture 
the evolving retail landscape. 
Key factors such as air travel 
fees, utility costs like electric-
ity, app-based taxi fares, and 
prices of online services are 
now incorporated into the 
equation. Importantly, this 
expansion also accounts for 
house rental rates in rural 
regions, thereby enhancing 
understanding of inflation-
ary pressures affecting rural 
households. Furthermore, 
it has proactively removed 
outdated items from the in-
flation metric, such as video 
and audio cassettes, which no 
longer play a role in modern 
consumers’ lives.

An accurate understanding 
of inflation is essential, as any 
misrepresentation can lead to 
widespread public concern 
and hinder economic growth. 
When inflation rises, the Re-
serve Bank of India (RBI) typi-
cally refrains from reducing 
the repo rate, thereby restrict-
ing banks’ access to cost-ef-
fective capital. Subsequently, 
this compels lending institu-
tions to charge higher interest 
rates, stifling competition in 
the borrowing landscape and 
ultimately impeding economic 
activity. Thus, comprehending 
the genuine level of inflation 
is critical. By adjusting the 
base year and incorporating 
relevant consumer goods into 
the inflation framework, we 
can reveal the true nature of 
inflation, paving the way for 
effective policy measures to 
stimulate growth.

Satish Singh is a Senior 
Banking and Economic 

Columnist based in 
Mumbai. The insights in the 

article reflect his personal 
views and analysis.

Inflation Calculated Using a Revised Base Year and Its Effects

Mumbai: The Reserve Bank 
of India’s (RBI) Digital Pay-
ments Index (DPI) rose to 
516.76, as of September 2025, 
up from 493.22 in March 2025, 
according to an RBI statement 
issued on Thursday. 

The increase in the RBI-
DPI was driven by significant 
growth in parameters such 
as payment performance and 
payment enablers across the 
country over the period, the 
apex bank said.

The RBI has been publishing 
a composite RBI-DPI since 
January 1, 2021, with March 
2018 as the base to capture 
the extent of digitisation of 
payments across the country.

The March 2018 base period 
was assigned a score of 100. 
The index rose to 153.47 after a 
year in March 2019. The index 
has been published every six 
months since 2021 and has 
been showing a rapid rise over 
the years. The increase in RBI-
DPI index was driven by sig-

nificant growth in parameters, 
viz. Payment Performance and 
Payment Enablers across the 
country over the period. The 
last index was announced on 
July 28, 2025.

The DPI comprises five 
broad parameters that measure 
the deepening and penetra-
tion of digital payments in the 
country over time.

These parameters include: 
payment enablers with a 
weightage of 25 per cent; 
payment infrastructure — 

demand-side factors at 10 per 
cent; payment infrastructure 
— supply-side factors at 10 per 
cent; payment performance 
with the highest weightage 
at 45 per cent; and consumer 
centricity at 5 per cent. Each 
of the parameters includes 
sub-parameters, which in turn 
consist of various measurable 
indicators.

UPI has played a major role 
in pushing up the use of digi-
tal payments in the country. 
The International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) has recognised 
Unified Payments Interface 
(UPI) as the world’s largest 
retail fast-payment system 
by transaction volume. This 
fact has been highlighted in 
the IMF’s report on ‘Grow-
ing Retail Digital Payments 
(The Value of Interoperability)’ 
dated June 2025.

Further, as per the ACI 
Worldwide report on ‘Prime 
Time for Real-Time’ 2024, UPI 
tops the global list with a 49 
per cent share in the global 
real-time payment system and 
a transaction volume of 129.3 
billion. Brazil is placed in the 
second position with a market 
share of 14 per cent and a trans-
action volume of 37.4 per cent, 
followed by Thailand in the 
third spot with a market share 
of 8 per cent and a transaction 
volume of 20.4 billion. China 
figures in the fourth place with 
a market share of 6 per cent 
and transaction volume of 17.2 
billion. 

Mumbai: The Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI) on Friday issued 
a draft circular on the revised 
guidelines of the Lead Bank 
Scheme for public comments, 
which can be submitted till 
March 6. 

Reserve Bank Governor San-
jay Malhotra had announced, 
as part of the Statement on 
Developmental and Regula-
tory Policies on February 6, 
that revised guidelines on the 
Lead Bank Scheme would be 
issued shortly to streamline the 
operational aspects. The revised 
guidelines aim to fine-tune the 
objectives of the Scheme; the 
structure, membership and 
agenda of various fora under 
the cheme; clear delineation of 
roles and responsibilities of key 
functionaries; and provisions 
to further strengthen the State 
Level Bankers’ Committee and 
Lead District Manager offices, 
according to an RBI statement. 

“The comments on the draft 
Circular may be submitted by 
email with the subject line ‘Feed-
back on the Draft Circular on 
Lead Bank Scheme’. The last 
date for submission of com-
ments is March 06, 2026,” the 
statement said. The Lead Bank 
Scheme was introduced by the 
RBI in December 1969. The 
scheme aims at coordinating 
the activities of banks and other 
developmental agencies through 
various fora in order to achieve 
the objective of enhancing the 
flow of bank finance to priority 
sector and other sectors and to 
promote banks’ role in overall 

development of the rural sector.
For coordinating the activi-

ties in the district, a particular 
bank is assigned the lead bank 
responsibility of the district. The 
lead bank is expected to assume 
leadership role for coordinating 
the efforts of the credit institu-
tions and Government. In view of 
the number of changes that had 
taken place in the financial sec-
tor, the Lead Bank Scheme was 
last reviewed by the High Level 
Committee of the Reserve Bank 
of India in 2009. The High Level 
Committee held wide ranging 
discussions with various stake-
holders — State Governments, 
banks, development institutions, 
academicians, NGOs and MIFIs, 
etc — and noted that the scheme 
has been useful in achieving its 
original objectives of improve-
ment in branch expansion, de-
posit mobilisation and lending 
to the priority sectors, especially 
in rural/semi urban areas.

Centre releases over 
Rs 3,324 crore to 
strengthen rural local 
bodies in 5 states

New Delhi: The Union gov-
ernment has announced the 
release of more than Rs 3, 324 
crore to strengthen rural local 
bodies in Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, 
Haryana, Himachal Pradesh 
and West Bengal as part of the 
second instalment of the 15th 
Finance Commission’s untied 
grants for financial year 2025–
26, government officials said.

Under this tranche, Bihar has 
received Rs 802.40 crore ben-
efiting all 38 district panchayats, 
533 block panchayats and 8, 053 
gram panchayats, along with 
an additional release of Rs 1.39 
crore from the withheld portion 
of the first instalment that has 
since become eligible, officials 
on Thursday added.

Similarly, Uttar Pradesh has 
received Rs 1, 559.40 crore for 
all 75 district panchayats, 826 
block panchayats and 57, 694 
gram panchayats, in addition 
to Rs 11.016 crore released from 
the withheld portion that also 
become eligible.

West Bengal has also been 
allocated Rs 680.86 crore for 
eligible 21 district panchayats, 
335 block panchayats and 3, 
225 gram panchayats under the 
same instalment. Haryana has 
been provided Rs 197.627 crore 
for various panchayats with a 
further Rs 2.5 crore released 
to additionally eligible local 
bodies from the earlier with-
held amount. For Himachal 
Pradesh, the allocation stands 
at Rs 68.30 crore supplemented 
by Rs 0.35 crore released to 26 
newly eligible gram panchay-
ats, officials said. The Union 
government through the Min-
istry of Panchayati Raj and the 
Ministry of Jal Shakti (Depart-
ment of Drinking Water and 
Sanitation) recommends release 
of 15th Finance Commission 
grants to states for Panchayati 
Raj institutions, which are then 
released by the Ministry of Fi-
nance. The allocated grants are 
recommended and released in 
two instalments in a financial 
year, officials added.

Mumbai: The Reserve Bank 
of India has decided to raise the 
aggregate ceiling for unsecured 
loans given by urban co-opera-
tive banks to 20 per cent of total 
advances, from the existing limit 
of 10 per cent of total assets in 
the revised draft norms released 
on Tuesday.

The limits for individual un-
secured advances within the 
aggregate ceiling of unsecured 
advances have been fixed at Rs 
5 lakh for Tier 1, Rs 7.5 lakh for 
Tier 2, and Rs 10 lakh for Tier 
3 and Tier 4 urban co-operative 
banks (UCBs).

The limit for lending to nomi-
nal members for the purchase 
of consumer durables is also 
proposed to be enhanced to Rs 
2.5 lakh per borrower.

The draft norms state that the 
tenor of housing loans for Tier 

1 and Tier 2 will not exceed 20 
years, including the moratorium 
period, while Tier 3 and Tier 4 
are permitted to determine the 
tenor of housing loans as per 
their board-approved policies. 

The credit policy of a UCB 
must specify risk management 
and pricing strategies for hous-

ing loans, considering the life 
expectancy of the borrower and 
the longer duration of these ex-
posures.

Feedback on the draft can be 
submitted on or before March 
4, 2026. The amendments will 
come into force from October 
1, 2026, or an earlier date when 

adopted by a UCB in entirety, 
the RBI statement said.

The moratorium on housing 
loans is extended only for the 
purpose of the construction of 
houses and shall not be allowed 
for loans for the acquisition of 
completed houses. 

For Tier 1 and Tier 2 UCBs, 
moratorium periods in housing 
loans will be a maximum of 18 
months from the date of first 
disbursement of the loan or the 
date of obtaining completion. 

Tier 3 and Tier 4 UCBs may 
determine the moratorium peri-
ods in housing loans within the 
overall loan tenor as per board-
approved policies.

Additionally, the tenor and 
moratorium requirements for 
housing loans are proposed to 
be deregulated for Tier 3 and 
Tier 4 UCBs.

New Delhi: The govern-
ment is seeking inputs from 
various stakeholders on the 
rules and forms in the Income-
tax Act, 2025, which will come 
into effect from April 1, 2026, 
it was announced on Sunday.

Before the final notification 
of the Income Tax Rules and 
Forms, to encourage wider 
stakeholder participation, the 
proposed Income Tax Rules 
and Forms have been uploaded 
on the official website, accord-
ing to Finance Ministry on 
Sunday.

“The corresponding In-
come-tax Rules and related 
Forms have been prepared 
after broad-based consultation 
to align with the provisions 
of the Income-tax Act, 2025. 
Stakeholders are encouraged to 
study the same and make sug-
gestions, which will be com-
piled and considered for review 
before final notification,” said 
CBDT in its notification.

As part of a wider consulta-
tive process, the Central Board 
of Direct Taxes (CBDT) invites 
inputs and suggestions from 
stakeholders in the following 
four categories: Simplification 
of Language; reduction of Liti-
gation; reduction of Compli-
ance Burden and identification 
of Redundant/Obsolete Rules 
and Forms

Stakeholders can submit 
their inputs by entering their 
name and mobile number, 
followed by an OTP-based 
validation process. All sug-
gestions should clearly specify 
the relevant provision of the 
proposed Income-tax Rules 
or the proposed Form no (in-
cluding the specific rule, sub-
rule, or form number) to which 
the recommendation pertains 
under the aforementioned 
four categories, informed the 
ministry.

Finance Minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman said on Budget 
Day that the Income Tax Act 
2025 will come into effect from 
April 1, 2026 and the I-T forms 
have been redesigned such that 
ordinary citizens can comply 
without difficulty, ease of liv-
ing. The new measures include 
exemption on insurance in-
terest awards, nil deduction 
certificates for small taxpayers, 
and extension of the ITR filing 
deadline for non-audit cases to 
August 31.

Pakistan’s Stablecoin 
Experiment Could 
Weaken Its Currency 
Further: Report

New Delhi: Pakistan’s plan to 
embrace a dollarlinked stablecoin 
through a partnership with US 
crypto firm World Liberty Finan-
cial could accelerate the country’s 
dollarisation and undermine its 
macroeconomic stability, a new 
report has said. The report in the 
Daily Mirror said that a dollar-
pegged stablecoin embeds a pref-
erence for the dollar as store of 
value and medium of exchange 
encouraging households to hold 
it as a state-tolerated alternative 
and move away from Pakistani 
rupee (PKR). Currency substitu-
tion through stablecoins could 
intensify exchangerate pressures 
and activate a feedback loop that 
accelerates rupee weakness. “For 
a country with a fragile currency, 
recurring balance-of-payments 
stress, and limited monetary 
policy space, the introduction 
of an officially endorsed dollar-
linked stablecoin risks amplifying 
rather than reducing instability,” 
the report said.

New Delhi:  The Reserve 
Bank of India (RBI) has re-
leased draft revised guidelines 
for the Kisan Credit Card 
(KCC) scheme. The propos-
al follows the Statement on 
Developmental and Regula-
tory Policies dated February 
6, 2026, which indicated that 

guidelines would be consoli-
dated and updated to expand 
coverage, streamline operations 
and address emerging require-
ments. The draft guidelines 
propose significant changes to 
the KCC framework, including 
standardising crop seasons to 
ensure uniform loan sanction 

and repayment schedules, with 
a 12-month cycle for short-du-
ration crops and an 18-month 
cycle for long-duration crops. 
The overall KCC tenure has 
been extended to six years to 
better align with crop cycles, 
particularly for longer-duration 
crops. 

New Delhi: Coverage under 
the Employees’Provident Fund 
(EPF) Scheme is mandatory for 
employees in EPFO-registered 
establishments drawing wages 
up to Rs 15,000 per month and 
applies only to the organised 
sector, said Minister of Labour 
and Employment Dr. Mansukh 
Mandaviya in response to a 
question in Lok Sabha.

The Minister clarified that 
Accredited Social Health Ac-
tivists (ASHAs) function as 
community health volunteers 
and receive fixed monthly in-
centives for routine activities, 
along with performance-based 
incentives under National 
Health Programmes. Several 
States and Union Territories 
also provide additional State-
specific incentives.

Dr. Mandaviya stated that 

ASHAs have been enrolled in 
various social security schemes 
subject to eligibility norms, 
including the Pradhan Mantri 
Shram Yogi Maan Dhan (PM-
SYM), Pradhan Mantri Jeevan 
Jyoti Beema Yojana (PMJJBY) 
and Pradhan Mantri Suraksha 

Beema Yojana (PMSBY).
They and their family mem-

bers are also covered under the 
Ayushman Bharat–Pradhan 
Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana 
(AB-PMJAY), which provides 
annual health coverage of Rs 
5 lakh.

New Delhi: The gross NPAs 
as a percentage of total loans 
and advances of scheduled 
commercial banks have been 
continuously declining during 
the last eight financial years, 
and were at a historic low of 2.15 
per cent at the end of September 
2025, which is lower than the 
2010-11 level, the Parliament 
was informed on February 9. 

The Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) has apprised that the data 
on gross NPAs of banks is not 
collected by it on a monthly basis. 
However, as per the latest data 
available with the apex bank, 
as on September 30, 2025, for 
domestic operations, the gross 
NPA ratio of scheduled com-
mercial banks was 2.15 per cent. 
In the case of public sector banks, 
the gross NPA ratio was 2.50 

per cent, while for private sector 
banks it was 1.73 per cent, and for 
foreign banks the figure stood at 
0.8 per cent.  Also, public sector 
banks recorded a higher decline 
in gross NPA ratio in comparison 
with private banks and foreign 
banks since March 2018, Min-
ister of State for Finance Pan-
kaj Chaudhary said in a written 
reply to a question in the Lok 
Sabha. This continuous decline 
in gross NPAs of banks has led to 
reduced provisioning by them, 
which in turn has improved their 
profitability, thereby causing 

a positive impact on business 
growth. It also indicates that the 
asset quality, as well as under-
writing, has improved in PSBs 
supported by a strong balance 
sheet and sustained profitabil-
ity, the minister said. The RBI 
initiated the asset quality review 
in 2015, after which the govern-
ment initiated 4R’s strategy of 
recognising NPAs transparently, 
resolving and recovering value 
from stressed accounts through 
clean and effective laws and pro-
cesses, recapitalising public sec-
tor banks, and reforms in banks 
and the financial ecosystem to 
address the problem of rising 
NPAs and growing loan default. 
Enabled by these initiatives, a 
large drop in gross NPAs was 
achieved by the banks, the min-
ister said.

RBI Index Shows Sharp Rise in Digital Payments across India RBI Invites Public Comments on 
Draft Circular on Lead Bank Scheme

RBI raises Ceiling for Unsecured Loans 
of UBCs to 20 Pc of total advances

RBI Releases Draft Revised Guidelines for Kisan Credit Card Scheme, Seeks Public Feedback

Centre Seeks Inputs on Proposed 
Income-Tax Rules and Forms

EPF Scheme Applies to Organised Sector 
Employees Earning upto Rs 15K: Mandaviya

NPAs of India’s Banks Decline to 
Historic Low of 2.15 Per Cent
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In spite of the exile of the 
erstwhile Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina and the 

banning of her political party, 
Awami League to contest the 
elections, the Islamists sup-
ported by Pakistan’s Inter 
-Services Intelligence (ISI), 
the Islamists could not sweep 
the one-day poll.The initial 
indications of the outcome 
of the polls could be an un-
precedented success of the 
Bangladesh National Party 
(BNP). However, it would be 
too early to conclude that the 
Islamists suffered a temporary 
setback.

The clashes between the 
supporters of the BNP and 
Jamaat-e-Islami, perhaps, 
gave a setback to the politi-
cal ambitions of the leader 
of the Islamic party, 

Shafiqur Rahman. Rah-
man, like the Talibans, ad-
vocates for the introduction 
of Sharia laws. He had formed 
an electoral alliance with the 
National Citizen Party (NCP) 
having the support of the pro-
Pakistani Muslim clergies or 
mullahas.

The NCP, which was 
formed in 2024 by the stu-
dents who had organised the 
countrywide agitation against 
the Hasina regime. It is to be 
ascertained yet to know how 
much it could get seats in the 
350-member parliament. The 
173 million voters of Bangla-
desh have exercised their fran-
chise for electing 300 seats. 
Fifty seats are being reserved 
for women. The noisy, but 
without much following,  
the Amar Bangladesh Party, 
which has been campaigning 
for political reforms might not 
have registered much pres-
ence in the new parliament.

It may be recalled that the 
BNP had ruled from 2091-

2006. In 2009, the Awami 
League under the leader-
ship of Sheikh Hasina was 
voted to power in 2009 by 
trouncing BNP. Since Awami 
League has not been allowed 
to contest the polls, BNP 
led by Tarique Rahman, the 
son of recently deceased for-
mer Prime Minister Khaleda 
Zia might be the new prime 
minister.

The final outcome of the 
poll’s result will decide wheth-
er the agenda of destroying 
Bangladesh nationalism has 
really been achieved. Howev-
er, by denying Awami League 
to contest the elections, the 
political instability may con-
tinue to haunt the country.

Washington: President 
Donald Trump said that he 
will visit China in April for a 
summit with Chinese President 
Xi Jinping. Xi is expected to 
visit the United States later 
this year. 

“Yeah, I’ll be visiting Presi-
dent Xi in April. I look for-
ward to it. He’s coming here 
later in the year, and I look 
very much forward to it,” 
Trump told reporters at the 
White House.

Trump described ties with 
Beijing as steady. “No, our 
relationship with China is 
very good right now,” he said 
in response to a question. “My 
relationship with President 
Xi is very good,” he added.

Trump did not give details 
about the location or agenda of 
the April visit. He also did not 
specify when Xi’s US trip would 
take place, beyond saying it 
would happen later this year.

The comments come as US-
China ties remain defined by 
competition in trade, tech-
nology and security. The two 
countries continue to clash 
over tariffs and semiconduc-
tor export controls. Strategic 

rivalry in the Indo-Pacific has 
also deepened.

Even so, both sides have kept 
high-level diplomatic chan-
nels open.

For India, engagement be-
tween Washington and Beijing 

has regional implications. New 
Delhi has strengthened strate-
gic ties with the United States 
in recent years while managing 
tensions with China.

Developments between the 
world’s two largest economies 
are closely watched across Asia, 
especially in the Indo-Pacific.

Over the past decade, US-
China relations have swung 
between cooperation and con-
frontation. Trade disputes 
escalated during Trump’s first 
term. Military and technology 
competition has expanded 
since then. At the same time, 
summit diplomacy has contin-
ued as a way to reduce risks 
and keep communication 
lines open.

Trump’s critics say that the 
president has been soft on Chi-
na when it comes to imposing 
tariffs on their imports. The 
United States has a massive 
trade deficit with China. 

Suva: India’s High Commis-
sioner to Fiji Suneet Mehta held 
a meeting with Fiji’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Exter-
nal Trade Sakiasi Ditoka, dis-
cussing new avenues to further 
strengthen bilateral cooperation 
across priority sectors of mutual 
interest. 

“High Commissioner Suneet 
Mehta was honoured to call on 
the Minister for Fiji’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and External 
Trade Honourable Sakiasi Dito-
ka. The meeting featured warm 
and constructive discussions 
reaffirming the enduring India-
Fiji Veilomani Dosti partnership, 
and exploring new avenues to 
further strengthen bilateral co-
operation across priority sectors 
of mutual interest,” Indian High 
Commission in Fiji posted on 
X. Earlier on Tuesday, Union 
Minister of State for External 
Affairs Pabitra Margherita held 
a meeting with Fiji’s Minister 
for Finance, Commerce and 

Business Development Esrom 
Immanuel in New Delhi and 
discussed bilateral ties, shared 
priorities, and possibilities for 
cooperation in digital infra-
structure.

“Pleased to meet Hon. Esrom 
Immanuel, Minister for Finance, 
Commerce and Business Devel-
opment of Fiji, this morning. 
Held productive discussions 
covering the entire gamut of 
India-Fiji bilateral relations and 
shared priorities, with particu-
lar focus on development part-
nership, capacity building, and 
possibilities for cooperation in 

digital infrastructure, including 
ongoing collaboration and the 
way ahead,” Margherita posted 
on X.

On February 2, India’s High 
Commissioner to Fiji Suneet 
Mehta held a meeting with Fiji 
Parliament Speaker Filimone 
Jitoko and discussed strengthen-
ing bilateral cooperation.

Following their talks, India’s 
High Commission in Fiji in a 
post on X stated, “High Com-
missioner Suneet Mehta was 
honoured to call on the Speaker 
of the Fiji Parliament, Filimone 
Jitoko. Productive discussions 
were held reaffirming strong 
parliamentary ties and avenues 
to further advance bilateral co-
operation.” Earlier on January 
19, Suneet Mehta called on Fiji’s 
Minister for Finance, Commerce 
and Business Development Es-
rom Immanuel and discussed 
strengthening ties and enhanc-
ing cooperation in the areas of 
mutual interest.

Farcical, Illegal and 
Unconstitutional: Sheikh 
Hasina slams ‘Voterless’ 
Bangladesh Polls

Dhaka: Bangladesh’s former 
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina 
has termed the 13th Parliamen-
tary election held in the coun-
try on Thursday as “farcical” 
while expressing gratitude to 
the citizens, including women 
and minority communities, for 
rejecting the polls. 

Condemning the “so-called” 
election organised by the Mu-
hammad Yunus-led interim 
government, Hasina said the 
administration that seized power 
“illegally and unconstitutionally”, 
orchestrated a “well-planned 
farce”. She underscored that the 
people’s voting rights, demo-
cratic values, and the spirit of 
the Constitution were completely 
disregarded in the “deceptive, 
voterless election” conducted 
without the participation of the 
Awami League party.

“From the evening of 11 Feb-
ruary, this farce began with 
seizure of polling centres, gun-
fire, vote-buying, distribution 
of money, stamping of ballots, 
and agents signing result sheets. 
By the morning of 12 February, 
voter turnout was negligible in 
most polling centres nationwide, 
and in many centres across the 
capital and other areas, there 
were no voters at all,” read a 
statement by Hasina, which was 
posted on the Awami League’s 
social media platform X.

“According to the Election 
Commission’s briefing, by 
11 am – just three and a half 
hours into voting – only 14.96 
per cent of eligible voters had 
participated. This extremely low 
turnout clearly shows that the 
Awami League–free election was 
widely rejected by the people,” 
she added. Hasina noted that 
in the run-up to the elections, 
continuous attacks, arrests, in-
timidation, and fear was directed 
at the Awami League voters, 
supporters, well-wishers, and 
minority communities, forcing 
them toward polling centres.

“Even so, despite all threats 
and harassment, people rejected 
this fraudulent election, leaving 
most polling centres effectively 
empty. Additionally, abnormal 
increases in voter numbers were 
observed in voter lists, especially 
in Dhaka city, which raises se-
rious questions and is highly 
suspicious,” Hasina stated.

The Awami League called for 
the cancellation of this “voter-
less, illegal, and unconstitution-
al” election, resignation of the 
“murderous-fascist Yunus”, and 
release of all political prisoners, 
including teachers, journalists, 
and intellectuals, and withdraw-
al of all false cases. Additionally, 
it demanded revocation of the 
suspension on Awami League 
activities and holding of free, fair, 
and inclusive elections under a 
neutral caretaker government to 
restore the people’s voting rights. 

New Delhi: India and Can-
ada are not linked by geogra-
phy or alliance structures but 
by economic complementarity 
and shared global governance 
interests – ties that have histori-
cally endured, a report said on 
Thursday.

If current trends persist, 
India–Canada relations over 
the next decade are likely to be 
driven less by political turbu-
lence and more by investment 
flows, energy integration, supply 
chain partnerships and deeper 
people-to-people ties, former 
diplomat Sanjay Kumar Verma 
opined in ‘India Narrative’.

He stated that Canadian 
Prime Minister Mark Carney’s 
expected visit to India in the next 
few weeks is likely to signal a 
shift from stabilisation to a more 
structured phase of expansion in 
the bilateral ties, with a strong 
focus on trade architecture, in-
vestment flows and long-term 
energy integration.

“Movement toward finalising 
the Terms of Reference for a 
Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership Agreement could repre-
sent the most consequential next 
step in institutionalising eco-
nomic engagement between the 
two countries. Greater regulatory 
facilitation of Indian exports in 
pharmaceuticals, digital services, 
engineering goods, and refined 
petroleum products would sig-
nificantly expand Indian market 

access in Canada,” wrote Verma.
“Reciprocally, India is ex-

pected to further open market 
space for Canadian exports 
in energy resources, potash, 
pulses, timber, and advanced 
agricultural technology. Ca-
nadian institutional capital 
already ranks among the larg-
est sources of foreign institu-
tional investment in Indian 
infrastructure and renewable 
energy. A structured trade 

framework has the potential 
to substantially scale bilateral 
trade volumes over the com-
ing decade, possibly doubling 
current levels if tariff, regu-
latory, and mobility barriers 
are progressively reduced,” the 
seasoned diplomat added.

According to Verma, apart 
from trade, the visit is expected 
to help shape a clearer economic, 
security, and strategic frame-
work for the next phase of the 
partnership.

“Energy cooperation is expect-
ed to deepen through structured 
hydrocarbon supply engagement 
and expanded discussions on 
long-term uranium procurement 
to support India’s civil nuclear 
expansion and clean baseload 
energy requirements. Supply 
chain complementarities are 
likely to drive reciprocal mar-
ket access conversations across 
agriculture, energy, advanced 
manufacturing inputs, and ser-
vices trade,” he stated.

Washington: US Presi-
dent Donald Trump and in-
dustry leaders described coal 
as a strategic source of rare 
earth elements and critical 
minerals, expanding its role 
beyond traditional power 
generation.

At the White House 
“Champion of Coal” event 
on Wednesday (local time), 
Jim Grech, CEO of Peabody 
Energy, said the industry 
was working closely with 
the administration on new 
opportunities.

“We are working with 
your administration on the 
potential to build new coal-
fueled power plants, and coal 
emerges as a source of rare 
earth elements and critical 
minerals that are essential 
for our national security and 
economic future, ” Grech said.

Trump tied coal directly to 
advanced manufacturing and 
defence. “Coal is also criti-
cal to our national security, 
vital to everything from steel 
production to shipbuilding 
and artificial intelligence, ” 
he said.

Grech underscored the 
scale of US reserves. “The 
US has more energy in its 
coal than any nation has in 
any single energy source, ” he 
said. “We have more energy 
than Russia has in its gas, and 

we have more energy than 
Saudi Arabia has in its oil.”

The administration’s focus 
comes as critical minerals 
-- including rare earth ele-
ments -- have become central 
to global supply chains for 
electronics, defence systems, 
and emerging technologies.

Grech said mining com-
munities were seeing renewed 
investment. “Mining towns 
that once feared for their fu-
tures are seeing new invest-
ment, renewed optimism, 
and a sense of pride restored, 
” he said.

The renewed push to ex-
tract strategic minerals from 
coal adds a new dimension 
to U.S. industrial policy. 
Rare earth elements are key 
components in advanced 
electronics, renewable tech-
nologies, defence equipment, 
and artificial intelligence in-
frastructure.

The Trump Administra-
tion has prioritised securing 
domestic supplies of criti-
cal minerals amid growing 
concerns over supply chain 
concentration and strategic 
competition.

Its emphasis on coal as 
a potential source reflects 
broader efforts to strengthen 
domestic production and re-
duce vulnerabilities in high-
tech industries. 

New Delhi: Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi on Sunday 
congratulated his Japanese 
counterpart, Sanae Takaichi, 
on her “landmark victory” in 
the snap elections, and ex-
pressed confidence in the 
India-Japan friendship to 
“greater heights”.

“Congratulations Sanae 
Takaichi on your landmark 
victory in the elections to the 
House of Representatives! Our 
Special Strategic and Global 
Partnership plays a vital role 
in enhancing global peace, 
stability and prosperity. I am 
confident that under your able 

leadership, we will continue to 
take the India-Japan friendship 
to greater heights”, PM Modi 
said in a post on X.

Prime Minister Modi had 
held a bilateral meeting with 
PM Takaichi on the sidelines 
of the G20 Summit in Johan-
nesburg on November 23 last 
year, discussing ways to add 
momentum to bilateral cooper-
ation in sectors like innovation, 
defence, and talent mobility.

“Had a productive meeting 
with Prime Minister Sanae 
Takaichi of Japan. We dis-
cussed ways to add momen-
tum to bilateral cooperation 

in areas such as innovation, 
defence, talent mobility and 
more. We are also looking to 
enhance trade ties between our 
nations. A strong India-Japan 
partnership is vital for a better 
planet,” PM Modi had posted 
on X after the meeting.

The Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP) under Takaichi, 
Japan’s first-ever woman 
Prime Minister, was set to win 
a comfortable majority on its 
own, and may even clinch a 
two-thirds majority with allies, 
in the snap elections held on 
Sunday, as per exit polls in the 
Japanese media.

Soon after polling closed on 
Sunday, an exit poll by public 
broadcaster NHK showed that 
the LDP is on course to win 
274 to 328 of the 465 seats in 
the powerful lower house of 
parliament, well above the 233 
needed for a majority.

Together with its coalition 
partner, the Japan Innovation 
Party, known as Ishin, the LDP 
could secure as many as 366 in 
the House of Representatives, 
as per the polls.

New Delhi:  India and 
the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland 
signed an agreement on social 
security relating to Social Se-
curity Contributions in New 
Delhi on Tuesday. The agree-
ment seeks to avoid double 
social security contributions for 
employees of both countries on 
temporary assignments in each 
other’s territories for periods of 
up to 36 months. 

The Agreement was signed 
by Foreign Secretary Vikram 
Misri for the Indian side and 
by the British High Commis-
sioner to India, Lindy Cameron 
for the UK side.

According to the Ministry of 

External Affairs (MEA), India 
has been entering into bilateral 
Social Security Agreements 
(SSAs) with other countries in 
order to protect the interests 
of Indian professionals/skilled 
workers working abroad for 
short durations and enhance 

the competi-
tiveness of In-
dian compa-
nies. It may be 
recalled that 
at the time of 
signing of the 
Comprehen-
sive Economic 
and Trade 
A g r e e m e n t 
(CETA) be-

tween India and the United 
Kingdom in July 2025, both 
governments had committed 
to concluding an agreement 
on social security. “The Agree-
ment seeks to avoid double 
social security contributions 
for employees of both coun-

tries on temporary assignments 
in each other’s territories for 
periods of up to 36 months. 
The Agreement will support 
mobility and continued social 
security coverage of the em-
ployees on short-term overseas 
assignments. This will enhance 
India-UK partnerships in the 
service sector, leveraging the 
high skills and innovative ser-
vice sectors of both countries,” 
read a statement issued by the 
MEA.  “The Agreement forms 
part of India’s trade deal with 
the UK and shall come into 
effect together with the CETA, 
planned for implementation 
during the first half of the cur-
rent year,” it added. 

Dalai Lama’s office 
rejects reports linking 
Tibetan spiritual leader 
to Jeffrey Epstein

Dharamsala: The office 
of the Dalai Lama on Sunday 
firmly denied media reports 
suggesting any association 
between the Tibetan spiritual 
leader and convicted sex of-
fender Jeffrey Epstein.

The clarification comes after 
several media outlets, citing 
documents from the United 
States Department of Justice 
(DoJ), reported that the Dalai 
Lama’s name appeared 169 
times in the widely discussed 
Epstein files. According to some 
reports, the Buddhist leader’s 
name allegedly appeared in 
multiple personal emails and in 
the index of a book titled ‘Mas-
sage for Dummies’, which was 
included as a scanned docu-
ment in files released earlier as 
part of the Epstein case records.

Following the circulation of 
these claims, the Dalai Lama’s 
office issued a statement cat-
egorically rejecting any alleged 
link. “Some recent media re-
ports and social media posts 
concerning the ‘Epstein files’ 
are attempting to link His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama with 
Jeffrey Epstein,” the statement 
read. “We can unequivocally 
confirm that His Holiness has 
never met Jeffrey Epstein or 
authorised any meeting or in-
teraction with him by anyone 
on His Holiness’s behalf,” it 
added.

Some reports have referred to 
emails dated October 2012 that 
allegedly contained references 
suggesting a meeting between 
the Tibetan spiritual leader and 
Epstein, and also indicated that 
the Dalai Lama was expected to 
attend an event alongside him.

Additionally, European me-
dia outlet ‘Nexta TV’ claimed 
that individuals described as 
followers of the Dalai Lama 
might have met Epstein, further 
fuelling speculation about pos-
sible indirect links.

The issue also gained atten-
tion last year after journalist 
Michael Wolff made claims 
during an appearance on the 
‘Daily Beast’ podcast.

Nine Killed in Mass-
Shooting at Canada 
School, Suspect 
Dead by Suicide

Ottawa: Nine people were 
killed in a mass shooting al-
legedly by a person, possibly 
a woman, who committed 
suicide in a mining town in 
British Columbia, according to 
officials. The area’s federal po-
lice Chief Superintendent Ken 
Floyd said on Tuesday night 
(local time) that seven people 
were found dead in a local high 
school in Tumbler Ridge and 
two others in a home.

The alleged shooter was dis-
covered dead in the school, he 
said during a virtual news con-
ference. Floyd, who commands 
the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police (RCMP) northern dis-
trict in the province, said that 
about 100 staff and students 
at the school were safe and 
were evacuated. Prime Min-
ister Mark Carney said on X 
that he was “devastated” by 
the “horrific acts of violence”. 
There were indications that 
the shooter was a woman or 
someone in female attire.

Citing privacy reasons and 
the ongoing investigation, Floyd 
did not disclose if the shooter 
was a student or an adult, but 
confirmed that it was the same 
person mentioned in an active 
shooter alert sent to phones 
in the area. That message de-
scribed the suspected shooter 
as a brown-haired female wear-
ing a dress. Two people with 
serious injuries were airlifted 
to a hospital, while 25 were 
checked for injuries at a local 
medical centre, according to po-
lice. British Columbia’s Premier 
David Eby called the incident 
an “unimaginable tragedy” and 
said the “government will ensure 
every possible support for com-
munity members in the coming 
days”.

India, Fiji Discuss Ways to Further 
Strengthen Bilateral Cooperation

Prez Donald Trump to Visit China 
in April for Summit With Xi Jinping

Canadian PM Carney’s India Visit May 
Mark New Phase in Bilateral Ties: Report

President Trump backs coal 
as critical minerals source

PM Modi Congratulates Japan’s 
Takaichi On ‘Landmark Victory

India and UK Sign Agreement on Social Security for 
Employees on Short-Term Overseas Assignments

Bangladesh Crisis  Political Stability 
Remains a Mirage Despite Polls 
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Money problems rarely 
begin with low in-
come. They begin 

with poor handling of money. 
This distinction is often missed 
in public conversations. We ad-
mire high earnings, big projects, 
and visible success, but quietly 
ignore the discipline required to 
sustain wealth. Many financial 
collapses do not happen because 
money was not earned. They 
happen because money was 
not managed.

In India, earning is celebrat-
ed. Management is assumed 
to follow automatically. This 
assumption is flawed. Financial 
literacy is not instinctive. It is 
learned. Unfortunately, our 
education system does not teach 
it early. Children are trained to 
score marks, secure degrees, 
and chase jobs. They are rarely 
taught how money behaves, 
how risk accumulates, or how 
poor decisions compound qui-
etly over time.

This gap becomes visible 
across professions. Actors, 
sportspersons, startup founders, 
professionals, and even senior 
executives have faced finan-
cial distress despite impressive 
earnings. Public attention often 
focuses on the fall, not the cause. 
The cause is usually the same. 
Cash flow misjudgment. Over-
confidence. Poor advice. Lack of 

reserves. Emotional spending. 
Unplanned liabilities.

Robert Kiyosaki, in Rich Dad 
Poor Dad, highlights this weak-
ness sharply. He points out that 
most people are trained to earn 
salaries but not to understand 
assets, liabilities, or financial 
discipline. Income without liter-
acy creates illusionary comfort. 
The money comes in, lifestyle 
expands, commitments grow, 
and risk quietly builds. When 
income slows or stops, reality 
hits suddenly.

Indian households often 
reinforce this pattern. Parents 
encourage children to earn well, 
not to manage well. Spending 
is treated as a reward. Saving 
is treated as a sacrifice. Invest-
ment is often seen as gambling 
rather than planning. This 
mindset travels into adulthood. 
When larger sums arrive, habits 
do not change. Only the scale 
increases. Another overlooked 
aspect is emotional money be-
havior. Sudden success creates 
pressure to appear successful. 
Gifts are bought unnecessar-
ily. Events are overspent on. 
Image management replaces 
financial management. Many 
professionals confuse visibility 
with value. Money gets spent to 
impress rather than to protect 
stability. Over time, this creates 
stress instead of security.

Money also demands boring 
discipline. Accounting. Con-
tracts. Legal clarity. Timely 
payments. Conservative buf-
fers. These are not glamorous 
tasks. They require patience 
and restraint. Many talented 
individuals delegate this re-
sponsibility blindly or ignore 
it altogether. When disputes 
arise, consequences follow. Le-
gal systems do not care about 
reputation or creativity. They 
respond to numbers, agree-
ments, and timelines.

Financial literacy is not 
about hoarding wealth. It is 
about balance. It allows people 
to live freely without anxiety. 
It protects creative energy. It 
supports long-term thinking. 
Without it, even high earners 
feel trapped, pressured, and 
constantly worried. Money then 
becomes a source of fear instead 
of freedom.

The solution lies in early 
education and honest conver-
sation. Financial understanding 
should begin in schools. Chil-
dren should learn budgeting, 
saving, basic investing, and risk 
awareness alongside academ-

ics. Adults should normalize 
talking about money decisions, 
mistakes, and planning without 
shame. Professionals should 
seek structured financial advice, 
not casual opinions.

This is also where the Bliss 
philosophy quietly fits in. A 
calmer lifestyle naturally re-
duces reckless spending. Mind-
ful living improves judgment. 
Slower decisions prevent im-
pulsive commitments. When 
life is less noisy, money choices 
become clearer. Bliss is not anti-
ambition. It is anti-chaos. It 
supports sustainable success 
rather than fragile growth.

Earning money is important. 
Managing money is essential. 
Without management, earnings 
become temporary relief. With 
management, even modest in-
come creates lasting stability. 
The future will reward those 
who combine skill with disci-
pline, ambition with awareness, 
and success with responsibility. 
Bliss On.

The author is a senior 
journalist and columnist, 

views are personal.

High income does not guarantee financial stability. Without 
money discipline, even success becomes fragile. Managing 
money well matters more than earning it fast.

Why Earning More 
Isn’t Enough

By Sudha Rao 

The recent decision of the US 
President Donald Trump to 
quit the WHO has naturally 
caused anxiety worldwide, be-
cause the human race across 
the continents would be fac-
ing pandemic without any co-
ordinated support from WHO, 
an important UN institution. 
Further, it may also adversely 
affect the US position as the 
only Superpower on the earth.

During the post Cold War 
era, 1990  onwards, the US has 
been the only Superpower on 
the earth, but in recent years, it 
appears Washington is quietly 
abandoning its key- role in 
supervising the  vital issues 
related to maintaining global 
order. The decision to leave 
WHO, perhaps, indicates that 
the new rulers in Washington 
are adopting policies only for 
maintaining the US supremacy 
in the Western hemisphere, 
thus compromising its global 
agenda.

The implications of leaving 
the WHO should have been 
thoroughly examined by the 
American establishment. It 
is going to diminish the US 
role in the issues related to the 
health of mankind, especially 
when authoritarian countries 
like China are engaged in the 
development of viruses, which 
could cause diseases.

Being a person closely related 
to medical issues, most of my 
peers are aghast that the USA 
has decided to walk out from 
the WHO or the World Health 
Organization. The current situa-
tion is alarming, especially when 
the dreaded NIPAH, believed 
to be a successor of the Covid 
-19, is quietly expanding in Asia 
and Africa. Interestingly, a few 
symptoms of NIPAH adversely 
affecting lungs are being treated 
as the cases of pneumonia. Un-
fortunately, there are reports 
that many other countries are 
either withdrawing or becom-
ing neutral and have distanced 
from WHO.

Admittedly WHO has many 
inadequacies or shortcomings, 
but it is the only international 

forum which regulates the 
health issues, especially in the 
context of eruptions of pandem-
ics.It is very painful for such an 
organisation to die which has 
served millions of people around 
world in eradication of deadly  
diseases like, Polio, Small Pox, 
Ebola, Cholera and had played 
a key-role in tackling Covid-19.

It may be recalled that soon 
after the end of the World War-
II, the world powers had adopt-
ed a comprehensive approach 
towards the survival of the 
human race. Thuu, WHO was 
established in 1945 as a body of 
the United Nation (U.N.). Its 
task was specific, especially re-
lated to health issues and emer-
gencies. It is headquartered in 
Geneva, Switzerland, and has six 
regional offices and 150 field of-
fices worldwide. Only sovereign 
states are eligible to join, and it 
is the largest intergovernmen-
tal health organization at the 
international level. Its purpose 
has been to achieve the highest 
possible level of health for all the 
world’s people, defining health 
as “a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being 
and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity.” Its main 
functions include the task of 
controlling epidemic and en-
demic diseases; providing and 
improving the teaching and 
training in public health, the 
medical treatment of disease, 
and related matters; and pro-
moting the establishment of 
international standards for 
biological products.

Within three years of the 
establishment of the UN, 
WHO was established on 7 

April 1948, and formally began 
its work on 1 September 1948. 
It incorporated the assets, 
personnel, and duties of the 
League of Nations’ Health Or-
ganization and the Paris-based 
Office International d’Hygiène 
Publique, including the Inter-
national Classification of Dis-
eases (ICD). The agency’s work 
began in earnest in 1951 after 
a significant infusion of finan-
cial and technical resources. 
The WHO’s official mandate 
is to promote health and safety 
while helping the vulnerable 
societies worldwide. It pro-
vides technical assistance to 
countries, sets international 
health standards, collects data 
on global health issues, and 
serves as a forum for scientific 
or policy discussions related 
to health. Its official publica-
tion, the World Health Report, 
provides assessments of world-
wide health topics.

The WHO has played a 
leading role in several public 
health achievements, most 
notably the eradication of 
smallpox, the near-eradica-
tion of polio, and the devel-
opment of an Ebola vaccine. 
Its current priorities include 
communicable diseases, such 
as HIV/AIDS, Ebola, ma-
laria and tuberculosis; non-
communicable diseases such 
as heart disease and cancer; 
healthy diet, nutrition, and 
food security; occupational 
health; and substance abuse. 
The agency advocates for 
universal health care cover-
age, engagement with the 
monitoring of public health 
risks, coordinating responses 

to health emergencies, and 
promoting health and well-
being generally.

The WHO is governed by 
the World Health Assembly 
(WHA), which is composed 
of its 193 member states. The 
WHA elects and advises an 
executive board made up of 34 
health specialists; selects the 
WHO’s chief administrator, 
the director-general (currently 
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreye-
sus of Ethiopia) sets goals and 
priorities; and approves the 
budget and activities. The 
WHO is funded primarily by 
contributions from member 
states (both assessed and vol-
untary), followed by private 
donors.

A study published by Lan-
cet Global Health says that 
the stoppage or reduction of 
funding of Big Rich coun-
tries like USA, Britain etc to 
poor countries will cause the 
death of 2.2 crores people by 
2030. and these deaths are 
preventable by proper treat-
ment, mostly children below 
five years. In the last 20 years 
infant and children death has 
been reduced by 39 per cent 
and may again increase due 
to lack of funds for preven-
tion and treatment of many 
diseases.

International help by 
the rich countries helps in 
Vaccination programmes, 
HIV-AIDS, Malaria, T.B. 
treatment programmes. Ma-
ternal and Child Health Care 
programmes, prevention of 
epidemics etc.

Now coming to the latest 
threat of NIPAH Virus In-
fection and any outbreak will 
cause death and devastation 
as there is no specific treat-
ment or vaccine available like 
for COVID or other epidemic 
illness.

Nipah virus infection (NVI) 
is a zoonotic illness transmit-
ted to humans from animals 
through contaminated food or 
directly from one to another 
person. It mainly affects the 
brain, nervous system, lungs 
and may be Asymptomatic. 

With the weakening of the 

WHO, there is a worldwide 
concern that mankind will be 
able to face the menace of  the 
Nipah virus (NiV), believed to 
be manmade virus.

During his previous tenure 
US President Donald Trump 
had criticised the delayed in-
tervention of WHO in taking 
effective measures against Co-
vid -19. Being disenchanted by 
the performance of WHO, he 
has announced to leave the 
WHO. Instead, being the lead-
er of the earth’s only Super-
power, Trump was expected to 
announce corrective steps for 
improving its functioning. It 
cannot be denied that despite 
its inadequacies, the WHO pri-
oritizes research in key areas 
as well as monitors  outbreaks, 
and provides technical support 
to countries. Also, it works 
in preventing the spread of 
diseases through risk com-
munication, infection control 
guidance, and coordinating 
the development of vaccines 
and treatments for the high-
fatality diseases.

Nipah and WHO : In spite 
of the financial challenges, 
WHO has already taken ini-
tiative in managing Nipah 
Virus. It has begun surveil-
lance and monitoring NiV 
outbreaks globally, assessing 
risks to prevent international 
spread, particularly in South-
East Asia where outbreaks are 
more common.

The WHO assessment in 
February 2026 is that the 
global risk of NiV is to be 
low but emphasizes the need 
for continued vigilance. The 
prevention of its transmis-
sion, which often takes place 
from the direct contact with 
infected animals like bats, pigs 
or horses, or by consumption 
of fruits or fruit products like 
Raw date palm juice contami-
nated by infected fruit bats. 

A number of NIPi cases have 
been reported in Bangladesh, 
Malaysia, Philippines and Sin-
gapore. In India, two cases 
have been reported in Kolkata.

 The incubation period is 
the time from infection to 
symptoms on set varies from 

3-14 days or even longer. It 
may be asymptomatic and usu-
ally causes fever, headache 
confusions, involving the 
brain leading to convulsions 
or fits. Further, it may cause 
breathing problems, vomiting 
or diarrhoea. It has also been 
noticed that many among the 
survivals have also suffered 

neurological problems.
It is difficult to diagnose 

the infection unless adequate 
laboratory facilities were avail-
able to identify this man-made 
virus. The main test is real 
time polymerase chain reac-
tion (RT-PCR) of respiratory 
samples. The blood or C.S.F. 
ELISA may also detect it.

Till writing this text, there 
is no vaccine available in the 
market. However, there are 
media reports that China has 
already prepared a vaccine. 
It may not be surprising that 
initial reports indicate that 
the Chinese facility at Wuhan, 
where Covid -19 was born, 
the NIPAH virus too has been 
developed.

The Precautions : It is stat-
ed that prevention is always 
better than anything to be fol-
lowed for curing the disease. In 
this case, the risk factors may 
be taken care of by promoting 
awareness regarding the risk 
factors such as the prevention 
of transmission by decreasing 
Bat population, bat access to 
date palm and only fresh and 
healthy fruits should be taken.

The virus also spreads 
through human to human 
transmission, which could 
be avoided or by adhering to 
the strict protocols such as 
by proper handwashing and 
protective clothing and  gloves. 
The patients should be isolated 
or quarantined. 

It is hoped that President 
Donald Trump would be revis-
iting the decision to dissociate 
from WHO. It might also un-
dermine American influence 
in the geo-politics.

Dr.Sudha Rao, an  
anesthesiologist of repute, 

takes up their challenges in 
the public domain.

US Decision to Leave WHO Causes Worldwide Anxiety 

New Delhi: Cricket legend 
Sachin Tendulkar, along with 
his family and the family of his 
son’s fiancée Saaniya Chand-
hok, met Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi in New Delhi on 
Tuesday and personally invited 
him to the wedding of Arjun 
Tendulkar. 

Sachin posted about the 
moment on social media, ex-
pressing that the family was 
honoured to invite the Prime 
Minister and thanking him 
for his blessings and wise ad-
vice for the young couple. The 
meeting occurred before the 
wedding celebrations, which 
are reportedly planned to take 
place in Mumbai.

“We were honoured to invite 
Hon’ble Prime Minister Shri 
@narendramodi ji to Arjun 
and Saaniya’s wedding. Thank 
you, Modi ji, for your blessings 
and thoughtful advice for the 
young couple,” Sachin wrote 
on Instagram while sharing 
pictures of the entire family 
posing with the Prime Minister, 
and also a photo of Arjun and 
Saaniya with him. 

Arjun, son of the legendary 
cricketer, is set to marry Saa-
niya Chandhok, an entrepre-
neur and qualified veterinary 
technician. Earlier, sources had 
confirmed to IANS that the 
wedding festivities will begin 
on March 3 and the marriage 
will be an intimate affair at-

tended by close family mem-
bers and friends on March 5.

The couple reportedly got 
engaged in a private ceremony 
in August last year, with only 
close relatives and friends in at-
tendance. Saaniya Chandhok is 
a successful entrepreneur and 
the granddaughter of promi-
nent Mumbai businessman 
Ravi Ghai.`

Arjun, a fast bowler and a 
useful lower-order batter, is an 
active cricketer in the domestic 
setup as well as in the Indian 
Premier League. He made his 
Ranji Trophy debut for Goa in 
2022 and impressed by scoring 
a century in his maiden first-
class match. In the IPL, he was 
first bought by the Mumbai 
Indians in 2021 at his base 
price of Rs. 20 lakh, though 
an injury ruled him out that 
season.

Mumbai Indians picked 
him up again at the IPL 2022 
auction for Rs. 30 lakh. Arjun 
made his IPL debut in 2023 
against the Kolkata Knight 
Riders and claimed his first 
wicket against Sunrisers Hy-
derabad by dismissing Bhu-
vneshwar Kumar in a winning 
effort. He went on to take two 
more wickets that season and 
was retained by the Mumbai 
Indians for the 2024 campaign. 

Ahead of the 2026 season, 
he was traded to the Lucknow 
Super Giants.

NIPAH Virus Spread

Sachin Tendulkar 
Meets PM Modi with 
Family, Invites Him to 
Son Arjun’s Wedding

ARUN KUMAR RAO
Bengaluru

Happiest Minds Technolo-
gies Limited (NSE: HAPP-
STMNDS) reported a sharp 
acceleration in growth for the 
third quarter ended December 
31, 2025, with consolidated 
revenues rising 10.7 per cent 
year-on-year to Rs 587 crore, 
driven by strong deal closures 
and increasing traction of its 
AI-led offerings. The company 
delivered an EBITDA margin 
of 20.4 per cent, underlining 
disciplined execution and op-
erating efficiency even as in-
vestments in next-generation 
capabilities continue.

The quarter marked a stra-

tegic inflection point for the 
company as it rolled out “AI 
First. Agile Always.”, posi-
tioning AI as the core driver 
of future growth and value cre-
ation. The strategy, launched as 
Happiest Minds’ 11th strategic 
transformation, is anchored by 
11 focused programs aimed at 
embedding AI deeply across 
solutions, delivery, and opera-
tions.

Ashok Soota, Chairman & 
Chief Mentor, said address-

ing Press conference  the mo-
mentum around AI adoption 
is already visible across the 
organisation and in customer 
engagements. “What some see 
as turbulence in global software 
markets, we see as an opportu-
nity. AI is not a threat to Hap-
piest Minds; it is a powerful 
growth catalyst. Our AI First 
transformation is progressing 
well, and we expect this to ac-
celerate our growth trajectory,” 
he said.

ARUN KUMAR RAO
Bengaluru

In a hall filled with quiet courage 
and unspoken resilience, the 
Organization for Rare Diseases 
India (ORDI) hosted a moving 
press conference ahead of its 
flagship awareness run, Race-
for7, scheduled for February 
22. But this was more than an 
announcement of an event. It 
was a call — urgent, heartfelt, 
and impossible to ignore.

Rare diseases affect over 
300 million people worldwide 
and more than 70 million in 
India. Yet for many families, 
the journey begins not with a 
diagnosis, but with confusion. 
Years of unanswered questions. 
Endless hospital visits. Mounting 
bills. And the silent fear of the 
unknown.

At the press conference, pa-
tients and caregivers stood not as 
statistics, but as stories. Stories 
of children misdiagnosed for 
years. Of parents selling assets 
to afford imported therapies. 
Of young adults navigating life 
with conditions few doctors have 
even encountered. Their voices 
trembled at times, but their mes-

sage was clear: rare should never 
mean invisible.

Turning Awareness into 
Action- Prasanna Shirol, Co-
founder and Executive Director 
of ORDI, spoke with conviction 
about the need to move beyond 
symbolic gestures.

“India has made progress in 
awareness and evolving poli-
cies for rare diseases,” he said, 
“but now the focus must shift 
to structured, sustained action. 
Patients need timely diagnosis, 
comprehensive supportive care, 
and equitable access to therapies 
— regardless of geography or 
affordability. Equitable access 
must be the standard of care, 

not a privilege.”
Through initiatives like Race-

for7, ORDI has been building 
a people’s movement — one 
that unites patients, doctors, 
researchers, corporates, and citi-
zens in solidarity. Each step tak-
en during the run represents the 
7,000+ known rare diseases and 
the millions of lives intertwined 
with them. Science, Policy and 
the Promise of India- Dr. Meen-
akshi Bhat, Head–Director at 
the Centre for Human Genetics 
(CHG), Karnataka, reflected on 
how the landscape has begun to 
shift since the National Policy for 
Rare Diseases was announced 
in 2021.

Kavita Sharma
New Delhi

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital has 
successfully completed a series 
of robotic-telesurgeries using 
the state-of-the-art Mizzo Endo 
4000 robotic surgical system, 
surgeries were performed by 
surgeons operating from Vapi, 
Gujarat, to treat patients at Sir 
Ganga Ram Hospital located 
over 1,200 kilometres away, 
highlighting a new dimension 
of surgical collaboration in India.

The hospital’s expert team 
accomplished four complex 

procedures across urology and 
general surgery within just 24 
hours with ultra-low latency. 
The procedures were performed 
with exceptional real-time pre-
cision, seamless control, and 

uncompromised 
safety. The sur-
gical team in-
cluded Dr.Vipin 
Tyagi-Senior 
Consultant, 
who worked as 
a Robotic Coor-
dinator, Dr Ajay 
Sharma, Senior 
Consultant, 

Dr.Tarun Mittal Senior Con-
sultant, Dr Anmol Ahuja Con-
sultant, Dr Ashish Dey-Senior 
Consultant, and Dr. Mukund 
Khaitan-Senior Consultant

Dr. Ajay Swaroop, who serves 

as Chairman, Board of Manage-
ment of Sir Ganga Ram Hos-
pital recognized the achieve-
ment by stating, “This reflects 
our unwavering commitment 
to combining medical excellence 
with advanced technology to 
make quality healthcare more 
accessible.

Dr. Jaysree Sood, Vice Chair-
person, Board of Management, 
said, “By integrating digital con-
nectivity with elinical expertise, 
our team provides high-quality 
surgical treatment to patients 
who normally have difficulty 
accessing special medical care.”

Happiest Minds’ growth accelerates to 10.7% 
y-o-y; Q3 revenues hit `587 cr as AI-led deal 
momentum strengthens margins
EBITDA margin at a robust 
20.4%; ‘AI First. Agile Always.’ 
strategy begins translating into 
scalable growth

One Run, Seven Thousand Stories, 
A Million Reasons for Hope

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital makes history with Robotic Telesurgeries across 1200 kilometres 

Over 1.77 cr tour-
ists visited J&K 
in 2025, Including 
36,000 foreigners: 
Govt

FW Desk
Srinagar

More than 1.77 crore tourists 
visited Jammu and Kash-
mir in 2025, including over 
36,000 foreign nationals, 
the government informed 
the Legislative Assembly on 
Saturday.

In a written response to 
a query by MLA Hasnain 
Masoodi, the Tourism De-
partment said a total of 
1,77,65,390 tourists visited 
the Union Territory between 
January 1 and December 31, 
2025. Of these, 36,410 were 
international visitors, while 
1,77,28,980 were domestic 
tourists. The government 
said it has not fixed specific 
targets for tourist arrivals in 
2026 but noted that continu-
ous promotional campaigns 
and development initiatives 
are being undertaken to 
boost both domestic and 
foreign tourism. On the re-
sumption of international 
flights from Srinagar airport, 
the department said the air-
port is fully equipped with 
immigration, customs, secu-
rity, and passenger-handling 
infrastructure. However, the 
launch of international flight 
operations depends on the 
operational and commercial 
decisions of airlines. The gov-
ernment said the airport is 
ready to handle international 
services whenever airlines 
decide to commence opera-
tions. Responding to a sepa-
rate query on the Home Stay 
Programme, the department 
said the initiative has been 
largely successful in increas-
ing accommodation capacity, 
creating local employment, 
and promoting community 
participation in tourism. In 
view of its positive outcomes, 
the programme is likely to be 
extended to more potential 
areas.


