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Lebanon urges
Tehran to ‘stop
interference’

DIBBINE

Lebanese President Joseph
Aoun urged Iran not to
interfere in his country in an
interview broadcast on Friday,
also telling the Tehran-backed
Hezbollah that diplomacy was
the only solution to the conflict
with Israel. » PAGE 14

Nicobar project
meant to benefit
Adani, says Rahul

NEW DELHI

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi
on Friday alleged that the
BJP’s claim that the Great
Nicobar Island project is a
strategic one is a “lie”, aimed at
helping industrialist Gautam
Adani. » PAGE 4

Bihar police book
educator ‘Khan
Sir’ in firing case

PATNA

Patna-based educator and
YouTuber Faisal Khan,
popularly known as “Khan Sir”,
was booked by the police on
Friday and questioned over a
firing episode in Patna earlier
this week. » PAGE 5

GDP growth estimated
at 7.7% in 2025-26: govt.

Provisional estimates are slightly higher than the 76% growth projected in February; growth in Q4

stands at 7.8%; PM Modi says the figures show the success of reforms and the hard work of Indians

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan
NEW DELHI

he growth in India’s
T gross domestic pro-

duct (GDP) has
been estimated at 7.7% in
2025-26, according to data
released by the govern-
ment on Friday, compared
with 7.1% in the previous fi-
nancial year of 2024-25.
GDP growth in the fourth
quarter of 2025-26 stood at
7.8%.

According to the data re-
leased by the Ministry of
Statistics and Programme
Implementation, the provi-
sional estimates of GDP
growth in 202526 are
slightly higher than the
7.6% growth estimated in
February 2026.

The data comes at a
time when Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) Governor San-
jay Malhotra, while an-
nouncing the Monetary
Policy Committee’s deci-
sions, said that GDP
growth for 2026-27 was ex-
pected to slow to 6.6%.

‘Fair estimates’
In the press conference on
the GDP data, Chief Eco-
nomic Advisor V. Anantha
Nageswaran said that the
RBI’'s assessment on
growth and inflation
“seems fair estimates” and
that he didn’t see the need
to second-guess them.
“GDP growth rate of

Stronger estimate

India’s GDP is estimated to grow by 7.7% in 2025-26, slightly
faster than the 7.6% estimated in February 2026. In the chart
below, the bars show annual GDP estimates (in ¥ lakh crore) and
the circles indicate growth rates at constant prices (in %).
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7.7% in FY 202526 and
7.8% in Q4 of FY 2025-26
reflect the inherent
strength of our economy,
the success of reforms and
the hard work of 140 crore
Indians,” Prime Minister
Narendra Modi said on X
following the data release.
“We shall leave no stone
unturned to further ‘Ease
of Living, ‘Ease of Doing
Business’ and increase op-
portunities for our youth.”

Finance Minister Nirma-
la Sitharaman, on X, em-
phasised that manufactur-
ing, trade, repair, hotels,
transport, communication
& services related to broad-
casting, storage and finan-
cial, real estate and profes-
sional services sectors hit

double-digit growth at
both constant and current
prices in 2025-26.

Figures for FY25 and FY26 are
First Revised Estimate (FRE) and
Provisional Estimate (PE)respectively.

Growth in 2026-27 is
expected to slow due
to the pressure on
demand and the
price levels exerted
by the crisis in West
Asia, economists say

Earlier this year, the go-
vernment also updated the
base year of the GDP data
to 2022-23 and improved
its methodology.

The data shows that the
manufacturing sector is es-
timated to have grown at
10.7% in 2025-26 as com-
pared to 9.3% in the first
revised estimates for 2024-
25. However, in Q4 of 2025-
26, the sector grew at 7.3%,
as opposed to 11.8% in the
same quarter of the pre-
vious year.

The “trade, repair, ho-
tels, transport, communi-
cation & services related to
broadcasting and storage”
sector similarly saw its
growth estimate quicken to
11% in 2025-26 from 6.6% in
2024-25. In Q4, the sector
accelerated to 12.4% from
6.3% in Q4 of 2024-25.

The agriculture sector,
however, is expected to see
growth slowing to 3% in
2025-26 from 4.2% in the
previous year, with growth
in Q4 slowing to 3.6% from
3.8% in the fourth quarter
of 2024-25.

Notably, the data also
shows that the growth of
private final consumption
expenditure (PFCE) is esti-
mated to have quickened
to 7.7% in 202526 from
5.8% in the previous year.

Asset creation and in-
vestment, in the form of
gross fixed capital forma-
tion (GFCF), is also estimat-
ed to have grown 8.2% in
202526 from 6.4% in
2024-25.

Looking ahead, econo-
mists across the board, ho-
wever, have warned that
growth in 2026-27 could
slow due to the pressure
on demand and price le-
vels being exerted by the
crisis in West Asia, as well
as the possibility of a low-
er-than-normal monsoon.

NO LTCG TAX ON FIIS
» PAGE 13

Karnataka CM Shivakumar
inaugurates sixth edition
of The Hindu Huddle

The Hindu Bureau
BENGALURU

Karnataka Chief Minister
D. K. Shivakumar on Friday
described Bengaluru as
“the biggest talent pool in
Asia”, highlighting the ci-
ty’s vast reserve of IT pro-
fessionals, engineers, nurs-
es, and other skilled
workers who contribute to
economies across the
world.

He said Bengaluru re-
mains one of the safest ci-
ties to live and work in.

Speaking at the inaugu-
ration of the sixth edition
of The Hindu Huddle at the
Taj West End in Bengaluru,
he said the event marked
his first inauguration since
assuming office.

The Hindu Huddle -
themed “A World in Transi-
tion” — curated by The Hin-
du’s Opinion Editor, Na-
rayan Lakshman, brought
together heads of govern-
ment, diplomats, policy-
makers, thought leaders,
experts from diverse fields
and members of the arts
and entertainment indus-
try to discuss major geo-
political, economic, techn-
ological, and  social
changes shaping the world
today.

The distinguished line-
up of speakers included
Jammu & Kashmir Chief
Minister Omar Abdullah,
former Union Minister and
Rajya Sabha member Jai-
ram Ramesh, Chinese Am-

THE HINDU A

7

Karnataka Chief Minister D.K. Shivakumar with The Hindu’s Opinion
Editor, Narayan Lakshman, at the inauguration of The Hindu Huddle
in Bengaluru on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

bassador Xu Feihong, Eu-
ropean Union Ambassador
Hervé Delphin, former Fo-
reign Secretary and former
Indian Ambassador to U.S.
and China Nirupama Rao,
and Australian High Com-
missioner Philip Green.

‘Steadfast commitment’
Praising The Hindu for its
commitment to indepen-
dent journalism, Mr. Shiva-
kumar said, “You write his-
tory, we believe in making
history.”

Commending the new-
spaper’s editorial integrity,
he added that The Hindu
had remained steadfast
despite political and go-
vernmental pressures, say-
ing, “You have not moved a
budge with any political or
government  pressures.
Your pen is very straight.”

On Bengaluru’s global
image, the Chief Minister
said, “While California has
13 lakh IT professionals,

Bengaluru has 26 lakh IT
professionals. Karnataka
produces 13,940 doctors,
over a lakh engineers and
1.2 nurses every year. We
export the best of the ta-
lent to the rest of the
world. A few months ago
when I was in Davos, eve-
ryone said they find the
best talent pool in India on-
ly in Bengaluru.”
Indicating this did not
happen overnight, Mr. Shi-
vakumar said even during
the times of Jawaharlal
Nehru, key Public Sector
Units like Indian Space Re-
search Organisation (IS-
RO), Hindustan Aeronaut-
ics Limited (HAL),
Hindustan Machine Tools
(HMT) and Bharat Elec-
tronics Limited (BEL) apart
from Indian Institute of
Management (IIM) were
started in Bengaluru.

REPORTS ON
» PAGES 8 &9

Three Kukis shot dead in
Manipur, houses torched;
CM condemns the attack

The Hindu Bureau
GUWAHATI

Unidentified gunmen
killed three Kuki villagers,
including a woman, and
torched seven houses in
Kangpokpi district of Mani-
pur around 4 a.m. on
Friday.

The incident occurred
in Loibol Khullen, a village
in the Kuki-dominated dis-
trict’s  Saitu-Gamphazol
subdivision.

The Kuki Inpi Manipur
(KIM), the apex body of the
Kuki community in Mani-
pur, accused members of
the National Socialist
Council of Nagalim (NSCN)
and its “proxy”, the Kam-
son faction of the Zelian-
grong United Front.

The NSCN is also re-
ferred to as the Isak-Mui-
vah faction of the National
Socialist Council of Naga-
land. The Naga groups
have not yet reacted to the
allegation.

“This reprehensible act
of violence has resulted in
the tragic killing of three
innocent civilians — Letk-
hongam Haokip, his wife
Tinmary Haokip, and Jang-
minlal Haokip — while se-
ven houses were reduced
to ashes and substantial

CM
K

Security personnel stand guard
in Imphal. FILE PHOTO/AFP

damage was inflicted upon
civilian properties,” the
KIM said in a statement
condemning the attack.

“The deliberate killing
of innocent persons and
the destruction of homes
and livelihoods constitute
a serious violation of hu-
man dignity and funda-
mental human rights. The
deliberate targeting of civi-
lians and the destruction
of homes can never be jus-
tified under any circum-
stances,” it said.

The KIM urged the
Centre and the security
agencies to probe the inci-
dent, apprehend the per-
petrators, and ensure that
justice is delivered without
delay.

Condemning the attack,
the Kuki-Zo Council said

that the continued atroci-
ties against the Kuki-Zo pe-
ople have reaffirmed the
legitimacy of the demand
for a separate
administration.

‘Expedite solution’

“We, therefore, call upon
the Government of India to
expedite a political solu-
tion to our long-standing
demands so that the Kuki-
Zo people may live in
peace, security, and digni-
ty, like every other citizen
of India,” it said in a
statement.

Manipur Chief Minister
Yumnam Khemchand
Singh condemned the
“brutal” and “cowardly”
attack that resulted in the
killing of three civilians.

He instructed the auth-
orities to apprehend the
perpetrators at the earliest
and to enhance security in
vulnerable areas.

Friday’s attack came
less than 24 hours after the
All Naga Students’ Associa-
tion, Manipur, launched a
march from Ukhrul to a vil-
lage in Kangpokpi district
to meet the families of six
Naga men who have been
missing since soon after
three church leaders were
killed on May 13.

Restoring habitat
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Pelicans at Amber Cheruvu in Hyderabad on Friday. The Hyderabad Disaster Response and Asset Protection Agency’s efforts to restore the

lake appear to be working. HYDRAA has removed sludge and installed fences to curb pollution and protect biodiversity. NAGARA GOPAL

CBSE seeks hacker’s aid to fix security gaps

Maitri Porecha
NEW DELHI

The Central Board of Se-
condary Education (CBSE)
invited ethical hacker Ni-
sarga Adhikary, 19, this
week for meetings with an
Indian Institute of Technol-
ogy (IIT) expert team to
flag security gaps in its IT
ecosystem.

Mr. Adhikary last month

reported “critical vulnera-
bilities” in the portal that
stores sensitive student da-
ta. The CBSE had earlier
denied any breach in its da-
ta security.

“It is very important to
admit that there is a

breach, but earlier CBSE
was not properly advised
on how to deal with the sit-
uation. On the contrary,
when the JEE (Advanced)

portal had a minor breach,
we admitted the flaw and
fixed it,” a member of the
IIT expert team said.

Top cybersecurity ex-
perts from the IIT, Madras
and Kanpur, including
their respective Directors,
camped at the CBSE head-
quarters in New Delhi for
nearly two weeks starting
May 24 to fix the IT
ecosystem.

Sources said the expert
team worked 16 to 18 hours
every day to patch vulnera-
bilities.

The team found that the
OSM portal developed by
COEMPT Eduteck had “a
lot of vulnerabilities”, in-
cluding “seven to eight”
critical ones.

FULL STORY ON
» PAGE 4

Pressure on
Modi to limit
India-Russia
ties: Putin

Press Trust of India
ST. PETERSBURG

Western pressure on Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to
scale back India’s engage-
ment with Russia will harm
global stability, Russian
President Vladimir Putin
said on Thursday.

“Everyone has under-
stood that putting pressure
on Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi (and India) that
has the largest population
in the world, is detrimental
for international relations
and for bilateral relations.
It doesn’t matter where
this pressure comes from,”
he said.

Calling India a “reliable”
strategic partner, Mr. Putin
said India’s growth has not
“come out of the blue” but
was an outcome of the
hard work done under Mr.
Modi’s leadership. The re-
marks came against the
backdrop of Western capi-
tals expressing unease ov-
er India-Russia relations
and the oil trade
amid the Uk-
raine war.
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32,267 crore for Kumbh land

The Maharashtra government on Friday
approved 32,267 crore for the acquisition of
191.21 acres of land for temporary township
(Sadhu Gram) project for the 2027
Nashik-Trimbakeshwar Kumbh Mela. The
government warned that diversion of the Kumbh
project-linked funds for any other purpose would
be treated as a serious financial irregularity
inviting action against those responsible. The
Urban Development Department issued a
government resolution (GR) sanctioning 32,267
crore for acquisition of the land reserved within
the civic corporation limits that will house seers

and religious akharas. en

BJD criticises Centre for delay

in approval of highway project

The Biju Janata Dal (BJD) on Friday criticised the
Centre for delaying and altering the Odisha
Coastal Highway Project, which was announced
in 2015. Reacting to the approval by the Union
Cabinet for coastal highway between Rameshwar
and Paradip connecting Konark, the BJD said the
8,301 crore project was approved after a long
wait of 11 years. The regional party observed the
Centre completely disregarded the hopes and
aspirations of the people of Odisha, stating that
the project is not merely a road project but a

Suvendu heads to Delhi as
suspense over allocation
of portfolios continues

Thirty-five Ministers await portfolios as allocation gets deferred again; Adhikari continues to hold

charge of 42 departments; govt. keen on ensuring smooth execution of Central projects: official

Shiv Sahay Singh
KOLKATA

he allocation of
I portfolios to 35
newly inducted Mi-

nisters in West Bengal was
deferred for the second
time on Friday, fuelling
speculation of last-minute
consultations within the
BJP leadership as Chief Mi-
nister Suvendu Adhikari
left for Delhi.

West Bengal BJP presi-
dent Samik Bhattacharya is
already in the national cap-
ital. A total of 35 BJP MLAs
took oath as Ministers at
Lok Bhavan in Kolkata on
June 1. Among them, 13
were sworn in as Cabinet
Ministers, three as Minis-
ters of State with indepen-
dent charge, and 19 as Mi-
nisters of State. The
allocation of portfolios to
these Ministers was initial-
ly scheduled for Wednes-
day and was later post-
poned to Friday.

After the BJP stormed to
power in West Bengal on

e el

West Bengal Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari (centre) planting a

sapling on World Environment Day in Kolkata on Friday. ANI

ters was administered the
oath of office on May 9.

Ministerial portfolios

Mr. Adhikari and five Cabi-
net Ministers - Dilip Ghosh,
Agnimitra Paul, Nisith Pra-
manik, Ksudiram Tudu
and Ashok Kirtania - were
sworn in at Kolkata’s Bri-
gade Parade Ground.
These five Ministers were
allocated portfolios and
the Chief Minister conti-
nues to hold charge of 42

Prominence was given
to geographical, ethnic
and gender considerations
while selecting the 35 Mi-
nisters. Efforts were made
to ensure representation
for every region and dis-
trict in the State Council of
Ministers. Seven members
of the Council of Ministers
are women and 10 are
MLAs from north Bengal.

Key faces sworn in as
Cabinet Ministers on June 1
included Tapas Roy, Swa-

Mukherjee, Arjun Singh
and Jagannath Chatterjee,
all first-time MLAs elected
on a BJP ticket. Sankar
Ghosh, Deepak Burman,
Manoj Oraon and Gouri
Shankar Ghosh, who were
elected to the Assembly for
a second term, were also
sworn in as Cabinet
Ministers.

Focus on infra

The Chief Minister’s visit to
Delhi comes at a time
when the State govern-
ment is focusing on infras-
tructure development and
industrial expansion. Mr.
Bhattacharya is in New
Delhi to apprise the party’s
Central leadership about
the government’s policy to
attract fresh investments.
“The government is keen
on ensuring smooth execu-
tion of Central projects
while creating a favourable
environment for industries
and investments. These
are expected to figure pro-
minently with the Central
leadership,” an official told

12 hospitalised after
ammonia leak at
ice plant in Kerala

The Hindu Bureau
KOCHI

As many as 12 people were
hospitalised after com-
plaining of uneasiness and
breathing difficulties fol-
lowing an ammonia leak at
a private ice plant at Mu-
nambam in Ernakulam dis-
trict of Kerala on Friday.
The leak, which oc-
curred at the plant near
the mini fishing harbour by
noon, was brought under
control by fire and rescue
services personnel from
North Paravur in an opera-
tion that lasted two hours.
The accident occurred
as a slab from the sunshade
of the building fell over the
ammonia receiver tank at
the plant and damaged a
valve, an officer with the
fire station said. Liquid am-
monia is a commonly used
refrigerant in ice plants.
Three workers at the
plant and a few residents
reported breathing difficul-
ties as the gas spread
around. Some suffered a
burning sensation in their
eyes. All of them were
rushed to a primary health
centre nearby, and a young
woman with a history of
asthma had to be shifted to
the Taluk Hospital in Para-
vur. All of them were dis-

Pallippuram panchayat
president E.K. Jayan said
residents of houses behind
the plant were affected the
most. “Luckily, children
were at school. Residents
near the plant have been
advised to stay elsewhere
for a day as a precaution-
ary step. The police and
the Fire and Rescue Servic-
es department have sug-
gested an emergency
meeting to discuss better
safety measures as the con-
gested area houses several
ice plants. An emergency
exit towards the main road
has to be ensured from the
locality,” he said.

“Ammonia leaks are re-
ported from ice plants oc-
casionally. The frequency
of such incidents had come
down in recent years due
to stricter compliance with
safety norms,” a fire and
rescue official said.

“As soon as the leakage
occurred, teams of police
and fire force as well as
elected representatives
and doctors from the prim-
ary health centre rushed to
the spot. Ambulance facili-
ty was also arranged
promptly,” an officer with
the Munambam police
said.

He added that no case
had been registered over

*c E’JSSL% . Cong. nominee files papers tor RS bypoll; ' Dalit worker hung in g;g?nﬁllfgwrs
deporation | Left parties object to his claim on alliance well, thrashed over  (.ngidates for
of five women motor theft suspicion | Bihar election

Press Trust of India
NEW DELHI

The Supreme Court on Fri-
day ordered status quo on
the deportation of five wo-
men while agreeing to hear
their petitions challenging
the orders declaring them
foreigners who allegedly
entered into Assam.

A Bench of Justices Vik-
ram Nath and V Mohana
was hearing five separate
pleas challenging orders of
the Gauhati High Court.

In its order passed on
two pleas, the Bench said
the petitioners, if they were
in detention, be not deport-
ed till the next date of hear-
ing on July 16. The High
Court had rejected the
pleas filed by the petition-
ers seeking quashing of the
orders passed by the Fo-
reigners Tribunal declaring
them foreigners who had il-
legally entered India.

The apex court sought
responses from the Centre
and Assam government.

The Hindu Bureau
CHENNAI

The Congress nominee for
the Rajya Sabha byelection
from Tamil Nadu, Praveen
Chakravarty, filed his nom-
ination before Returning
Officer P. Thenmozhi at the
Secretariat in Chennai on
Friday.

Mr. Chakravarty was ac-
companied by Chief Minis-
ter C. Joseph Vijay, a few
Ministers and former Un-
ion Finance Minister P. Chi-
dambaram. His candida-
ture was proposed by Mr.
Vijay, Ministers N. Anand,
Aadhav Arjuna, S. Keertha-
na, Vanni Arasu, A.M.
Shahjahan, S. Rajesh Ku-
mar and P. Viswanathan,
and MLAs Tharahai Cuthb-
ert and Y.N. Jamal Mo-
hammed Younoos.

Mr. Chakravarty
thanked Mr. Vijay, Leader
of the Opposition in the
Lok Sabha Rahul Gandhi,
and Congress president
Mallikarjun Kharge for giv-
ing him the opportunity to
contest the byelection.

Praveen Chakravarty

He said he would reflect
the sentiments of the peo-
ple of Tamil Nadu in the
Rajya Sabha and take up is-
sues concerning the State.
Apart from Mr. Chakravar-
ty, four Independents — K.
Padmarajan, Agni Aalwar,
P. Jayakumar, and Tamil-
selvan Selvamani — have
filed their nominations, as
of Friday.

In a blow to the Con-
gress, CPI(M) State secre-
tary P. Shanmugam and
CPI State secretary M. Vee-
rapandian on Friday ob-
jected to the claim made

by Mr. Chakravarty that he
had been nominated as the
candidate of the Tamil Na-
du Social Justice Progres-
sive Alliance, comprising
the TVK, the Congress, the
VCK, the IUML, the CPI,
and the CPI(M).

Following his nomina-
tion, Mr. Chakravarty
claimed in a social media
post that he enjoyed the
support of all parties asso-
ciated with the TVK.

‘No one approached us’
Reacting to the post, Mr.
Shanmugam said no one
had approached the CPI
(M) regarding the forma-
tion of the Tamil Nadu So-
cial Justice Progressive Al-
liance. “No one has
discussed an alliance with
us or sought our support
for forming one. We have
already explained the rea-
sons for extending outside
support to the TVK govern-
ment,” Mr. Shanmugam
said, describing Mr. Chak-
ravarty’s statement as “au-
dacious”. Mr. Veerapan-
dian, meanwhile, said Mr.

Chakravarty’s claim was
unacceptable to the CPIL.

‘Politically wrong’

“It is politically wrong to
include the names of the
two Left parties without
any consultation on the
formation of an alliance. It
is condemnable,” Mr. Vee-
rapandian said.

Mr. Veerapandian noted
that the Left parties had
contested and won the
election as part of the
DMK:-led Secular Progres-
sive Alliance.

“We decided to extend
outside support to the TVK
government to respect the
people’s verdict and pre-
vent the Governor from ex-
ploiting the situation. We
remain firm in that deci-
sion. We are not part of the
alliance mentioned by Mr.
Chakravarty,” he said.

When asked whether
the CPI continued to be a
part of the DMK-led al-
liance, Mr. Veerapandian
said his party remained a
constituent of the Secular
Progressive Alliance.

The Hindu Bureau
GURUGRAM

A 32-year-old man from a
Scheduled Caste communi-
ty was allegedly beaten up
and hung upside down in a
well by a group of upper
caste men in Haryana’s
Hansi district on suspicion
of stealing a motor pump
from an agricultural field,
police said on Friday.

The victim, Baru, a resi-
dent of Sorkhi village,
works as a steel gate and
door fabricator. In his state-
ment to police, he said the
assault took place on June 1
around 12.30 p.m. while he
was travelling from Sorkhi
to Bhatol village.

According to the FIR, Mr.
Baru had stopped near the
fields of a man named Su-
rendra after suffering sto-
mach pain and loose mo-
tion. There, he was
confronted by Deepak, Pa-
wan, Joga, Pawan Mandasa
and Surendra along with a
few other unidentified men

who are all residents of
Sorkhi.

‘Forced to confess’
The group allegedly ac-
cused him of stealing a mo-
tor pump, then beat him
with sticks, and also resort-
ed to kicks and punches.
Mr. Baru alleged that Suren-
dra recorded a video on his
mobile phone as the men
tied him with a rope, hung
him upside down in a well,
and tried to force a confes-
sion. He said they threa-
tened to kill him if he re-
ported the incident.
Fearing for his life, Mr. Baru
did not disclose the assault.
On June 4, he ap-
proached the Civil Hospital
in Hansi due to severe pain
and was admitted by the
doctors. He gave his state-
ment to police on June 5.
Based on his complaint, a
case has been registered at
Bas police station on charg-
es of attempt to murder,
wrongful restraint and cri-
minal intimidation.

The Hindu Bureau
PATNA

The ruling National Demo-
cratic Alliance (NDA) in Bi-
har on Friday announced
names of eight candidates,
four each from the Bharati-
ya Janata Party (BJP) and Ja-
nata Dal (United), for the
biennial State Legislative
Council poll scheduled to
be held on June 18.

First, it was JD(U) which
announced names of Nish-
ant Kumar, son of former
Chief Minister Nitish Ku-
mar, Bharti Mehta, Shivani
Devi Prajapati and Lalan
Prasad as the party’s candi-
dates for the upcoming poll.
Hours later, ally BJP too an-
nounced names of party
candidates Sanjay Mayukh,
Pawan Singh, Anil Kumar
Thakur and Sheela Pandit.

Of the total 10 seats going
to the poll, five seats are
held by the JD(U), two each
by the BJP and the Rashtriya
Janata Dal and one by the
Congress.

Desert villagers in Rajasthan turn to traditional ingenuity to beat intense heat, water scarcity

Mohammed Igbal
PUGAL (BIKANER)

Families residing in Rajas-
than’s Thar Desert are fac-
ing the ongoing heatwave
with adaptations to cope
with high temperature, wa-
ter scarcity and the diffi-
cult geographical condi-
tions. The villagers of the
region are used to facing
the blistering heat every
year, and the mercury has
crossed 46 degrees Celcius
in Bikaner district this
time.

The source of water for
the rural households and
agricultural fields in the re-
gion is mainly the Indira
Gandhi Canal, considered
the lifeline of the Thar Des-
ert as it brings the Hima-
layan waters.

Pugal marks the geo-
graphical bridge where the
main canal’s primary feed-
er line ends and its down-
stream path continues into

Jaisalmer district, with a
256-km section heading to-
wards Mohangarh.

The present heatwave,
partly attributed to climate
change, has put immense
pressure on the local agrar-
ian economy and liveli-
hood of farmers, peasants
and agricultural labourers.
Though the canal feeds an
extensive local network of
distributaries, the shortage
of water persists during
summer.

Livestock needs

“The severe heatwave con-
ditions have disturbed the
regular schedule of our fa-
mily. Half of our daytime is
spent in arranging water
for our livestock. We were
planning to sow the seeds
of kharif crops, but it will
not be possible until we get
sufficient water in our farm
pond,” Maroof Khan, 18, a
resident of Ramai village,
22 km away from Pugal,

told The Hindu.

Water from the canal
supports water-intensive
crops like wheat, mustard
and cotton, boosting the
local economy and agricul-
ture-based livelihoods. Lo-
cal pumping stations and a
vast network of minor dis-
tributaries help mitigate
drought in the desert tehsil
of Pugal, but the 45-day
closure of the canal for
scheduled maintenance
has created difficulties for
the villagers in the isolated
rural settlements.

Deepanker Sharma, Ex-
ecutive Engineer, Indira
Gandhi Canal Project, Bi-
kaner, said the canal’s clo-
sure was necessitated be-
cause of its dilapidated
condition, which had led
to seepage of water. The
closure is a regular opera-
tive procedure for
maintenance.

“The works were car-
ried out efficiently this

|
near Pugal. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

year and the water flow
has been restored from Ha-
rike Barrage in Punjab. The
average flow at present is
10,000 cusecs against the
canal’s maximum capacity
of 18,000 cusecs,” Mr.
Sharma said. The water
has been released first to
resolve the drinking water
shortages in Pugal, Dan-

Former sarpanch Siddharth Singh Bhati at the Indira Gandhi Canal

taur and Aduri distributar-
ies, with irrigation sche-
dules for the kharif crops
of groundnuts, moong,
moth and cotton to follow.
The canal’s closure has af-
fected cattle, industrial us-
age and Army canton-
ments along the
India-Pakistan border.
Though the moderate rains

and dust storms caused by
western disturbance
brought a temporary re-
prieve to the people in the
region last week, the in-
tense summer heat conti-
nues to affect normal life
and batter the desert
region.

Damage control steps
The desert inhabitants
have devised several meth-
ods to cope with high tem-
perature and minimise its
impact on their food, cattle
and the daily routine. “The
thatched roof of our house
traps air to provide natural
insulation. When we sprin-
kle water on it, the temper-
ature of the interior de-
creases during hot days,”
Mr. Khan said.

Some of the houses in
the village have walls built
with a combination of cow
dung and clay, which cuts
the heat intake. Besides,
drip irrigation in the field

saves water and ensures
soil moisture for longer
durations.

Agricultural labourer
Kailash Meghwal, 24, in Ra-
mai village, working on 50-
bigha land, said he had
grown the drought-resis-
tant jowar (sorghum) crop
on a small piece of land as
fodder for a cow and half-a-
dozen goats reared by his
family. The limited quanti-
ty of water available after
the restoration of canal has
helped in irrigating the
crop and meeting the hou-
sehold needs.

Former Pugal sarpanch
Siddharth Singh Bhati,
functioning as the village
panchayat’s administrator
since his term ended in
2025, said the canal water
had percolated into the
ground and led to a rise in
the groundwater table in
the areas around the pan-
chayat headquarters, pro-
viding an additional source

of irrigation. “Several
farmers have dug wells in
their fields and found good
quality water at a reasona-
ble depth,” Mr. Bhati said.

Uptick in work

The heatwave has also led
to an increase in the de-
mand for work under the
Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Gua-
rantee Scheme
(MGNREGS). Pugal Block
Development Officer Gopa
Ram said the work allotted
to the villagers had helped
strengthen the local eco-
nomy and reduced the im-
pact of agrarian distress.
“The Pugal Panchayat
Samiti comprises as many
as 97 villages. Besides the
regular work, we have ta-
ken up the task for cover-
ing of open irrigation ditch-
es and water channels
connected to Indira Gand-
hi Canal with concrete
structures,” Mr. Ram said.
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Denied ‘promised’
portfolio, Karnataka
Minister resigns

Press Trust of India
BENGALURU

The two-day-old Congress
government in Karnataka,
led by Chief Minister D.K.
Shivakumar, suffered a set-
back on Friday when Mi-
nister Ramalinga Reddy re-
signed, expressing
displeasure over portfolio
allocation.

Mr. Reddy said he was
promised the Bengaluru
Development portfolio but
was instead made Minister
for Major and Medium Irri-
gation Projects.

The resignation came af-
ter Mr. Shivakumar allotted
portfolios on Thursday
night. “I am resigning from
my post because I cannot
work against conscience,”
Mr. Reddy said at a press
conference. “How long can
I tolerate this humiliation?
Twice they called me and
promised to give me that
(Bengaluru Development)
portfolio, but in the end it
went to someone else. That
is why I feel hurt,” Mr. Red-
dy told reporters, while as-
serting that he would con-
tinue in the Congress and
remain an MLA.

The development marks
the first major challenge
for the Shivakumar govern-
ment, which assumed of-
fice on Wednesday.

Mr. Reddy, an eight-time
MLA from Bengaluru, said
he had never lobbied for a

Ramalinga Reddy

ministerial office or sought
any specific department
during his five-decade-long
political career.

Asked whether he
would reconsider his deci-
sion if persuaded by the
party leadership or offered
the portfolio he wanted,
Mr. Reddy replied with a
firm “no”.

Sources close to Mr. Shi-
vakumar said that his resig-
nation had not yet been ac-
cepted. The Chief Minister
said he would meet Mr.
Reddy personally to pacify
him. The Chief Minister
acknowledged that he had
earlier assured Mr. Reddy
of the Bengaluru Develop-
ment portfolio, but said
the final decision rested
with the party leadership.

The development coin-
cides with the upcoming
municipal elections in Ben-
galuru, a constituency
where Mr. Reddy holds
considerable sway.

Pressure to limit India-Russia ties
will hurt global stability, says Putin

Russian President calls India a reliable partner, says a large economy’ like India will prioritise national interests; New Delhi’s

relations with US. will not cause friction, he says; points out that it is ‘not a good idea’ to interfere in ‘delicate’ India-China ties

Press Trust of India
ST. PETERSBURG

estern pressure
on Prime Minis-
ter Narendra

Modi to scale back India’s
engagement with Russia
will harm global stability,
Russian President Vladimir
Putin said late on Thursday
at a press conference.

“Everyone has under-
stood that putting pressure
on Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi (and India) that
has the largest population
in the world, is detrimental
for international relations
and for bilateral relations.
It doesn’t matter where
this pressure comes from,”
he said.

Calling India a “reliable”
strategic partner, Mr. Putin
said India’s growth has not
“come out of the blue” but
was an outcome of the
hard work done under Mr.
Modi’s leadership.

The remarks came
against the backdrop of
Western capitals express-
ing unease over India-Rus-
sia relations and the oil
trade amid the Ukraine
war.

The U.S., for instance,
has been asking India to
stop importing Russian
crude oil and had slapped
punitive tariffs.

Vladimir Putin had met Narendra Modi during a visit to New Delhi

for a bilateral summit in December 2025. RV. MOORTHY

But Mr. Putin said New
Delhi will prioritise its na-
tional interests and added
that India’s engagement
with the U.S. does not af-
fect its strategic ties with
Russia.

“I don’t think this is a
case. We are glad that India
is developing its relations
with all the countries, it’s a
great country, a large eco-
nomy, the largest democ-
racy, it is only natural that
it develops its economy in
accordance with its inter-

est with those countries
that it deems necessary,”
Mr. Putin said when asked
whether India’s alignment
with Washington creates

structural friction for
Russia.
No interference

Last September, in the
wake of U.S. President Do-
nald Trump’s tariff war, a
photo of Mr. Modi, Mr. Pu-
tin and Chinese President
Xi Jinping from the SCO
Summit in Tianjin grabbed

Russian President
says he does not
believe Pak. is under
the control of China

the global spotlight. Mr.
Putin, who is set to visit In-
dia in September for the
BRICS summit, said Mos-
cow will not interfere in
the “delicate” bilateral re-
lations between India and
China.

The Russian President,
who called Mr. Xi his “old
friend”, said, “This is a del-
icate, multi-faceted rela-
tionship between India
and China, and interfering
into them is not a good
idea. Of course, we interact
with both our friends...
President Xi and Prime Mi-
nister Modi are both trying
to resolve all the issues of
mutual interest, including
the border issue.”

Highlighting Moscow’s
strategic equilibrium in
Asia, President Putin cha-
racterised Russia’s ties
with India and China as
having evolved organically.
He stressed that Moscow’s
growing synergy with New
Delhi does not come at
Beijing’s expense, just as
Russia’s deep alliance with
China does not compro-
mise its bond with India.

“Russia has established
these relations (with India
and China). It was happen-
ing naturally. Relations bet-
ween Russia and India do
not disturb China, our rela-
tions with China do not dis-
turb India,” he said.

Mr. Putin also touched
upon the ties between In-
dia and Pakistan. “We are
well aware of the intrica-
cies of the issues concern-
ing the border between In-
dia and Pakistan,” he said,
addding that he does not
believe Pakistan was under
the control of China.

Su-57 on offer

The President also offered
Russia’s  fifth-generation
stealth aircraft Su-57 to In-
dia and suggested that the
combat jet could be jointly
built in India.

“As for the Su-57, we of-
fered our friends from In-
dia to jointly develop this
machine, a fifth-generation
aircraft. I think it’s the best
to date. But our Indian
friends said, ‘well, let’s
see’,” he said.

“In principle, this could
have been our (Russia-In-
dia) product. We made it
independently. And we are
ready to work with India.
To work and develop.
There will be no restric-
tions whatsoever,” he said.

Court denies
bail to blogger
accused of
spying for Pak.

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The Supreme Court on Fri-
day dismissed the bail ap-
plication of Haryana-based
travel blogger Jyoti Malho-
tra, accused of sharing sen-
sitive information with Pa-
kistan, observing that the
allegations levelled against
her were “very serious”.

A Bench of Justices Di-
pankar Datta and S.C. Shar-
ma dismissed her petition
challenging a March 7 or-
der of the Punjab and Ha-
ryana High Court denying
her bail, observing that
considerations of national
security had to be given
due weight. Taking note of
the allegations that she had
travelled to Pakistan and
met government officials
there, the Bench held that
no case for grant of bail
was made out.

Ms. Malhotra, a resident
of Hisar who ran a You-
Tube channel called “Tra-
vel-with-Jo”, is accused of
sharing sensitive informa-
tion with Pakistani intelli-
gence operatives. The Ha-
ryana Police registered a
case against her under the
Official Secrets Act and
Section 152 of the Bharatiya
Nyaya Sanhita (BNS),
which deals with acts en-
dangering the sovereignty
and integrity of the coun-
try. She has been in custo-
dy since her arrest on May
16 last year.

Nepal Foreign Minister Shisir
Khanal arrives in Delhi, meets
National Security Adviser

Kallol Bhattacherjee
NEW DELHI

In a sign of Kathmandu’s
deepening security dia-
logue with India, Nepal Fo-
reign Minister Shisir Kha-
nal met National Security
Adviser Ajit Doval on
Friday.

Mr. Khanal is the first
Minister from Prime Minis-
ter Balen Shah’s Cabinet to
visit India at an official le-
vel, since Nepal’s new go-
vernment was elected in
March to replace the inte-
rim administration that
had taken charge after the
September 2025 Gen-Z
uprising against former
Prime Minister K.P. Shar-
ma Oli’s government.

“With Nepal, we have an
expansive agenda, from
development cooperation
to people-to-people ties to

Shisir Khanal

trade and investment. All
these ties will be discussed
when the two Foreign Mi-
nisters meet. But on our
side, we are keen to further
strengthen this multifacet-
ed partnership that we
have with Nepal,” said Mi-
nistry of External Affairs
spokesperson Randhir Jais-
wal, announcing Mr. Kha-
nal’s arrival at an official
briefing.

Earlier, Nepal’s Foreign

Affairs Ministry had said
that Mr. Khanal’s visit to In-
dia between June 5 and 7
would enhance coopera-
tion “across key areas in-
cluding trade, investment,
connectivity, energy, and
people-to-people ties”. Mr.
Khanal had met External
Affairs Minister S. Jaishan-
kar in Mauritius between
April 10 and 12 on the side-
lines of the Indian Ocean
Conference.

The last Nepali Foreign
Minister to visit India was
Arzu Rana Deuba, who vi-
sited Delhi in August 2024
and then again in Decem-
ber that year to participate
in a think tank event. The
downfall of the Oli govern-
ment had paused high-le-
vel diplomatic engage-
ments while Nepal was
governed by the interim
arrangement.

MEA assisting kin of
foreigners who were
killed in Delhi blaze

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The Ministry of External
Affairs on Friday said 13 fo-
reign nationals are among
those who died in a hotel
fire in south Delhi’s Malvi-
ya Nagar, and the Ministry
is in touch with the embas-
sies of their countries, ex-
tending help with paper-
work and medical
assistance.

Of the 13, four were
from Nigeria, three from
Kyrgyzstan, and one each
from Mozambique, Uzbe-
kistan, Bangladesh, Congo,
Liberia, and Iraq, accord-
ing to MEA’s official spokes-
person Randhir Jaiswal.

Twenty-one people
were Kkilled and several
others injured in a massive
fire in a hotel in Delhi’s
Hauz Rani area on Wednes-
day. “We are intervening

with local authorities for
all the paperwork that is
required, as also with the
hospital authorities, for
any medical assistance re-
quired,” Mr. Jaiswal added.

About 20-22 foreign na-
tionals have sustained inju-
ries in the fire, he said.

The fire at the Flourish
Stay B&B in Hauz Rani in
Malviya Nagar started
around 8.30 a.m. on Wed-
nesday and quickly spread
through the five-floor nar-
row building that had only
one entry-exit point.

At least 58 people were
rescued and rushed to va-
rious hospitals where 21
were declared brought
dead, officials said on Wed-
nesday. Family members
of many of the persons
who died in the blaze were
being treated at hospitals
nearby.

(With PTI inputs)

Correcting ‘discrepancies’ is
normal practice in statistical

exercise, says Census o

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

An official from the office
of Registrar General and
Census Commissioner of
India (RG&CCI) said on Fri-
day that that the House
Listing Operation is still un-
der way in Rajasthan and
that the process of Census
is multi-pronged.

Swadha Dev Singh, Di-
rector, RG & CCI, said in an
e-mail that, primarily, the
enumerators collect data
through house-to-house vi-
sits. “Supervisors and oth-
er senior Census function-
aries  conduct  field
inspections to see that en-
umerators have properly
understood the concepts
and correctly recorded da-
ta from the respondents. In
case of any discrepancy, it
is pointed out to enumera-

tor for suitable modifica-
tion. This is a normal prac-
tice in any administrative
statistical exercise, which
is followed in Census oper-
ations as well,” she said in
response to a report in The
Hindu on June 4 titled “Re-
check ordered over ‘discre-
pancies’ in Census 2027
data”.

Ms. Singh added that
“there have been some at-
tempts to misrepresent
this normal exercise as da-
ta tampering, which is re-
grettable and factually
inaccurate”.

The Hindu spoke with
enumerators in Uttar Pra-
desh and Rajasthan who
said that they were being
asked to revisit households
and correct the data “dis-
crepancies”, particularly
on issues such as open de-
fecation and household ac-

1cial

cess to electricity or cook-
ing gas connections.

This is the first digital
Census and enumerators,
mostly government school
teachers, are keying in the
data through mobile apps
on their personal phones.
The process can be moni-
tored in real time by their
superior officers.

On May 25, CG Box, a
Raipur-based digital media
platform, published a re-
port, which said that
school teachers in Chhat-
tisgarh were being asked to
edit the entries on open
defecation and LPG con-
nection after they had
completed the survey of a
household. Devesh Tiwari,
who runs CG Box, said that
several teachers had ap-
proached him stating they
were being asked to edit
the entries.

Shah unveils plans for ‘smart border’
in Tripura to curb illegal activities

Syed Sajjad Ali
AGARTALA

Union Home Minister Amit
Shah on Friday visited the
Lankamura border on the
outskirts of Agartala to in-
teract with Border Security
Force (BSF) personnel.
This was the site where
BSF Assistant Comman-
dant Jeevan Kumar Sinha
was killed in April 2005,
leading to a prolonged ex-
change of gunfire between
the BSF and the BGB (Bor-
der Guard Bangladesh).
During his interaction
with officers and jawans of
the 42nd battalion, Mr.
Shah focused on the im-
pact of climate change and
the importance of planting
trees in the light of World
Environment Day. He also
announced plans for a
‘Smart Border’ along the
borders manned by the
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BSF and the Sashastra See-
ma Bal, which were being
finalised. The Home Minis-
ter underlined the need to
prevent human trafficking,
cross-border smuggling of
illegal arms, fake currency
and narcotics.

He also cautioned
against infiltration and de-
mographic changes in
Tripura, West Bengal and
Bihar. He stated that the
smart border, which would
use cutting-edge technolo-
gy, would have a four-layer
security mechanismto ef-
fectively manage the bor-
der. He advised officials
from the Home Ministry
and the BSF to conduct in-
spections at border loca-
tions and consult with lo-
cal civil and police officials
as well as the general pu-
blic to gather suggestions
for useful border
management.

o FA ’

Union Home Minister Amit Shah plants a sapling of ‘Agarwood’
during his visit to Lankamura Border Outpost in Tripura. PTI

Air Marshal Ashutosh Dixit to
be next Vice-Chief of Air Staft

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Air Marshal Ashutosh Dix-
it, a distinguished fighter
pilot and test pilot, has
been appointed the next
Vice-Chief of the Air Staff
(VCAS) and will assume of-
fice on July 1. He succeeds
Air  Marshal = Nagesh
Kapoor.

Currently serving as the
Chief of Integrated De-
fence Staff (CISC), Air Mar-
shal Dixit has played a pi-
votal role in enhancing
jointness among the
armed forces and advanc-
ing efforts towards the
creation of integrated
theatre commands.

His tenure has focused
on improving coordination
and operational synergy
between the Army, Navy
and Air Force.

An accomplished officer
with extensive operational

> ')

Air Marshal Ashutosh D-ixit

and leadership expe-
rience, Air Marshal Dixit
has also been closely asso-
ciated with the Indian Air
Force’s modernisation
drive.

During various assign-
ments at the Air headquar-
ters, he contributed signifi-
cantly to the promotion of
indigenous fighter aircraft
programmes and capabili-
ty enhancement initiatives.

Commissioned into the
fighter stream of the Indian
Air Force on December 6,
1986, Air Marshal Dixit is
an alumnus of the National
Defence Academy, Khadak-
wasla, the Defence Servic-
es Staff College, Bangla-
desh, and the National

Defence College, New
Delhi.
Flying instructor

A qualified flying instruc-
tor and an experimental
test pilot, he has accumu-
lated more than 3,300 fly-
ing hours on over 20 types
of aircraft, including the
Mirage-2000, MiG-21 and
Jaguar fighter jets.

During his distinguished
career, he commanded a
premier fighter training
base under the Southern
Air Command, which

earned recognition as the
best base in the command
during his tenure.

Cong. flags

failure of ED,
CBIin Rajesh
Exports case

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The Congress on Friday
questioned why economic
offences investigating
agencies such as the ED,
the Serious Fraud Investi-
gation Office, the CBI, and
the Financial Intelligence
Unit failed to act over al-
leged financial irregulari-
ties at Rajesh Exports, a je-
wellery company, after
interim findings by the SE-
BI pointed to one of the
biggest case of financial
misrepresentation in In-
dia’s corporate history.

Congress said the find-
ings exposed not only ir-
regularities in reported re-
venues of about 15.15 lakh
crore but exposed serious
weaknesses in the govern-
ment’s regulatory
oversight.
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Assam Cabinet
expanded; 12
new Ministers
take oath

The Hindu Bureau
GUWAHATI

Assam Chief Minister Hi-
manta Biswa Sarma ex-
panded his Cabinet on Fri-
day, taking the strength of
the Council of Ministers to
17. The State can have a
maximum of 19 Ministers,
including the Chief Minis-
ter, based on the total of
126 seats in the Assembly.

Governor  Lakshman
Prasad Acharya adminis-
tered the oath of office and
secrecy to 12 MLAs — 11
from the BJP and one from
Asom Gana Parishad (AGP)
— at a function at the Jyoti-
Bishnu Antarjatik Kala
Mandir in Guwahati.

“It is a balanced team,
which represents the aspi-
rations of all sections of pe-
ople, and their experience
and wisdom will further
strengthen our resolve to
build a Viksit [developed]
Assam,” Mr. Sarma said af-
ter the ceremony.

He took the oath as the
Chief Minister on May 12,
along with Rameswar Teli
and Ajanta Neog (BJP), Atul
Bora (AGP), and Charan
Bodo of the Bodoland Peo-
ple’s Front.

Eight of the 12 Ministers
are experienced. They are
Ashok Singhal, Bimal Bo-
rah, Jayanta Mallabaruah,
Kaushik Rai, Krishnendu
Paul, Pijush Hazarika and
Ranoj Pegu, and Keshab
Mahanta.

The rest include Nilima
Devi, a first-time MLA, Bis-
wajit Daimary, a former Ra-
jya Sabha member, Sush-
anta  Borgohain  and
Ashwini Ray Sarkar.

CBSE invited ethical hacker to
plug security gaps in IT system

The Board had earlier denied any security breach; for two weeks, an IIT expert team worked 16 to 18 hours daily to patch

vulnerabilities that were emerging in CBSE IT ecosystem; team to submit report to Education Ministry in coming weeks

Maitri Porecha
NEW DELHI

he Central Board of
T Secondary Educa-
tion (CBSE) invited
ethical hacker Nisarga Ad-
hikary, 19, this week for
meetings with an Indian
Institute of Technology
(IIT) expert team to flag se-
curity gaps in its IT ecosys-
tem. Mr. Adhikary last
month reported “critical
vulnerabilities” in the por-
tal that stores sensitive stu-
dent data. The CBSE had
earlier denied any breach
in its data security.
“Nisarga is a bright kid.
He found important vul-
nerabilities. We were cu-
rious to understand his
thought process. Because
he happened to be in Del-
hi, we exchanged messag-
es and found him very fo-
cused on cybersecurity, so
we called him in to help us
fix the system,” a member
of the IIT expert team said.
“It is very important to
admit that there is a
breach, but earlier CBSE
was not properly advised
on how to deal with the sit-
uation. On the contrary,
when the JEE (Advanced)
portal had a minor breach,
we admitted the flaw and
fixed it,” the member said.

IIT team

Top cybersecurity experts
from the Indian Institutes
of Technology, Madras and
Kanpur, including their
respective Directors,

Pressing problems: Youth Congress members protest in Guwahati
against the issues in the conduct of national-level tests. ANI

camped at the CBSE head-
quarters in New Delhi for
nearly two weeks starting
May 24 to fix the IT
ecosystem.

“Top faculty members
suddenly had to drop eve-
rything and stay put at
CBSE for two weeks to
patch vulnerabilities in two
portals — the on-screen
marking (OSM) portal On-
Mark, developed by priv-
ate firm COEMPT Eduteck,
and the CBSE portal for
procuring answer sheets
and applying for re-evalua-
tion,” sources in the Educa-
tion Ministry said.

The IIT-Madras team
consisted of two cyberse-
curity experts in addition
to Director V. Kamakoti,
while the IIT- Kanpur team
consisted of Director Ma-
nindra Agarwal and a se-
nior cybersecurity
engineer.

Sources said that for two
weeks, the expert team
worked 16 to 18 hours ev-
ery day to patch vulnera-
bilities that were emerging
in the CBSE IT ecosystem.
The team found that the
OSM portal developed by
COEMPT Eduteck had “a
lot of vulnerabilities”, in-
cluding “seven to eight”
critical ones.

“The external vendor
[COEMPT Eduteck] had se-
verely misconfigured the
cloud storage ‘buckets’
holding the data and kept
unsecured backup copies
of students’ answer scripts
on their own servers. The
team had to migrate the da-
ta to securely configured
buckets,” the expert team
member added. “We also
asked COEMPT to delete
answer script data backups
from their servers and they
have complied.”

Among the “critical vul-
nerabilities” that were
fixed was an “Authentica-
tion Bypass”, which is
a flaw that allowed anyone
to log into the system with-
out being a genuine stu-
dent. The second vulnera-
bility provided
unauthorised administra-
tive access to the central
server. In addition, a ‘Data
Exposure’ glitch allowed
any logged-in user to ex-
tract the answer scripts of
students.

“Once code is deve-
loped which is insecure,
patching it is a herculean
task,” the IIT expert ex-
plained, noting that chang-
ing a single flawed function
often has a cascading effect
across multiple different

places in a massive
codebase.
War room set up

To fix the system, the IIT
expert team set up a classic
“Red Team versus Blue
Team” dynamic. The Blue
Team — comprising IIT-Ma-
dras experts, CBSE deve-
lopers, and the Digital In-
dia Corporation (DIC)
officials — modified the
code to defend the portals
meant for re-evaluation
and on-screen marking.
The Red Team, consisting
of IIT-Kanpur experts, act-
ed as aggressive hackers,
constantly trying to breach
the system.

“Following four intense
rounds of back-and-forth
testing, the Red Team final-

ly withdrew after being un-
able to find any more
weaknesses,” Prof. Agar-
wal, Director, IIT-Kanpur,

told The Hindu.
He said artificial intelli-
gence tools, including

Claude, were deployed to
find vulnerabilities in an
easier and faster manner.

The re-evaluation portal
was launched after exten-
sive load management res-
tructuring on June 2, and
the work on securing OSM
portal was successfully
completed on Thursday
evening, with it officially
going live on Friday, offi-
cials confirmed.

On June 2 and 3, the re-
evaluation portal faced
massive, coordinated stan-
dard Denial of Service at-
tacks aimed at bringing the
systems down, an IIT exp-
ert confirmed. Within a
mere two-minute window
on June 2, the system was
hit with 13 lakh login at-
tempts. The next day, that
number jumped to over 30
lakh attempts.

“While only a few thou-
sand genuine students
were trying to access co-
pies at that moment, the
attack multiplied the traffic
100 times over to freeze
the system. Because of the
newly implemented load
management, the system
held itself together,” the
member added.

The IIT expert team will
submit a formal report to
the Education Ministry in
the coming weeks.

CBSE files complaint
over cyberattacks on
re-evaluation portal

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The Central Board of Se-
condary Education (CBSE)
has filed a formal com-
plaint with the Intelligence
Fusion and Strategic Oper-
ations (IFSO) Unit of the
Delhi Police over a series of
coordinated and sophisti-
cated cyberattacks direct-
ed at its Post-Result Servic-
es Portal.

The police have regis-
tered a case under Section
66 along with Sector 43 (F)
of the IT Act and investiga-
tion has been taken up.

“As the portal caters to
lakhs of students across
the country for availing
post-result services, any
disruption to its function-
ing has the potential to ad-
versely impact a large
number of stakeholders,
cause significant public in-
convenience, and affect
public order and create
dissatisfaction = amongst
students  against the
Board,” the CBSE said in a
public statement.

The portal, launched on
June 2 to facilitate services
such as verification and re-
evaluation of answer
scripts for candidates who
had appeared in the Class
12 Board examination, was
subjected to repeated and
coordinated cyberattacks
over the past three days,
the CBSE said.

The portal had accepted
more than 56,000 applica-
tions for verification and
re-evaluation as of 9.30
p.m. on June 3.

“The attacks involved

Post-Result Services

Portal was subjected
to coordinated cyber-
attacks over the past
three days, says CBSE

large volumes of malicious
traffic originating from
multiple IP addresses with-
in and outside the country.
The apparent objective of
the attackers appeared to
be destabilising the plat-
form, denying access to
legitimate users, and at-
tempting unauthorised ex-
traction of information by
the elements inimical to
national interest,” the
CBSE stated.

‘Systems remain secure’
In view of the nature,
scale, and coordinated
character of these attacks,
the CBSE has approached
the IFSO Unit for a detailed
probe and appropriate le-
gal action against those res-
ponsible. “It is emphasized
that despite these mali-
cious attempts, CBSE’s sys-
tems and databases remain
secure and uncompro-
mised. No data breach or
unauthorized access has
been detected,” it stated.
The attacks were suc-
cessfully mitigated through
continuous 24x7 monitor-
ing and response mechan-
isms, with support from
cybersecurity teams from
IIT-Kanpur, IIT-Madras,
Digital India Corporation,
Indian Cyber Crime Coor-
dination Centre (14C),
CERT-In, and other govern-
ment agencies, it said.

Tribal councils
sceptical of election
plan for Nicobarese

Abhinay Lakshman
NEW DELHI

The Centrally adminis-
tered Union Territory of
Andaman and Nicobar Is-
lands is planning to intro-
duce elections, as in the
rest of India, to the Nicoba-
rese tribal community in
the archipelago.

This includes measures
such as delimitation of
constituencies, prepara-
tion of electoral rolls, and
reserving seats and posi-
tions of leadership for wo-
men. It is doing this by in-
troducing draft rules for
the conduct of such elec-
tions, which provide for
ballot paper polls to Village
Councils and the constitu-
tion of the Island Tribal
Councils, that will be re-
presenting the Nicobarese
communities through elec-
toral constituencies for
terms of five years each.

The rules spell out how
the Election Commission
and the administration
should prepare electoral
rolls, draw constituency
boundaries and the terms
of reference for the ap-
pointment of poll officials.

The draft rules have al-
ready ignited urgent dis-
cussions amongst the Is-
land Tribal Councils across
the Nicobar Islands, with
some village captains argu-
ing this threatened the bu-
reaucratisation of the go-
vernance they have been
intuitively practising
through generations.

Some others have raised
suspicions that these draft
rules were an attempt to
give rise to a Nicobarese
leadership that might be
more favourable to the
Centre’s interests, especial-
ly on Great Nicobar Island,
where the existing Tribal
Council has been opposing
the ¥92,000-crore airport,
container port, and tou-

CM
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The administration’s draft rules
for polls have already ignited
urgent talks in the archipelago.

rist-township project for
close to four years now.

These rules have been
put out for public consulta-
tion by the Directorate of
Tribal Welfare, under the
Andaman and Nicobar Is-
lands (Tribal Councils)
Regulations of 2009.

On Great Nicobar Is-
land, where the existing
Tribal Council has been
opposing the Centre’s me-
ga-infrastructure project
there, members are an-
xious over the proposed
draft rules for elections. A
member of the Council on
GNI told The Hindu, “Right
now, the way we govern
ourselves has been carried
on through generations,
which allows us to keep
our livelihoods and cultu-
ral practices.”

Anthropologist Anstice
Justin, who was India’s first
anthropologist from the Ni-
cobarese community, ad-
ded, “Previously also at-
tempts to introduce such
elections were made,” re-
ferring to the time when
the 2009 regulations were
first being discussed.
“Even then, I remember of-
ficials in the Nicobar Is-
lands discussing the diffi-
culties in implementing
something like this, given
that so many people in the
community are not educat-
ed enough,” Mr. Justin said.

Great Nicobar project to benefit Adani, not defence: Rahul

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Leader of the Opposition
in Lok Sabha Rahul Gandhi
on Friday alleged that the
BJP’s claim that the Great
Nicobar Island project is a
strategic one is a “lie”,
aimed at helping indus-
trialist Gautam Adani.

On World Environment
Day, Mr. Gandhi launched
an online petition, inviting
citizens to join the cam-
paign which read: “We
choose green over greed.”

Releasing a 16-minute vi-
deo based on his visit to
the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands in April, Mr. Gand-
hi alleged that the Centre’s
proposed mega-develop-
ment project in Great Nico-

bar would lead to large-
scale ecological destruc-
tion and displacement of
local communities while
primarily serving private
commercial interests. The
project involves building a
transshipment hub, an air-
port and a tourist town-
ship. “The Modi govern-
ment tells you the Great
Nicobar project is about
defence. It is not,” Mr.
Gandhi said in the video,
titled “This is what Modi
doesn’t want you to see’.
He argued that if strateg-
ic considerations were pa-
ramount, the government
should expand INS Baaz,
the naval air station locat-
ed on the Nicobar Islands,
a move that the Congress
would fully support.

In deep waters: Congress leader Rahul Gandhi scuba dives during
a visit to the Andaman and Nicobar Islands on Friday. @INCINDIA

“The Navy has been ask-
ing for expansion for five
years. If you want to make
a military argument, ex-
pand INS Baaz. There is no
need to destroy rainforests
for that,” he said.

“INS Baaz is also on the
coast. The point is that
they want to help Mr. Ada-
ni and these criminals are
hiding behind the Navy,
the forces, to steal Indian
land. They are saying they

want to build a transship-
ment port, but it is a non-
starter as they are already
building a port in Kerala,
which is on the mainland
so that is the first lie.”

‘Ecology under threat’
Alleging the project was in-
tended to facilitate large-
scale commercial develop-
ment, including hotels and
casinos, he said more than
1.5 crore trees, ancient
rainforests and coral reefs
were under threat. And the
size of the area being
talked about is four times
that of New Delhi.

In a post on X, Mr. Gand-
hi said he had visited Indi-
ra Point, interacted with
settlers and tribal com-
munities, and witnessed

the island’s ecological rich-
ness first hand. He alleged
that tribal communities
were being deprived of
their land in violation of
the Forest Rights Act and
that settlers were not re-
ceiving fair compensation.

“What kind of India do
you want to inherit? One
where rainforests have
been bulldozed for casi-
nos, coral reefs erased
from maps, tribal com-
munities pushed off land,
and the air we breathe
turned into poison? Or one
where India’s heritage is
protected, tribal communi-
ties are safe, and progress
works with nature not
against it,” he asked, urg-
ing youngsters to sign his
online petition.

Kerala HC dismisses CMRLS
plea to quash ED proceedings

The Hindu Bureau
KOCHI

The Kerala High Court on
Friday dismissed an appeal
that was filed by Cochin
Minerals and Rutile Limit-
ed (CMRL) and its officials,
seeking to quash the pro-
ceedings that the Directo-
rate of Enforcement (ED)
had initiated against them
in the alleged pay-off case
involving Exalogic Solu-
tions, an IT firm owned by
Veena T., daughter of Lead-
er of the Opposition Pina-
rayi Vijayan.

A Division Bench of Jus-
tice Raja Vijayaraghavan V.
and Justice K.V. Jayakumar
held that the ED can in-
itiate civil action even with-
out the registration of an
FIR or a complaint in the
predicate offence. Regis-
tration of an FIR is needed
only for criminal cases, it
held and went on to dis-
miss the appeal.

The CMRL and its offi-
cials had filed the appeal

before the High Court over
a week ago, seeking a stay
on the ED’s probe into its
financial transactions with
Exalogic Solutions. The
probe pertained to alleged
misappropriation of public
funds.

The appellants had
sought to quash the Enfor-
cement Case Information
Report (ECIR) and related
summons, arguing that the
ED lacked jurisdiction in
the absence of a prior
crime or complaint regard-
ing a scheduled offence.

The court held that the
ECIR is an internal, non-
statutory document of the
ED, and is not equivalent to
an FIR.

It thus upheld the Single
Judge’s decision, finding
no merit in the challenge
to the ECIR or the sum-
mons to the officials
concerned.

Soon after the court dis-
missed the CMRL's plea, its
counsel sought two weeks
of protection from coer-

cive action for the compa-
ny to approach the Su-
preme Court. The court
declined to grant the
request.

Under PMLA

The High Court had earlier
directed the firm’s officials
to appear before the ED
under provisions of the
Prevention of Money Laun-
dering Act (PMLA), 2002,
and to cooperate with the
probe.

The CMRL had ques-
tioned the ED invoking the
PMLA against the firm,
“even without the registra-
tion of an FIR or a com-
plaint in the predicate
offence.”

The ED had submitted
that the agency had the
right to issue summons to
the firm’s officials. It sub-
mitted before the High
Court that its probe was in-
dependent of a probe by
the Serious Fraud Investi-
gation Office (SFIO) into
the matter.

Annamalai floats new ‘political
movement’; eyes next T.N. polls

The Hindu Bureau
CHENNAI

Former Tamil Nadu BJP
chief K. Annamalai, who
quit the party earlier this
week, on Friday an-
nounced the launch of a
“political movement”, in-
spired by the ideals pro-
moted by former President
A.P.J. Abdul Kalam.

A few hours before his
announcement, the BJP
said its national president
Nitin Nabin had accepted
Mr. Annamalai’s resigna-
tion from the primary
membership of the BJP.

Sharing his idea of the
new political movement
on social media platforms,
Mr. Annamalai said it
would eventually become
a political party. All its
functionaries would be
trained at Dr. A.P.J. Abdul
Kalam Centre for Ethics
and Politics in Coimbatore
before they face any elec-
tion, he said.

After Mr. Annamalai’s

K. Annamalai

announcement, several
BJP functionaries, includ-
ing State unit vice-presi-
dent Karu. Nagarajan, re-
signed from the party, and
said they would join him.
Mr. Annamalai said
there were several “issues”
in the BJP, which were
flagged to the national lea-
dership “patiently” over
several months before his
resignation. Though he
conveyed his decision to
part ways with the BJP on
December 4 last year, he
said he accepted the par-
ty’s request and stayed on

until the completion of the
Tamil Nadu Assembly elec-
tion in May 2026.

The former IPS officer
said he continued to res-
pect Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi but chose to dis-
agree with him on certain
issues with courage. He
chose to meet BJP leader
and Union Minister Amit
Shah to convey his deci-
sion “eye to eye”.

Even as he sought time
from his supporters for his
movement to evolve into a
political party, he said
there is “no doubt that it
will face the next general
election” in Tamil Nadu.
He said the new initiative
would accommodate the
views of Gen Z, Gen Alpha
as well as the elderly.

He said there was in-
deed space for a new party
in Tamil Nadu. “We will
have to come out of cult
politics. This will be com-
mon man’s politics, there
will be no compromise on
principles,” he said.
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Bihar removes Z+ security for

Lalu, retains Y+ for Tejashwi

The NDA government in Bihar has withdrawn the
Z+ security cover accorded to Rashtriya Janata
Dal chief Lalu Prasad and his wife, Rabri Devi,
along with the Y-category security provided to
their elder son, Tej Pratap Yadav. However, the
government has decided to retain the Y+ security
cover for the Leader of the Opposition Tejashwi
Yadav, his elder sister Misa Bharti, and his wife,
Rajshree Yadav. Mr. Prasad and Ms. Devi, both
former Chief Ministers, will now be provided
security cover by the Bihar Special Armed Police.
This was done following a review of the
protection provided to VIPs in the State.

Ex-Trinamool MLA Saokat

Molla arrested in blast case

The National Investigation Agency (NIA) on
Friday night arrested former Trinamool Congress
MLA Saokat Molla, the prime suspect in the
Bhangar blast case, from West Bengal’s South 24
Parganas district, hours after declaring him as
‘absconding’. One person was killed, and three
others were critically injured in a crude bomb
explosion at the Dakshin Bamunia village in
South 24 Parganas district on March 19, while it
was allegedly being made. “We have arrested
Saokat Molla as part of the ongoing investigation
into the Bhangar bomb blast case. He will be
produced before a court,” an NIA official said.
With Mr. Molla’s arrest, the total number of
people held in the case has gone up to four.

Modi slams Congress, says India
doesn’t accept uncertainty, chaos

PM unveils projects worth 18,777 crore in Gujarat; says people are fed up with the misgovernance of Congress; he criticises

those questioning Atmanirbhar Bharat and India’s development vision, stresses importance of self-reliance in energy sector

Abhinay Deshpande
AHMEDABAD

rime Minister Na-
P rendra Modi on Fri-
day said the Con-

gress had spent the past 12
years trying to create
“chaos and uncertainty” in
an attempt to regain politi-
cal space, but asserted that
people across the country
had given the party a
“strong response”.

Addressing a public
function in Surat, where he
inaugurated and laid the
foundation stone for deve-
lopment projects worth
218,777 crore, Mr. Modi
said Gujarat had already si-
delined the Congress and
claimed that people in
States governed by the par-
ty were dissatisfied with its
performance.

“In Gujarat, you have
pushed the Congress aside,
but wherever the party is
in power in the country,
people are fed up with its
misgovernance,” he said.
Referring to the recent lo-
cal body elections in Hima-
chal Pradesh, where the
Congress is in power, Mr.
Modi claimed that the par-
ty had suffered setbacks.

“The people of Hima-
chal Pradesh are fed up
with its misgovernance.

o

Furthering development: Prime Minister Narendra Modi reviews ongoing industrial operations and
infrastructure projects during his visit to Hazira, in Surat, on Friday. PTI

Earlier, the people of Ha-
ryana and Punjab also gave
a clear message to the Con-
gress that its parasitic polit-
ics will no longer work,” he
said.

Taking a swipe at the re-
cent leadership change in
Karnataka, where D.K. Shi-
vakumar was sworn in as
Chief Minister earlier this
week after replacing Sidda-
ramaiah, Mr. Modi said
that public dissatisfaction
had forced the party to
make the change.

Additionally, referring
to the Assembly election in

West Bengal, Mr. Modi said
the results reflected public
rejection of “chaos, uncer-
tainty and despair”. “The
message is clear that the
country does not accept
chaos, uncertainty and
despair,” he said.

Vision for Gujarat

The Prime Minister also
criticised those who ques-
tion the concept of Atma-
nirbhar Bharat and India’s
development vision.
“Some people continue to
ridicule the idea of Atma-
nirbhar Bharat and ques-

tion the country’s develop-
ment vision. They are the
ones who, in the past, kept
India dependent on other
nations and failed to un-
derstand that true deve-
lopment  cannot  be
achieved by countries that
rely on others,” he said.
Referring to the ongoing
global energy crisis arising
from tensions involving
Iran and the U.S., Mr. Modi
said the situation highlight-
ed the importance of self-
reliance in the energy sec-
tor. Mr. Modi said that Guj-
arat had made a significant

contribution to India’s
energy security through in-
vestments in refining, solar
energy, and wind power.
Highlighting India’s renew-
able energy growth, the
Prime Minister said the
country’s installed renewa-
ble energy capacity had
reached 250 GW, of which
Gujarat accounted for 50
GW. He said Gujarat was to
play a major role in India’s
ambitions in green hydro-
gen and green ammonia.

Review of operations
Earlier, the Prime Minister
visited Larsen & Toubro’s
Hazira facility in Surat,
where he reviewed ongo-
ing industrial and infras-
tructure operations at the
company’s manufacturing
complex. During the visit,
he toured the A.M. Naik
Heavy Engineering Com-
plex and was briefed by
company officials on va-
rious projects.

Mr. Modi was also
shown the “Zorawar’ light
tank and other defence
equipment manufactured
at the plant. The 25-tonne
air-transportable tank has
been jointly developed by
the DRDO and L&T De-
fence for rapid deploy-
ment, particularly along
India’s border with China.

HC refuses
urgent hearing
on plea against
CJP protest

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The Delhi High Court on
Friday refused to hear a
petition raising law and or-
der concerns arising from
digital outfit Cockroach
Janta Party (CJP)’s call for a
protest at Jantar Mantar in
New Delhi on Saturday.
Counsel for ‘Save India
Foundation” mentioned
the plea for an urgent hear-
ing before a vacation
Bench of Justices Saurabh
Banerjee and Amit Shar-
ma. The Bench, however,
refused to list the case.

Earlier this month, CJP
founder Abhijeet Dipke
called on supporters to
join the protest in Delhi to
demand the resignation of
Union Education Minister
Dharmendra Pradhan over
alleged examination-relat-
ed lapses. The party,
which is a youth-driven so-
cial media movement, has
gained much traction since
its formation.

The petitioner sought
directions to the authori-
ties to “restrict, regulate,
or relocate the scheduled
gathering” to maintain pu-
blic order. The plea alleged
that the CJP had turned the
youth into an “unregulated
contingent” by “utilising
overseas-tethered servers
to execute a transnational
institutional ~ destabilisa-
tion agenda”.

Coal mine
collapse in
M.P. leaves 2
dead, 4 injured

Press Trust of India
SHAHDOL

Two workers were Kkilled
and four injured on Friday
after a portion of the roof
collapsed inside an under-
ground coal mine operated
by the South Eastern Coal-
fields Limited (SECL) in
Madhya Pradesh’s Shahdol
district.

The accident occurred
at the Bangwar coal mine
in SECL’s Sohagpur area
where workers were en-
gaged in constructing a
stopping wall, Dhanpuri
Police Station House Offic-
er (SHO) Khem Singh Pen-
dro said. “Workers Ballu
Baiga (43) and Golu Baiga
(30) died in the incident.
The injured have been ad-
mitted to hospital. Rescue
teams, mine management
personnel and safety offi-
cials rushed to the spot,”
the SHO said.

PFI members charged under UAPA
for conspiracy to overthrow govt.

Ishita Mishra
NEW DELHI

A Delhi court on Friday or-
dered the framing of charg-
es against 25 people asso-
ciated with the banned
Popular Front of India
(PFD), including its chair-
man, holding that the in-
vestigation so far has dis-
closed a “grave suspicion”
of a conspiracy to over-
throw India’s secular de-
mocratic government and
establish an Islamic cali-
phate governed by Sharia
law by 2047.

Additional Sessions
Judge Prashant Sharma of
the Patiala House Courts
directed that charges be
framed under various pro-
visions of the Indian Penal
Code (IPC) and the Unlaw-
ful Activities (Prevention)
Act (UAPA) against the ac-
cused including PFI chair-
man O.M.A. Salam, vice-
chairman E.M. Abdul Rahi-

7L SRS
E. Abubacker

man, general secretary
Anis Ahmed, founding
chairman E. Abubacker,
founding PFI National Ex-
ecutive Council (NEC)
member P. Koya, NEC
member Mohammed Ali
Jinnah and several other
national and State-level
functionaries.

Multi-level conspiracy

According to the order,
some members were in-
volved in strategic deci-
sion-making at the NEC le-

vel, while others handled
State-level execution, re-
cruitment, arms training,
terror financing and sup-
port activities linked to the
Islamic State (ISIS).

The court referred to
several meetings relied
upon by the National In-
vestigation Agency (NIA) to
establish what it described
as a “meeting of minds”
among the accused.
Among the events cited
were the 2018 Leadership
Eligibility Course in Pune;
a 2017 NEC meeting in Au-
rangabad; and a review vi-
sit to Hyderabad in 2021.
The order also mentions
meetings held during the
Shaheen Bagh protests in
Delhi in 2021, interactions
relating to the organisa-
tion’s Mohalla Committee
initiative in Madurai, and
gatherings at Freedom Hall
and Mithur in Karnataka.

A key piece of evidence
cited by the court was the
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1 Information from armada taped (4)

2 Eternally living tailor stitched around a small measure of length
(8)

3 Alcoholics Anonymous accepts minced lamb in city (6)

4 Drunken sapper going around end of July settles dues in
advance (7)

5 Wrongly see heady cosmetic (8)

6 Beetle disturbs a crab after commencement of sunset (6)

7 Insular land in Memphis leased (4)

14 Feel model accompanied by cry (5)

confidential “Vision 2047”
document, which the pro-
secution alleged outlined
the organisation’s long-
term objective of establish-
ing Islamic rule in India.

During the hearings,
Special Public Prosecutor
Rahul Tyagi alleged that
the organisation had
sought to radicalise Mus-
lim youth and promote
hostility towards Hindus.
He argued that the PFI had
concealed its objectives be-
hind welfare activities.

The defence challenged
the prosecution’s claims by
comparing the PFI with the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) and contend-
ed that if the latter could
advocate for a ‘Hindu
Rashtra’, the PFI could not
be faulted for expressing
support for an Islamic na-
tion.

The Centre had banned
the PFI and its affiliates in
2022 under the UAPA.

SUDOKU

Police book ‘Khan Sir’ in firing
case; Bihar govt. to take steps
to curb coaching centre rivalry

Amarnath Tewa
PATNA

Patna-based educator and
YouTuber Faisal Khan,
popularly known as “Khan
Sir”, was booked by the
police on Friday and ques-
tioned over a firing episode
in the Bihar capital earlier
this week.

On the night of June 2,
around 20 people vandal-
ised his coaching institute,
Khan Global Studies, and
brutally attacked a security
guard. Following the inci-
dent, Mr. Khan’s two body-
guards fired in the air alleg-
edly on the instructions of
Mr. Khan. The bodyguards
were arrested and Mr.
Khan was named in an FIR.

Earlier, three persons,
including the owner and
teacher of a rival coaching
institute, were arrested ov-
er the attack on Mr. Khan’s
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Students protest against the arrest of the director of the Gyan Bindu

) -

coaching institute in Patna on Thursday. ANI

centre. Members of the riv-
al institute, Gyan Bindu
coaching centre, blamed
Mr. Khan for orchestrating
the attack.

Mr. Khan had praised
the police for acting
promptly on the issue.
“Some anti-social elements
from a nearby coaching in-
stitute carried out wides-
pread damage, beat our
guard badly and even fired

gunshots,” Mr. Khan told
mediapersons.

Political leaders blamed
the incident on rivalry bet-
ween coaching institute
owners. “The State govern-
ment will formulate a poli-
cy within the next three
months to prevent such
rivalry and the resultant
law and order problems,”
said State Education Minis-
ter Mithilesh Tiwari.

FAITH
Venerate enlightened men

Caught in the cycle of rebirth, it is very common to come
across devotees who express contrition and seek ways to
negate their sins. Bathing in holy rivers such as the Ganga,
undertaking penance or working hard to make others
prosperous in a dharmic way are the usual avenues pur-
sued to find inner peace. The same can also be attained by
cultivating the company of venerable men, said S. Sarma.

Scriptures say when a person invites a spiritually
evolved personage home and welcomes him with due ho-
nour, the environment takes on a different vibe, which
will have a positive impact on not only the host but all the
others who keep him company. Divine grace is exuded by
the saintly person resulting in an overpouring of devotion
in the host and his associates. The Bhagavatam is replete
with examples of such benefits derived by welcoming the
spiritually evolved.

The other recommendation is the study of sacred liter-
ature at various points of time. Ideally, one should read
the epic on gambling (the Mahabharata) in the forenoon,
about the outcome of passion (the Ramayana) in the after-
noon and about the activities of a ‘thief’ (Lord Krishna
who steals the heart of a devotee) via the Bhagavatam
which details the incarnation of Krishna, in the evenings.

Parikshit was a powerful king and yet, due to an unwit-
ting mistake was cursed to die within seven days. Rather
than lament his fate, he chose to seek the company of a
wise sage and listen to the exposition of Bhagavatam. The
sacred text says bhakti is a value attainable by an ordinary
man. In fact, bhakti is held to be superior to mukti (merg-
ing in the Divine).
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Loyal Opposition
West Bengal is in the grip of a toxic
political culture
T he rout in the West Bengal Assembly elec-

tion has thrown the Trinamool Congress

(TMC) into a tailspin. TMC rebel Ritabrata
Banerjee has been formally recognised as Leader
of the Opposition (LoP) in the Legislative As-
sembly after claiming the support of 58 of the 80
MLAs of the party. Abhishek Banerjee, the par-
ty’s national general secretary and nephew of
Mamata Banerjee, had written to the Speaker
naming veteran Sobhandeb Chattopadhyay as
LoP. Ritabrata Banerjee challenged that decision,
with some encouragement and support from the
ruling BJP. The TMC had earlier expelled Ritabra-
ta Banerjee and Sandipan Saha, both TMC MLAs,
accusing them of anti-party activities after they
complained to the Speaker that their signatures
on Abhishek Banerjee’s letter had been forged.
Assembly officials found discrepancies between
signatures on the submitted documents and
those recorded during the oath-taking of newly
elected MLAs, and the government has ordered a
CID investigation. Ritabrata Banerjee framed his
elevation as LoP as a “collective fight against indi-
vidualism”, pointedly declaring that the resis-
tance was directed at Abhishek Banerjee and
pledging loyalty to Mamata Banerjee — at least for
public consumption. TMC functionaries are quit-
ting the party in large numbers, even as its work-
ers and leaders, including Abhishek Banerjee,
continue to face physical violence.

Having been in power for three consecutive
terms, the TMC’s collapse has long been in the
making, thanks to corruption, authoritarian go-
vernance, suppression of dissent, and violence
against women. While all this had steadily eroded
public confidence in both the administration and
the party, the expanding role of Abhishek Baner-
jee alienated a generation of senior leaders who
had built the party from the ground up. Chief Mi-
nister Suvendu Adhikari — the BJP’s first in the
State — was once among Mamata Banerjee’s most
trusted lieutenants. He resented the rise of the
nephew, and was also vulnerable to pressure
from central agencies that were investigating se-
rious corruption cases against him. The TMC had
no qualms about using state resources, local ad-
ministrations, and police machinery for its pow-
er, but it could not withstand the BJP which is
willing to stretch the rules of the game even furth-
er. In the TMC versus TMC fight, there will be pro-
tracted legal tussles over the status of the two
groups that claim to be the legitimate TMC. This
episode also highlights West Bengal’s decades-
long toxic political culture, marked by violence
and opportunism. The new LoP was earlier a
Marxist leader who defected to the TMC. The BJP
has openly stated that several newly elected TMC
MLAs wanted to join the party. They seem, in-
stead, to have captured the TMC in the Assembly
— arather curious case of political consensus.

Incomplete truce

Israel has to pull back troops from
Lebanon for peace to take hold

T he new ceasefire agreement between Is-

rael and Lebanon could help remove a
major obstacle to U.S. President Donald
Trump’s efforts to secure a preliminary agree-
ment with Iran to end the war. Last week, Iran
suspended talks with the U.S. in protest against
Israel’s escalating war in Lebanon. In April, when
Mr. Trump announced an Israel-Lebanon cease-
fire, he had said that Israel was “prevented” from
attacking the country any longer. But Tel Aviv
continued air strikes and expanded ground oper-
ations in southern Lebanon. Iran has maintained
that in its April 8 ceasefire with the U.S., Washing-
ton had promised that the ceasefire would come
into force on all fronts, including Lebanon. Now,
after Iran paused talks with the U.S., Mr. Trump
swung into action. He claimed that he had talked
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu out of
his plans to bomb Beirut and had a conversation
with Hezbollah’s representatives, who agreed
“not to shoot”. The Israel-Lebanon ceasefire
statement followed Mr. Trump’s announcement.
Mr. Trump’s firm diplomatic intervention, which
reportedly included an expletive-laden call with
Mr. Netanyahu, points to the importance he gives
to the diplomatic process. Before the Lebanon
crisis flared up, the U.S. and Iran were negotiat-
ing a memorandum of understanding to reopen
the Strait of Hormuz and remove the U.S. block-
ade of Iranian ports, which would set the stage
for negotiations on Iran’s nuclear programme.
While the ceasefire agreement is welcome, it
remains fragile and incomplete, leaving the con-
flict’s key problems unaddressed. The actual
fighting in Lebanon is between Israel and Hezbol-
lah. The Lebanese government is not a party to
the conflict and Hezbollah does not report to the
Lebanese army. But Hezbollah was not part of
the negotiations. The ceasefire agreement re-
quires Hezbollah to unilaterally cease attacks, but
it does not ask Israel to make concessions. Hez-
bollah says it would stop fighting only if Israel
withdraws from southern Lebanon. Israel, which
has made its deepest incursions into southern Le-
banon since its 2000 withdrawal, is not talking
about any withdrawal plan. Israel has also broken
all its ceasefire agreements in recent years. Des-
pite a truce deal, it continues to bomb Gaza. Mr.

India needs innovative strategies to eliminate TB

ore than a century after the first

tuberculosis vaccine was introduced,

the world is struggling to control one

of its oldest diseases. Tuberculosis
(TB) continues to kill more people annually than
any other infectious disease, surpassing even the
COVID-19 pandemic at its peak. Yet, there is still
no effective vaccine for adolescents and adults.

Once exposed to Mycobacterium tuberculosis,

individuals may get infected and remain
asymptomatic for years. Others develop
subclinical disease, showing minimal or no
symptoms while harbouring infection. A subset
progresses to active TB, which may manifest as
pulmonary TB (PTB) — the infectious form that
drives transmission — or as extrapulmonary TB
(EPTB), which affects organs beyond the lungs
and is harder to diagnose, more debilitating, and
sometimes fatal.

No one-size-fits-all vaccine

With such diversity in disease pathways,
expecting a single “one-shot” vaccine to prevent
all forms of TB may be unrealistic. This
expectation has shaped global disappointment in
TB vaccine development especially since most
previous trials have focused primarily on
preventing pulmonary TB.

Meanwhile, the burden remains immense. In
many low- and middle-income countries, TB
incidence ranges between 200 and 300 per
100,000 population. Reducing this to 10-20 per
100,000 - the threshold for elimination — will
require sustained effort and enormous public
health investment. For India, which carries one
of the world’s highest TB burdens, the challenge
is systemic.

India’s goal of eliminating TB is ambitious and
necessary. But achieving it will require a holistic
approach towards all forms of disease and all age
groups moving beyond the search for a perfect
solution and embracing a layered, pragmatic
approach. As tools are discovered and tested,
decisions will need to be made on their
deployment.

The first layer is better detection. Advances in
diagnostics, including tools for identifying
subclinical TB, can help identify individuals at
risk earlier. The second is preventive therapy,
ensuring that those with latent infection receive
treatment before progressing to active disease.
The third — arguably the most complex — is
vaccination. However, access to diagnostics and
preventive therapy remains uneven, making
vaccination an especially critical pillar.

Recent findings from the BMJ-published
PreVenTB trial conducted by the Indian Council
of Medical Research (ICMR) provide such an
opportunity. Conducted across 18 sites in India
and involving more than 12,700 household
contacts of TB patients, the trial evaluated
VPM1002 developed by SIIPL and Immuvac
developed by Cadila, in a real-world, high-risk
population aged six years and above, including
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vaccine trial data
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individuals with comorbidities and varying
infection status closely reflecting real life
conditions.

The trial reported efficacy of VPM1002 and
Immuvac as: 50.4% efficacy of VPM1002 against
extrapulmonary TB (statistically significant);
64.6% efficacy of VPM1002 in children aged 6-14
years against all TB (PTB and EPTB); More than
60% efficacy of Immuvac against EPTB in
children aged 6-10 years; more than 60% efficacy
against progression to disease among those
developing latent infection during follow-up and
overall 21.4% efficacy of VPM1002 against all TB
(Reference: Subho Sarkar, Consultant
Intervention Pulmonologist; from LinkedIn).
These are not trivial findings.

Extrapulmonary TB is the hidden burden of
the epidemic, harder to diagnose, frequently
missed, and associated with significant morbidity
and mortality. A reduction of over 50% in such
cases represents a meaningful clinical and public
health impact, including reduced health-care
costs and patient suffering.

The data also highlight a strong signal in
school-age children and adolescents, where
efficacy exceeded 60% which is an add-on benefit
of vaccination in this age group. This is
particularly relevant because India currently has
no structured TB vaccination strategy beyond
infancy. If confirmed, this could open the door to
a booster-dose TB prevention strategy.

Need for nutritional support

Another important piece of evidence generated
from study is the role of nutrition. Reduced
efficacy was observed in individuals with low
body mass index (BMI), underscoring the need
for nutritional support for vaccines to work
optimally in undernourished in context of
broader health determinants.

From a programmatic standpoint, VPM1002
offers additional advantages. It is a single-dose
vaccine based on a modified BCG platform,
making it operationally simpler than multi-dose,
adjuvanted vaccines in development. In a
country of India’s scale, logistical simplicity is a
decisive advantage. The vaccine can be
manufactured at large scale and cost effectively.

TB is largely a disease of low and middle
income countries (LMIC) and their governments
must act proactively. Waiting for expansive
solutions developed elsewhere is neither
practical nor sustainable. LMICs cannot afford to
wait for a silver bullet, because there is no
one-stop solution for TB, especially when there
are results from a Phase III trial conducted in an
Indian population across all age groups (six years
and above) and against all forms of TB, including
PTB and EPTB. It is to be noted that no other TB
vaccine trial till date has studied efficacy against
EPTB and none of the currently ongoing trials
worldwide has included EPTB as the efficacy
end-point.

India has navigated similar public health

decisions before. TrueNat was the first ‘make in
India’ Molecular test approved and adopted by
the National TB Elimination Programme before its
World Health Organization pre-qualification
study.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Bharat
Biotech’s Covaxin was initially approved in
“clinical trial mode” to enable early access while
additional data continued to accumulate. That
decision was driven not by perfection, but by
urgency and it helped accelerate protection at a
critical time.

India has also demonstrated this approach
with indigenous rotavirus vaccines, which were
introduced despite modest efficacy and wide
confidence intervals. Since then, they have
helped reduce severe disease and child mortality
and have been incorporated into the national
immunisation programme (Bhandari et al., The
Lancet, 2014).

A smarter TB strategy

TB is, in many ways, a slow-moving pandemic.
Yet, it has not always been met with the same
urgency in policy action. The policy question,
therefore, is how innovations, including
moderately effective vaccines such as VPM1002
and Immuvac, can be intelligently integrated into
the TB elimination programme. Targeted use
among household contacts, deployment in
school-age children, and alignment with nutrition
and preventive therapy programmes could
together lead to a form a more effective TB
control framework. A combination of vaccines
effective across different indications and age
groups may be needed to have an impact.

India’s TB challenge is unlikely to be solved by
a single breakthrough. It will require a
combination of early detection, preventive
treatment, targeted vaccination against both
pulmonary and extrapulmonary TB, case-based
clinical management, nutritional
supplementation, and sustained public health
investment.

Waiting for a perfect vaccine may delay
progress indefinitely, especially when no trial
other than the PreVenTB trial has evaluated
vaccine efficacy against both pulmonary and
extrapulmonary TB in individuals aged six years
and above. In contrast, deploying tools that
reduce severe disease, particularly EPTB, can
deliver immediate and tangible benefits.

The PreVenTB trial trial is comprehensive,
well-designed and well conducted, offering a
meaningful signal — perhaps a light at the end of
the tunnel in TB vaccine development. Given the
urgency of the challenge and the limited time to
act, we must focus on solutions that are available
today and supported by robust evidence of
efficacy against both PTB and EPTB in individuals
aged six years and above under real-world
conditions, rather than wait indefinitely in the
hope that better options may emerge in the
future — an outcome that is far from certain.

Rubio fails to win India back for Washington

and the United States have warned that

worsening bilateral ties could damage a
partnership that former U.S. President Joe Biden
called the most consequential of the 21st century.
They argue that India remains central to
America’s Indo-Pacific strategy and indispensable
to its competition with China in geopolitics,
technology, and securing critical supply chains.

F or nearly a year, strategic experts in India

Warnings from think tanks, sense of betrayal
Think tanks have also been sounding the alarm. A
March 2026 report by the Center for a New
American Security, titled Repairing the Breach:
Getting U.S.-India Ties Back on Track, said
bilateral ties had “stumbled badly” in the second
half of 2025. It cited U.S. President Donald
Trump’s claims about the May 2025
India-Pakistan ceasefire and his 50% tariffs on
Indian exports as the key causes of the breach in
trust, and recommended urgent steps to rebuild
trust and deepen cooperation.

Similarly, the Hudson Institute’s “New India
Conference” underscored India’s importance to
U.S. interests and the Indo-Pacific balance of
power. By featuring RSS General Secretary
Dattatreya Hosabale, it also signalled a
willingness to engage Hindutva nationalists
despite concerns over their treatment of religious
minorities.

This anxiety is not confined to Washington’s
think tanks, but also in India too. During a visit to
India in January 2026, discussions at academic
and policy institutions, as well as engagements
with experts, diplomats and Indian foreign policy
scholars, pointed to a common concern: New
Delhi had lost trust in Washington. The damage
was seen as not merely diplomatic or
transactional, but also strategic. Many Indian
experts believed that even if both sides
recognised the importance of the relationship, it
would take a long time to repair the trust deficit.

Three indicators came to define the
deterioration in relations. The first was the
growing U.S.-Pakistan strategic partnership in the
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post-Operation Sindoor period. As India sought
to isolate Pakistan internationally, Mr. Trump’s
repeated praise for Pakistani leaders and the
country’s role in mediating with Iran was widely
seen in India as a betrayal.

The second indicator was trade. The 50%
tariffs levied on India — among the highest
imposed on any country — came as a shock to
New Delhi. The 25% tariff penalty on India,
imposed specifically for buying Russian oil,
further reinforced the perception that India was
being singled out and punished for no apparent
reason. The third indicator was the neglect of the
Quad (Australia, India, Japan and the U.S.). The
absence of head-of-state summits, combined with
the lack of visible enthusiasm around the Quad
meetings, suggested that one of the central pillars
of America’s Indo-Pacific strategy had been
downgraded. The Quad, and therefore India,
were clearly less important to Mr. Trump’s plans
which now appear to be more focused on carving
a more productive partnership with China.

The Rubio visit and after

U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s visit to India
(May 23-26, 2026) gave him a clear opportunity to
address all three parameters. Unfortunately,
there was hardly any progress on the pending
trade deal. On top of that, Mr. Rubio essentially
gaslit India by asserting in a tweet that India had
committed to buying $500 billion worth of
American products over the next five years — a
claim that Indian officials had disputed. The Quad
Foreign Ministers’ summit produced no major
breakthrough and no clear announcement about
when the heads of state would meet. Finally,
when given an opportunity by the Indian press to
criticise Pakistan for cross-border terrorism, Mr.
Rubio instead chose to praise Pakistan’s role in
the Iran crisis.

He failed to take positions that would have
reassured India that he had come to repair the
relationship. Instead, the message he sent was
that “America First” would be the only criterion
determining U.S. choices, not any desire to repair

the U.S.-India strategic partnership.

The symbolism after Mr. Rubio’s return to
Washington only reinforced this conclusion. Just
hours later, he participated in a public Cabinet
meeting. When Mr. Trump asked him about Iran,
Mr. Rubio spoke about Iran, Ebola, Cuba,
Venezuela, and even his stopover in Armenia,
which he described as highly successful. But he
did not mention India, his meeting with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, or the Quad meeting.
Mr. Trump did not ask about India either. This
amnesia is astonishing — coming just hours after a
visit to one of America’s most important strategic
partners. Nor did Mr. Trump use his social media
platforms to highlight the Quad or stress the
importance of repairing U.S.-India relations.

It is precisely such indicators that make
policymakers in New Delhi nervous. They signal
that India’s strategic significance has diminished
in Washington’s eyes.

A partnership that still matters

There remain many strategic reasons for the U.S.
and India to work together: keeping the
Indo-Pacific open, sustaining a partnership
between major democracies in an era of rising
authoritarianism, and collaborating on
technological innovation, artificial intelligence,
semiconductors, defence, and energy security.
These shared interests have not disappeared and
may well bring the two countries back toward
closer cooperation. But for now, India and the
U.S. are not as closely aligned as they were a year
and a half ago.

If Mr. Rubio’s goal was to repair the perceived
damage done to India-U.S. relations since Mr.
Trump’s election in 2024, he clearly failed. But if
his mission was to reinforce that American
foreign policy will be driven by whatever Mr.
Trump defines as “America First” on any given
day, then perhaps he succeeded — making clear
that American national interests are now shaped
less by careful strategic thinking and more by the
unpredictable thought process of President
Trump.
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a guilty system

A fire in a bed-and-breakfast took the lives of over 20 guests in Delhi's Hauz Rani. Of these, most were foreign

nationals, mainly in India for their families’ medical needs. The owner was allegedly misusing government

permits and had no clearance from the fire department. Suruchi Kumari and Shrimansi Kaushik report

on how, despite repeated announcements of government audits, on ground, compliance is a challenge

tis 12 noon on June 3, a day surprisingly not
as hot as Delhi can get at this time, but the
water from the fire extinguishers has dried
up. About 200 people are gathered in a
narrow lane in South Delhi’s Hauz Rani, breath-
lessly recalling what happened that morning. The
smoke has now cleared up over Flourish Stay, a
bed-and-breakfast spread across six-storeys, but
the building is charred. The structures flanking it
are also blackened. This is the scene of a disaster.

The fire brigade says that 49 people were
pulled out of the building. “There was no emer-
gency exit, the doors on the terrace were locked,
and the glass facade made rescue difficult. It left
the trapped choking,” says an officer. In addition,
the main doors were powered by electricity, so
could not be opened once the fire broke out.

Hauz Rani is a pre-independence urban village

that has seen unregulated growth over the
years. Homestays illegally converted
into multi-storey hotels run cheek by
jowl with homes and real-estate
brokers’ offices. The lanes are so
narrow only a single car can
fit. High-tension electricity
wires hang dangerously close
to the traffic below. Tall and
small buildings are packed
into the lal dora area, a histor-
ic land classification demar-
cating a village habitation
zone. Here, construction on
an existing structure does not re-
quire building layout plans to be ap-

proved by the authorities.

The uniformed forces are swarming around, as
the traffic police barricades the area, up to 1 kilo-
metre around Flourish Stay that had caught fire at
8:30 that morning. The residents of Hauz Rani are
on the street. Some guests from the homestays
around are also out, now worried about their
safety.

The police does not allow those from Micasa,
the lodge next door, to enter the building. One
couple from Congo is panicked because they
need their medicines from the room. Another
asks what will happen to their passports and mo-
ney. Across the next few hours, foreign nationals
from other homestays begin leaving with their
luggage.

By the evening, the boards of all the surround-
ing bed-and-breakfast places have been taken
down, fearing a government crackdown.

Outside this mess, within a kilometre, are two
of Delhi’s newer areas: Malviya Nagar, from where
the police and fire brigade arrived; and Saket,
with a steel-and-glass strip of malls and Max hos-
pital’s buildings. The lodges serviced those com-
ing into Delhi for treatment to this hospital. Thir-
teen of the people who died were foreign
nationals from Bangladesh, Congo, Iraq, Kyrgyz-
stan, Liberia, Mozambique, Nigeria, Uzbekistan,
as per the Ministry of External Affairs. Nine were
from India.

This is not Delhi’s first disaster. Last month, an
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under-construction five-storey building collapsed
in Saidulajab, killing six. Earlier in the month, a
fire in a Vivek Vihar residential building killed
nine. In March, another fire in Palam also killed
nine, all from the same family. Over two-and-a-
half months ago, the Delhi government promised
a fire audit across the city.

The first hour

Ambulances began to arrive at 8:40 a.m. when lo-
cals had begun the rescue operation. “It did not
take the fire more than a few minutes to blow out
of the ground floor. There were sparks in the dan-
gling web of wires which people would later step
on to jump,” says Riyazuddin Mansuri. He and his
son Armaan, who had a mattress shop under a tin
shed right opposite the B&B, used up their stock
of over 20 mattresses to lay them down for those
who began jumping. At the time, Mansuri says,
he did this by instinct. “It felt like the thick smoke
would swallow the whole neighbourhood.”

He recalls feeling breathless, hours after. “Peo-
ple gathered and the narrow streets were already
jammed by the time ambulances and fire services
came. We were looking at people hanging from
the windows, glass shreds falling on the road,” he
remembers.

The fire brigade arrived 45 minutes after the
fire broke out, though officials say the call came
to them 20 minutes into the fire. The police
reached within 20 minutes, says the station
house officer (SHO) of Malviya Nagar Police Sta-
tion, Vinay Yadav. “They were late,” the officer
says of the fire engines. “There were ladders and
mattresses, but no water,” SHO Yadav says, of the
alleged delay in the fire department reaching.

Seven fire tenders and 39 Delhi Fire Service
personnel reached the spot and doused the fire
within 20 minutes, they say. Deputy Chief Fire Of-
ficer A.K. Malik says that the nearest fire station at
Geetanjali Enclave did not have water tenders. Fi-
refighting units had to be called from over 7 km
away. “We received the fire units that were called
from Nehru Place and Bikaji Cama Palace. With
Delhi traffic, it took them 19 minutes to reach the
spot,” he says.

Mohammed Israr Khan, a resident of Hauz Ra-
ni village, saw smoke rising towards the north of
his house. He rushed to the spot with his brother.
Three hours later, his yellow vest and shorts were
black. He remembers: “A victim’s phone rang
while I was helping with the rescue. It was the
person’s mother. I could not say anything and
handed the phone to the police. I didn’t want to
be the bearer of bad news.”

Along with Wasim, Amir, Shahrukh, Afzal, Ha-
zi, Shoaib, and Anish, he helped pull victims out
and carry them to ambulances. “We were also
clearing the way where cars and auto were
parked,” he says. Locals and officials later re-
moved cars and autos to make way for
ambulances.

Once the fire services arrived and broke open
the main door, rescue teams entered with resi-
dents, who lent a hand. “When we entered the
building with the police and rescue teams, we
could not see anything. There was only smoke,
screams, and wailing from every floor,” Khan
says. “Many had tried to escape and were trapped
in the basement.” Over the next couple of hours,
he says he saw some gruesome sights.

Head Constable Dinesh Yadav says he helped
rescue five people trapped on the west side of the
building. “When I climbed the ladder to break
open the window of the bathroom on the second
floor, two Nigerian women were unconscious. For
others who were trapped on different floors,
there was no way to go out. I guided three people
to climb down the rainwater pipe along the build-
ing and jump from there,” he says. Yadav suffered
injuries from glass shreds and had blisters on his
arms from the melting cables that fell on him. Ten
constables and head constables were taken to Al-
IMS for treatment.

Police action

The same day, the police apprehended the owner
of the building, Lavkesh Bajaj, for negligence. An
initial enquiry revealed he had been misusing a
‘Bed & Breakfast’ (B&B) license issued by the Tou-
rism Department of the Delhi government. His
permit allowed for only six rooms, but he had
been running 26 rooms, including a basement. He
had no clearance from the fire department.

The lane down which Flourish Stay in South Delhi
caught fire, where the owner ran a hotel instead of a
bed-and-breakfast that the property was licenced for.
SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

He also did not have permission to run a kitch-
en and a restaurant on the ground floor from
where the fire allegedly started. The kitchen was
being run under a different licence, called the tea-
and-snacks licence, issued by the Municipal Cor-
poration of Delhi (MCD), the capital’s civic body.

While no hotel staff was present on the spot,
Bajaj was allegedly seen driving past the raging
building in the CCTV visuals that went viral later.
While the fire was raging, the MCD received an ap-
plication between 9.30 a.m. and 10 a.m., for the
yearly renewal of the tea-and-snacks license
“without seating” at the same address. It had ex-
pired two months before.

The police registered an FIR against Bajaj un-
der the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita’s Sections 105
(culpable homicide not amounting to murder),
326 (g) (mischief by fire), 324 (5) (wrongful dam-
age of property), 125 (a) (endangering human life
and safety), 125 (b) (causing hurt by negligence),
and 287 (negligent conduct with respect to fire).
He was produced in court the next day.

The police are still looking for Jay Mishra, Ba-
jaj’s accountant, who handled day-to-day opera-
tions of the hotel. The B&B license had been is-
sued in his name.

Lives lost and saved

Vivek Aggarwal, 47, the head of finance at an insu-
rance company, lost his life in the fire along with
seven members of his family. They had been
stranded in the basement. His wife Tarjani,
daughters, and mother lived with him in Guru-
gram, while his aunt and uncle had come from
Ajmer to meet his father, who was in Max hospi-
tal. His cousin Ashok Goyal had come from Kish-
angarh in Uttar Pradesh.

Prem Bansal, Tarjani’s father, says, “I had
called my daughter just 15 minutes before the in-
cident to ask when they had planned to go and
meet her father-in-law. She said it was too early to
think about that and cut the call. Half an hour la-
ter, Vivek’s brother, Mahendra, informed me
about the fire,” he says. Mahendra was outside the
hotel, trying to rescue the members, after he re-
ceived a call from Vivek that there had been a fire.
He alleges that the fire services did not have the
cutters to cut through the basement shutters in
time.

Isaac, a 62-year-old Nigerian national, is mostly
quiet, says the attendant in the Intensive Care Un-
it of Max hospital. He is injured, but his wife didn’t
survive the jump from the third floor. The couple
had travelled to Delhi for Isaac’s medical
treatment.

Habib, 20, from Bangladesh, had come to do-
nate a part of his liver to his father. When he
jumped from the second floor, his liver was im-
pacted. Doctors have told him that he may not be
able to donate it now. His father is in the same
hospital, awaiting a liver transplant. Three others,
including his mother, sister, and uncle, all jumped
with him, and are injured. His mother says she
will never stay in a hotel again.

The action plans that followed

By the evening of the fire, a series of condolences
and measures to fix accountability were an-
nounced by the Delhi Government. Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi announced an ex-gratia of 32
lakh from the Prime Minister’s National Relief
Fund for the next of kin of each deceased mem-
ber, and 350,000 to each of the injured.

Lieutenant-Governor Taranjit Singh Sandhu
chaired a meeting along with Delhi Home Minis-
ter Ashish Sood. He ordered a magisterial inquiry
into the incident along with a month-long drive
from June 4 to review safety compliance of all ho-
tels, lodges, inns, nursing homes, coaching insti-
tutes, restaurants, and other vulnerable commer-
cial establishments in the city.

Chief Minister Rekha Gupta sought a detailed
report on the incident and warned of strict action
if any lapses were found. On June 4, Gupta an-
nounced a compensation of 10 lakh to the next of
kin of the people who died in the fire. The injured
will receive 35 lakh each, she said, after she visited
Max hospital, where most of the injured were.

The following day, teams were formed across
Delhi’s 13 districts by the government. In addi-
tion, the MCD began surveying all buildings with
five floors and over. The civic body had also iden-
tified 12 B&Bs in the Hauz Rani area to seal, as
they were violating permits given by the Tourism
Department.

Simultaneously, Tourism Minister Kapil Mishra
told The Hindu, “The department only gives per-
mission for B&Bs. Regulatory enforcement is not
carried out by our department, nor is any other
follow-up inspection.” Flourish Stay was granted
the licence in 2024, valid through 2027. Mishra al-
so says his department will review the draft poli-
cy, which was put in the public domain on May
26, 2026, for suggestions. The draft policy has
proposed a self-certification and self-renewal fra-
mework, with “deemed approval” within seven
working days, down from 30 days in the 2007
policy.

Meanwhile, MCD officials, including South
Zone Deputy Commissioner Rakesh Kumar, say
that it is not their job to check for violations under
the B&B policy. Kumar says that those who grant
the licence are supposed to enforce its rules. “We
cannot take any action on buildings constructed
before 2014 as they are exempt from MCD build-
ing by-laws,” he says, of the structure that was
built in the 1980s.

In January this year, after the Goa fire tragedy
claimed 25 lives the month before, the MCD asked
all 12 zones to conduct scrutiny of licences, in-
cluding the instant ones. The tea-and-snacks li-
cence comes under this category. For this B&B,
the scrutiny, which involves a physical inspection,
was marked “closed” a day before the fire. This
meant there were no violations detected.

suruchi.kumari@thehindu.co.in
shrimansi.kaushik@thehindu.co.in
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Rapt attention: Delegates listening to a session at The Hindu
Huddle in Bengaluru on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

The mind’s eye: Mentalist Naman Anand in action during the ‘Mind
Games’ session on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

Seeking insight: A student asking a question to Jammu and
Kashmir Chief Minister Omar Abdullah at the event. K. MURALI KUMAR

Creative showcase: Spectators viewing artworks on display at The
Hindu Huddle on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

Student huddle
focuses on linking
skills with degrees

Young minds: Students with Vinaya Deshpande Pandit,
Chief of Bureau, Maharashtra, The Hindu. K. MURALI KUMAR

The Hindu Bureau
BENGALURU

A panel discussion on ‘Degree or skills, what will
matter in the future?’ in the student huddle
organised as part of The Hindu Huddle in
Bengaluru on Friday turned into an incisive and
critical analysis of the education system and the

job market in the country.

The panellists felt that there was an urgent
need to integrate degrees with skills, as skills
were important, but degrees could not be

discarded.

Vinaya Deshpande Pandit, Chief of Bureau,
Maharashtra, The Hindu, who moderated the
session, raised the issue of what would matter to
young people in the coming days — formal
education or skills learnt by candidates on or off

the course.

Aditi Singh, a management student from
Amity University, said emphatically that she
believed that ‘skills before degree’ was the way
ahead. Anishka Chandra, studying
biotechnology, said she believed skills were
important, but she would not discard the

importance of degrees.

Abd Ur Rehman Mujahid, a graduate student
of medicine, Khaja Bandanawaz University,
Kalaburagi said the relative importance of
degrees or skills was highly sector-specific, as
some fields required degrees while others

required skills.

Premika Vallabhaneni, a post-graduate student
of pathology, KBN University, felt that both
degrees and skills were important, but there was
a need to integrate them seamlessly.

Abrogation of Article 370 was Centre’s
biggest policy mistake: Omar Abdullah

Jammu & Kashmir Chief Minister demands restoration of statehood and seeks clarity on timeline, parameters on which decision will be made; he

says ‘One Nation, One Election’ will be difficult to implement in diverse country like India, and calls for more South Indian movies to be shot in Valley

Vinaya Deshpande Pandit
BENGALURU

eeking the restora-
s tion of statehood for

Jammu & Kashmir,
Chief Minister Omar Ab-
dullah on Friday said the
abrogation of Article 370
was the biggest policy mis-
take made by the Union go-
vernment. “You have alrea-
dy made it, in 2019,” he
said, when asked about er-
rors the government could
make in the Valley in the
next decade.

Mr. Abdullah was in con-
versation with Dr. Narayan
Lakshman, Opinion Editor,
The Hindu, and Curator,
The Hindu Huddle, in a
session titled “Beyond the
Valley: the role of Kashmir
in great power politics”.

In a candid conversa-
tion on myriad issues, Mr.
Abdullah reflected on the
geo-strategic significance
of Jammu and Kashmir,
perception about Muslim
youth of the valley, impact
of the West Asia conflict,
and the complex issues af-
fecting the Union Territo-
ry. He spoke about the con-
nection the Union
government had drawn
between development and
abrogation of Article 370,
and said that the two were
not related.

“The clauses in Article
370 were never a cause of
lack of development in
Jammu and Kashmir. It has
suffered due to 30-35 years

MR
QUL HHINDU

. HUDDLE

INDIA 1N DIALOSUE

Illuminating discourse: Omar Abdullah, Chief Minister of Jammu and Kashmir, in conversation with Narayan Lakshman, Opinion Editor,

The Hindu, and Curator, The Hindu Huddle, in Bengaluru on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

of violence. The fact that
Jammu and Kashmir was
perceived as an unsafe
place, is what we paid the
price of,” he said, adding
that there are several other
States where different
rules were applicable at
the regional level.

‘Different systems’

“The BJP had said that we
can’t have two different
systems in the same coun-
try. That was the stick used
to beat us. But there are
other places where you

can’t buy land, or face oth-
er restrictions. It is a part
of politics of the BJP. And
we are suffering because of
it,” the Chief Minister said.
Questioning the Bharati-
ya Janata Party over the al-
leged commitment of the
Prime Minister, which he
referred to as ‘Modi ka wa-
da’, Mr. Abdullah sought
statehood for J&K. He
wanted the Union govern-
ment to clarify the parame-
ters on which it would take
the decision and a stipulat-
ed time frame. “It was a

commitment that delimita-
tion will be followed by
election, and that State-
hood will follow. But it is
nowhere to be seen. We
don’t know when the ap-
propriate time will be.
How are we supposed to
gauge the appropriate
time,” he asked.

On one election pitch

When the audience asked
him about ‘One Nation,
One Election’, he said that
it was realistically difficult
to make it work in a diverse

country like India. He high-
lighted the distrust among
regional parties about its
motive and questioned the
implementation in States
where the government
may fall before completing
its term.

“Realistically, how do
you implement it for a
country as diverse as ours
with State governments
that are so different in con-
ditions where there is no
fixed term,” he said.

Mr. Abdullah said that
there were not enough vis-
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itors from the South of the
Vindhyas to Jammu and
Kashmir. “Tourism often
follows movies. Look at
what happened to Switzer-
land, thanks in part to Yash
Chopra’s films. We would
love to see more South In-
dian films shot in Kashmir.
These days, your films
seem to be doing better
than Bollywood’s, and you
have bigger budgets. So, I
hope more films from the
south are shot in Kashmir
in the future,” the Chief Mi-
nister said.

In India, protection of nature also
means safeguarding culture: Jairam

Shilpa Elizabeth
BENGALURU

To think you can deforest
in Nicobar and manage its
ecological impact by doing
some compensatory affor-
estation in Haryana is a bo-
gus argument, Jairam Ra-
mesh, Congress leader and
Rajya Sabha member, said
at the session titled ‘From
the Aravallis to the Nico-
bar: at the edge of ecology’
at The Hindu Huddle in
Bengaluru on Friday.

Pointing out that Nico-
bar is a unique biodiversity
spot, the former Union En-
vironment Minister criti-
cised the government for
allowing the clearing of for-
est areas that should never
be deforested.

Cultural significance
“Large parts of Central In-
dia, which is the rich forest
bowl of India, are under
threat... We are seeing loss
of forests and biodiversity
that is known and un-
known in Odisha, Jhark-
hand, Madhya Pradesh
and Nicobar,” he said.
Taking the example of
the protests that happened
against Bauxite mining in
Niyamgiri, he said that in
many parts of India, peo-
ple feel attached to their
lands not just because of li-
velihoods, but because of
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Biodiversity concerns: Jairam Ramesh, Rajya Sabha MP; Gargi
Rawat, Consulting Editor, NDTV; and Dr. Krithi Karanth, CEO, Centre
for Wildlife Studies, in Bengaluru on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

their cultural traditions.

“Democracy ultimately
is about protecting the
smallest of the small. If a
particular community says
that this is integral to my
culture, then it is incum-
bent upon us to protect
that culture. Because in In-
dia, unlike in many other
parts of the world, when
we protect nature, we also
protect culture,” he said.

However, he also ack-
nowledged that govern-
ments have compulsions to
create jobs and attract in-
vestments and said that the
trade-off between environ-
ment and development
has to be a democratic,
give and take process.

“In environment and
development, you cannot
satisfy all sides. The only

policy that works is ba-
lanced dissatisfaction,” he
said.

“But going hand in hand
means making difficult
choices. There are certain
situations where you will
have to choose develop-
ment because jobs are in-
volved, investments are in-
volved, and organisations
are involved. However,
there are instances where
you have to say, ‘no, we
will protect the environ-
ment at all costs,” he said.

Dr. Krithi Karanth, CEO,
Centre for Wildlife Studies,
who took part in the con-
versation, raised concerns
that Indians, although they
celebrate their language,
culture, and history, do not
celebrate the country’s wil-
dlife despite India being

one of the 17 mega biodi-
verse countries in the
world.

“We’re forgetting that
we are not the only Indians
in the room. There are tig-
ers, elephants, hornbills,
the Narcondam hornbill,
and a multitude of amphi-
bians, butterflies and in-
sects yet to be discovered,”
she said.

While noting that in ma-
ny parts of India, including
Karnataka, Madhya Pra-
desh, and Maharashtra,
the wildlife numbers have
gone up, she said that
there are large parts of In-
dia that are in deep trou-
ble. “The Great Indian Bus-
tard is going to go in our
lifetime...,” she warned.

Human-animal conflicts
With regards to human-
animal conflicts, Dr. Ka-
ranth stressed that solu-
tions have to be based on
science and data, and re-
quired deep local com-
munity commitment.

“We now have high den-
sities of animals, but we
have huge cultural, social
problems for wildlife in ru-
ral India...Urban Indians
don’t make decisions that
matter for tiger, elephants,
rural Indians do; and I
think we have to empower
rural Indians to solve the
conflict,” she added.

Envoys stress need for
rules-based global order
and economic integration

Appaji Reddem
BENGALURU

Envoys of the European
Union (EU), Australia, and
a former Indian Foreign Se-
cretary, who were panel-
lists at a session of The Hin-
du Huddle, emphasised
the need for a rules-based
international order and
economic integration. In
this context, the growing
India-EU and India-Austra-
lia partnerships were high-
lighted as major drivers of
future cooperation.

Hervé Delphin, EU Am-
bassador to India, in an in-
teraction with Suhasini
Haidar, Diplomatic Affairs
Editor, The Hindu, over
domination of middle pow-
ers and major powers, said
the EU wants to work to-
gether with those consi-
dered agents of change for
cooperation, and rejected
the terminology “middle
powers” as it “boxes” peo-
ple or countries in diffe-
rent categories. Instead of
categorisation, he said the
focus should be on coun-
tries with intent, capability
and willingness to

cooperate.

“We are in an era of pa-
radox and polarisation
which would assumingly

Global ties: Philip Green, Australian High Commissioner; Nirupama
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Rao, former Indian Foreign Secretary and diplomat; Hervé Delphin,
EU Ambassador; and Suhasini Haidar, Diplomatic Affairs Editor, The
Hindu, in Bengaluru on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

necessitate more coopera-
tion than ever,” he said. He
said that India could play a
constructive role in con-
flict resolution due to its
unique relationships with
multiple actors.

Philip Green, Australian
High Commissioner to In-
dia, said the rules-based or-
der remained largely intact
and is governing trade,
shipping, telecommunica-
tions and international bu-
siness, and stressed on the
need to strengthen the or-
der. “Rather than worry
about the world where
rules don’t exist, we need
to protect the rules that ex-
ist and try to build them
on,” Mr. Green said.

Speaking about diplo-

macy and India’s role in in-
ternational politics, former
Indian Foreign Secretary
and diplomat Nirupama
Rao said the choice has
been to maintain influence
and dialogue. With grow-
ing global instability, India,
Japan, and Australia have
greater responsibility with-
in the Indo-Pacific.

“India should continue
acting as a pivotal power
rather than joining a rigid
bloc,” Ms. Rao said.

India’s current ap-
proach should be viewed
against its long-standing
West Asia policy. India’s
historical sympathy and
support for the Palestinian
cause remain important,
she added.

Naman Anand
captivates the
crowd with
‘Mind Games’

Anagha Maareesha
BENGALURU

Day 1 of The Hindu Huddle
was packed with thought-
provoking sessions, and it
concluded with a perfor-
mance by mentalist Na-
man Anand, whose session
titled ‘Mind Games’ took
the audience through a
mind-bending experience
of illusions and tricks.

Popularly known as Bol-
lywood’s favourite mind
reader, Mr. Anand has per-
formed for personalities
ranging from Shah Rukh
Khan and the Ambani fa-
mily to IPL cricket teams.

After serious and critical
dialogues the whole day,
this playful session came
as a welcome change. He
opened his interactive ses-
sion by inviting an au-
dience member on stage
and asking her to choose a
number between 1 and
100. He then pulled out a
list of the “Top 100 Holly-
wood personalities” on his
phone. The woman chose
two, and the number cor-
responded to Brad Pitt on
the list. Mr. Anand then im-
pressed the audience by
pulling out a photo of the
American actor.

Mr. Anand’s charismatic
show brought energy and
laughter to the evening.
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India-China relations have improved to
a new level of development: Xu Feihong

Chinese Ambassador calls for accelerated efforts towards full normalisation’ of relations and stresses the need to address a ‘serious deficit of trust’;

currently, border situation is generally stable and peaceful, he says, adding that it requires dialogue to ensure a fair, mutually acceptable resolution

Ananth Krishnan
BENGALURU

ndia-China relations
lover the past year

have improved from a
“reset and fresh start” to a
“new level of develop-
ment”, Chinese Ambassa-
dor to India Xu Feihong
said on Friday, calling for
accelerated efforts towards
a “full normalisation” of re-
lations and to address a
“serious deficit of trust”.

In a conversation with
Suhasini Haidar, Diplomat-
ic Affairs Editor, The Hin-
du, Mr. Xu said the two
leaders — Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping —
had played “a leading role
in providing strategic gui-
dance for relations bet-
ween our two countries”.

“Both President Xi and
Prime Minister Modi attach
great importance to bilat-
eral ties and view relations
from the strategic and
long-term perspective,” he
said.

“The diplomatic teams
of two sides have been
working very hard to step
up communication and
cooperation at various le-
vels to advance implemen-
tation of the important
common understandings
between the two leaders. I
would say the leaders have
led relations from a reset
and fresh start to a new le-
vel of development.”

Mr. Xu said he was “very
glad to see the gradual and
tangible progress” both
sides had made recently,
including through easing
of restrictions on invest-
ments from China, re-
sumption of the Kailash-
Mansarovar yatra for In-
dian pilgrims, resumption
of direct flights between
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Vital ties: Xu Feihong, Chinese Ambassador to India, speaking with Suhasini Haidar, The Hindu‘s Diplomatic Affairs Editor, at The Hindu
Huddle in Bengaluru on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

several cities, and other
measures. At the same
time, he said ties were not
yet fully normalised.

“It is true we have made
progress and (made) im-
provement in relations,
but the full normalisation
of our ties still calls for
joint and continuous ef-
forts from our two coun-
tries,” Mr. Xu said. “China-
India relations are one of
the most important bilater-
al relationships in the
world. The importance of
relations extends beyond
the bilateral scope and car-
ries  global strategic
significance.”

‘Eased restrictions’

He said the Chinese side
was “happy to see the In-
dian side has gradually
eased restrictions on Chi-
nese investment”, refer-
ring to the restrictions im-

posed in early 2020, at the
start of the pandemic, fol-
lowing the issuing of Press
Note 3. He did, however,
add that this was not yet a
“complete” easing of
measures.

Calling for more people-
to-people ties, he said “the
deficit of trust remains se-
rious” between the two
countries. “Exchanges bet-
ween the policy-making
bodies are not enough.
China and India have near-
ly 50 government-to-go-
vernment dialogue me-
chanisms, unfortunately
most of them remain
stalled,” he said, adding
that China was “ready to
resume exchanges with In-
dia in various fields and at
various levels.”

On the border question
and the rupture in ties fol-
lowing the Galwan Valley
clash in June 2020, , Mr. Xu

said both sides had held
several rounds of recent
talks, including most re-
cently, last week in Beijing
when both sides held the
35th meeting of the Work-
ing Mechanism for Consul-
tation and Coordination on
border affairs. Both coun-
tries in Beijing discussed is-
sues related to border de-
limitation, border
management, mechanism
building and cross-border
cooperation.

“Currently the border
situation is generally stable
and peaceful,” Mr. Xu said.
“I think the boundary
question is an important
one and we should handle
it properly. The boundary
question is very complex
and sensitive and left over
from history. It concerns
the sentiments of the two
peoples and requires dia-
logue and consultation to

seek a fair, reasonable and
mutually acceptable reso-
lution. China and India as
two ancient civilisations
have the wisdom and capa-
bility to find effective ways
to accommodate each oth-
er’s core interests and ma-
jor concerns, and properly
settle differences through
dialogue.”

On ties with Pakistan
Questioned on China’s re-
lations with Pakistan, in-
cluding its provision of as-
sistance to the Pakistani
military during Operation
Sindoor which raised con-
cerns in India, Mr. Xu said
China “hopes India and Pa-
kistan seek resolutions on
their differences through
negotiation and dialogue.”
“Geographically  you
can never be separated
from each side,” he said.
“Good relations will bene-
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fit the two countries, two
peoples and will be condu-
cive to maintain peace, de-
velopment and prosperity
of this region.”

China, he said, was also
“actively participating” in
BRICS and supporting In-
dia’s hosting of the BRICS
Summit later this year. Rus-
sian President Vladimir Pu-
tin and Chinese President
Xi Jinping are among lead-
ers expected to attend.

On whether Mr. Xi will
visit New Delhi for the sum-
mit on what would be his
first visit to India since the
2019 summit, he said, “Chi-
na, together with all mem-
ber countries, is fully get-
ting prepared for this very
important occasion. There
are three months for us to
get prepared, so I cannot
give you a very exact answ-
er, but I hope you will stay
tuned.”

R. Ganesan, Senior Vice-President, L&T; Neeti Sharma, CEO, TeamLease Digital; Praveen Someshwar, MD
& CEO, USL and Member, Global Diageo Executive Committee; and Shailendra Katyal, MD, Lenovo India,
with LV. Navaneeth, CEO of The Hindu Group in Bengaluru, on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

Industry leaders reflect on
leadership in times of chaos

Ravi Reddy
BENGALURU

Industry leaders shared
candid reflections on lea-
dership and the need to
adapt to chaos, disruption,
and volatility at The Hindu
Huddle on Friday.

At a session moderated
by L.V. Navaneeth, CEO of
The Hindu Group, the pa-
nellists R. Ganesan, Senior
Vice President, L&T; Neeti
Sharma, CEO, TeamLease
Digital; Praveen Somesh-
war, MD & CEO, USL and
Member, Global Diageo Ex-
ecutive Committee; and
Shailendra Katyal, MD, Le-
novo India, shared their ex-
periences on leadership.

Mr. Ganesan stressed
the value of a structured
approach: “I activate what
I call ‘pause, reflect, and
then act. It’s a regression of
wisdom acquired over
time, and it works,” he
said.

Ms. Sharma added that
listening to stakeholders is
critical. “Dashboards and
analytics are abundant,
but leaders must hear the
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noise of the industry. What
keeps CXOs awake at night
is understanding that
noise,” she said.

Mr. Katyal stressed on
the need for clarity and fo-
cus. “Chaos is always the
short term raising its hand.
You must drown out the
noise but keep an eye on
the North Star. Fewer, big-
ger, better decisions mat-
ter most,” he said and also
warned against middle
management bottlenecks.
“Radical simplification and
clear communication are
essential,” he said.

On geo-political shocks

Referring to the geopoliti-
cal shocks, Mr. Ganesan
said: “Conflicts in the Red
Sea, Ukraine, and the Strait
of Hormuz disrupted sup-
ply chains. We started put-
ting up algorithms knitting
multiple variables — logis-
tics, suppliers, raw mate-
rial sources, and geopoliti-
cal events — to see how
much uncertainty we can
convert into structured

decisions.”
Reflecting on consumer

behaviour and adaptabili-
ty, Mr. Someshwar said:
“Change is the reality. The
ability to say no is the sin-
gle biggest challenge —
choosing what we will not
get into is as important as
what we will.”

Ms. Sharma highlighted
the permanence of disrup-
tion, pointing out that
most retailers thought e-
commerce was temporary.
“But they missed the early
signals and lost huge mar-
ket share. Likewise, Al is a
permanent disruptor.
Leaders must redraw
structures, talent maps,
and skill sets,” she said.

Mr. Navaneeth reflected
on the media industry’s
upheaval: “We thought
search traffic would re-
main stable, but when
Google integrated Gemini,
everything changed. Plans
must adapt to reality. Don’t
get married to plans, get
married to context,” he
said. He said that while AI
reveals patterns, technolo-
gy scales intelligence, but
leadership scales judg-
ment.

Vivek M.V.
BENGALURU

Film production in Bolly-
wood has gone down by
50%, and current filmmak-
ers are confused about
their  prospective au-
dience, according to actor
Huma Qureshi.

“It’s not an alarming
sign, but I feel for upcom-
ing actors who struggle for
opportunities,” said Ms.
Qureshi, who was speaking
at The Hindu Huddle on
Friday.

Current trends

Ms. Qureshi shared her ob-
servations on current
trends in Bollywood, along
with fellow actor Kritika
Kamra, during a session tit-
led ‘New avatar for the sil-
ver screen: the global
reach of OTT’, which was
moderated by journalist
and talk show host Rohit
Khilnani.

“Earlier, great stories
were backed by OTT. It was
a wonderful period of sto-
rytelling. Today, we are
confused about whom we
are catering our films to,”
said Ms. Qureshi, who is
set to star in the highly an-
ticipated film Toxic.

Ms. Kamra echoed her
thoughts. “Some incredi-
ble work was being done at
the beginning of the OTT
era. We took some big
leaps in the OTT space.
Now, we are making mo-
vies for numbers. Visibility
is being prioritised be-
cause it makes money. It is
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Film personalities discuss
the influence of OTT
platforms on Bollywood
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Actors Huma Qureshi and Kritika Kamra in conversation with
journalist and host Rohit Khilnani on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

a scary situation to be in,”
the actor said.

Ms. Kamra was praised
for her performance in The
Great Shamsuddin Family,
a JioHotstar film revolving
around a modern Muslim
family grappling with gen-
erational gaps and social
tensions. “It took eight
years for the film to see the
light of day. It’s a small
film, but I am glad to see
the love it has gotten from
women all over the world.
The reception to the movie
has given me the confi-
dence to do an indie mo-
vie. We must have more
small, mid-budget movies.
They have disappeared,”
she said.

‘Breaking barriers’
Ms. Qureshi said her hit se-
ries Maharani changed
how people in the industry
look at her as a performer.
She is keen on featuring
in stories that “break cultu-
ral barriers”, she said. “I
would love to be part of so-
mething on the lines of
Adolescence and Squid

Game,” she added.

Is becoming an influen-
cer the new way to break
into acting? Ms. Kamra
does not think so. She
opined that youngsters
must be a part of the film-
making process to grow as
performers.

“They must attend audi-
tions and try to assist direc-
tors. It’s a better approach
than building a social me-
dia profile and going viral,”
she said.

On pay parity

The actors also offered
their perspectives on the
hot topic of pay parity.
“Apart from equal pay, we
must also talk about female
actors getting more screen-
time and unique charac-
ters. As for pay, I wish we
reach a situation where we
are in a position to demand
a share of the film’s profit,”
Ms. Kamra said.

Ms. Qureshi added:
“Films are made for the
male gaze. Women are just
accessories. This mindset
is deep-rooted.”

Amit Malik, psychiatrist, and Prabha S. Chandra, Director,
NIMHANS, in conversation with Amrita Tripathi, author, in
Bengaluru on Friday. K. MURALI KUMAR

Character Al
poses unique risks
for young users,
mental health
experts warn

Afshan Yasmeen
BENGALURU

Mental health professionals have raised concerns
over the growing popularity of Character Al
platforms among young people, warning that
immersive chatbot interactions could blur the
line between entertainment, companionship and
psychological dependence.

Speaking at a session titled ‘The matrix can
hear you: chatbots and mental health’ organised
as part of The Hindu Huddle, NIMHANS Director
Prabha S. Chandra said Character Al differs
significantly from conventional generative Al
tools because users can interact with simulated
personalities ranging from historical figures and
celebrities to fictional characters and customised
companions.

“Unlike a standard chatbot, Character Al
allows users to create highly personalised
relationships and narratives. It can become
deeply immersive because users are not just
consuming content; they are actively
participating in and shaping the story,” she said.

Dr. Chandra noted that many young users find
such platforms engaging and entertaining, but
cautioned that the absence of adequate
safeguards could make them particularly
vulnerable.

Referring to studies suggesting that individuals
experiencing loneliness, social isolation or social
anxiety are among the most frequent users of
such platforms, Dr. Chandra said: “People who
are lonely often use these tools for comfort, and
that can sometimes be helpful. However, those
who are already socially avoidant may end up
withdrawing further from real-world
interactions.”

Amit Malik, psychiatrist and founder of mental
health organisation Amaha, said Al systems
could play a constructive role in improving
access to information and mental health
resources, particularly in a country where
treatment gaps remain significant.

“The challenge is ensuring that Al remains a
tool rather than becoming a substitute for human
relationships, professional care or independent
thinking,” he said.

Need for stronger oversight

Pointing to international cases in which
prolonged engagement with Al companions has
been linked to emotional distress and harmful
outcomes, Dr. Malik said this calls for stronger
oversight and age-appropriate protections.

Both experts emphasised that while Al
technologies are likely to become increasingly
integrated into everyday life, human oversight,
stronger regulations and greater digital literacy
will be essential to minimise risks. Parents should
take an active interest in how children and
adolescents use Al platforms and discuss online
experiences openly, they said.

Excessive dependence on such tools can have
unintended consequences, the experts agreed. It
can contribute to “cognitive laziness” — a
reduced willingness to engage in independent
thinking and problem-solving and also
“emotional laziness”, where individuals
increasingly seek reassurance and emotional
regulation from Al systems instead of developing
coping skills through relationships and lived
experience.

The discussion moderated by Amrita Tripathi,
author and mental health advocate, also
highlighted concerns around data privacy,
misinformation and the potential impact of
excessive reliance on generative Al on critical
thinking, creativity and decision-making abilities.
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On a slow charging mode

While Bengaluru leads the transition towards electric mobility, vehicle owners say inadequate infrastructure, long charging times, and high purchase cost

pose challenges for wider adoption. Darshan Devaiah B.P. and Mini Tejaswi take an overview of the EV scenario on World Environment Day

Current scenario: Electric vehicles being charged at a station in Bengaluru on Thursday. India’s overall EV market penetration is expected to reach approximately 10% in FY 2026-27. ALLEN EGENUSE J.

uying an electric car has been a great
decision for my daily commute in
Bengaluru. It is comfortable to drive,
and has reduced my fuel expenses.
But whenever I travel to my hometown Mangalu-
ru, I have to stop after around 220 km, and spend
nearly an hour charging before continuing the
journey, says Ramya Kumari, an IT professional
from Bellandur. “While EVs are excellent for city
driving, long-distance travel requires careful
planning around charging stations, which can be
frustrating.”

Her experience mirrors that of thousands of
electric vehicle (EV) owners across Karnataka,
where the shift towards cleaner mobility is accel-
erating, but infrastructure continues to lag be-
hind demand.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi recently urged
citizens to reduce dependence on petrol and die-
sel, citing the need to conserve foreign exchange
and strengthen India’s energy security amid glo-
bal uncertainties in fuel markets. Electric vehi-
cles have emerged as a key pillar in India’s strate-
gy to reduce oil imports and lower emissions.

India’s overall EV market penetration is ex-
pected to reach approximately 10% in FY 2026-
27, led by robust two-wheeler sales from major
manufacturers and growing four-wheeler adop-
tion. While national public charging infrastruc-
ture has grown to over 29,000 units, deployment
remains urban-centric with a high EV-to-charger
ratio (235:1). Karnataka spearheads this deploy-
ment, housing 23% of the
nation’s chargers, though
75% of these are deployed
in Bengaluru, say industry
observers.

Indeed, for Bengaluru
residents, EVs have be-
come increasingly attrac-
tive due to soaring fuel
prices, rising environmen-
tal awareness and govern-
ment incentives. Yet, once
drivers venture beyond the city limits, concerns
over charging infrastructure often overshadow
the benefits, like in the case of Ramya.

Says Ramya, “Whenever I drive to Mangaluru,
T usually stop around Sakleshpur, where a limited
number of charging points are available. During
weekends or holiday periods, there can be
queues. Even though the number of charging sta-
tions is increasing, it is still nowhere near suffi-
cient for the growing number of EV users. The
biggest challenge is range anxiety, constantly
worrying about whether the next charging sta-
tion will be available and operational before the
battery runs low.”

The Bengaluru-Mangaluru route, one of Kar-
nataka’s busiest inter-city corridors, illustrates
the challenge. Drivers often have to plan journeys
around available charging points rather than
choosing the most convenient route or schedule.

Charging duration

Apart from the availability of charging stations,
charging duration remains a major concern. Un-
like conventional fuel vehicles that can be re-
fuelled within minutes, EVs require significantly
more time. Depending on battery size and charg-
ing capacity, a standard home charger can take
anywhere between six and 12 hours to fully
charge a vehicle. Fast chargers can reduce charg-
ing times to between 30 minutes and one hour
for a substantial battery refill, but such facilities
remain limited, especially outside cities.

For apartment dwellers in Bengaluru, even
home charging is not always straightforward.
Praveen S., a resident of J.P. Nagar who owns an
electric vehicle, said that access to charging in-
frastructure within residential complexes re-
mains a challenge.

“Many people assume that EV owners can
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The biggest
challenge is
range anxiety,
constantly
worrying
about
whether the
next charging
station will be
available and
operational
before the
battery runs
low

RAMYA KUMARI
IT professional

Key concerns among EV users
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simply charge their vehicles at home. In reality,
several apartment complexes were designed
long before electric vehicles became common.
Residents do not have dedicated parking slots or
access to electrical connections required for in-
stalling personal chargers. Getting approvals
from apartment associations can be time-con-
suming. Unless residential infrastructure evolves
alongside EV adoption, many urban residents
will continue facing practical difficulties,” he
said.

On-road price

Another hurdle for many contemplating to buy
EVs is the higher upfront cost of purchasing an
electric vehicle. While operating costs are gener-
ally lower than those of petrol and diesel vehicles
due to cheaper energy and reduced mainte-
nance requirements, the initial investment re-
mains substantial.

Sukesh Hegde, a resident of Yelahanka, spent
months researching electric vehicles before ulti-
mately deciding to purchase a diesel car. “Eve-
ryone talks about the benefits of EVs, and I agree
they make sense in many situations, especially
two-wheelers are good. But when I compared
prices, I realised that a good electric SUV costs
significantly more than a comparable fuel-po-
wered vehicle. For many middle-class families,
that difference matters,” he said.

Hegde also pointed to uncertainty about bat-
tery life. “Lithium-ion batteries degrade over
time, and replacing them can be expensive. I was
concerned about what the vehicle would be
worth after several years and whether battery re-
placement costs would offset the savings from
lower running expenses.”

Infrastructure growth

According to data available on the VAHAN dash-
board, Karnataka registered more than 54,000
electric vehicles between January and March
2026. At the same time, the State has emerged as
the second-largest hub for public EV charging
stations installed by oil marketing companies
(OMCs) in the country.

compared to petrol/

1,034 157

omplexes

2025-26
(Up to March 1,
2026)

=

Total
installed
(5 years)

| ==

Source: Union Ministry of Heavy Industries

Note: Figures represent EV public charging stations installed and operational as on
March 1, 2026, by oil marketing companies.

Data accessed by The Hindu shows that 2,039
EV public charging stations installed by OMCs are
currently operational across the State. Karnataka
had only 36 charging stations in 2020-21. The
number increased to 153 in 2021-22 before rising
sharply to 542 in 2022-23 amid growing EV
adoption.

Although installations dipped slightly to 478
stations in 2023-24, the overall growth trajectory
remained positive. The biggest expansion oc-
curred in 2024-25, when 1,034 charging stations
were added in a single year.

In the previous financial year up to March 1,
2026, another 157 charging stations have been in-
stalled. This has taken the total installations over
five years to approximately 2,400 stations, of
which 2,039 are operational.

OMCs comprising Indian Oil (IOCL), Bharat Pe-
troleum (BPCL), and Hindustan Petroleum
(HPCL) have already installed close to 30,000
charging sites across their fuel retail networks
and fast-charging infrastructure on highways in
India. BPCL has set up EV fast-charging corridors
along busy routes like Bengaluru-Tirupati. Indian
Oil in partnership with Sun Mobility deployed
battery swapping stations to offer quick charging
to commercial fleets and three-wheelers.

IOCL is planning 608 EV charging stations
across all 31 districts in Karnataka, of which 304
stations have already been onboarded. Siddharth
Agarwal, executive director and State head, Kar-
nataka State Office, Indian Oil, said all of these
are fast DC chargers, enabling efficient and con-
venient charging. “We are planning 240 KW
charging stations, which will cater to the heavy
vehicles segment. Feasibility studies are being
conducted and rollout is expected in the current
financial year.” Currently, 124 chargers are alrea-
dy integrated with Indian Oil’s e-Charge platform.
The remaining chargers are under various stages
of onboarding.

HPCL’s flagship brand HPeCharge, leveraging
its extensive fuel retail network, has built one of
the most expansive public EV charging infras-
tructures in the country, including Karnataka, ac-
cording to the oil PSU.

Private players

EV vehicle manufacturers and infrastructure de-
velopers say Karnataka has made important
strides in this segment.

Karnataka is one of the strongest examples of
EV adoption, according to Ravneet S. Phokela,
chief business officer at Ather Energy of Hero Mo-
toCorp. The State was already seeing some of the
highest electric two-wheeler penetration levels in
the country, with EVs accounting for 13.1% of new
two-wheeler registrations in FY26, supported by
a strong ecosystem of startups, suppliers, manu-
facturers and charge point operators. More im-
portantly, consumer behaviour has evolved, he
observed, adding that concerns around range,
battery life, and charging accessibility are reduc-
ing as products become more reliable and the
supporting ecosystem matures.

Phokela said his company has invested exten-
sively in battery technology, safety systems, and
validation for Indian conditions. On charging ac-
cessibility, Ather claims to have over 6,000
LECCS-powered fast-charging points across In-
dia, including more than 500 in Karnataka. Ben-
galuru alone has over 200 fast-charging points,
with charging stations typically located within 2
kilometres of one another.

Chetan Maini, co-founder and chairperson of
SUN Mobility, said Karnataka, in particular, is
among the States most prepared for EV transi-
tion, having been an early mover in EV policy
and ecosystem development.

Investment flow

Karnataka has attracted over 325,000 crore in
EV-related investment across manufacturing, bat-
teries, charging infrastructure, and R&D, while
also building one of the country’s largest charg-
ing networks with more than 5,000 charging sta-
tions. Over the years, SUN Mobility has esta-
blished a network of more than 1,700 battery
swapping stations across 23 cities, supporting ov-
er 95,000 vehicles and enabling more than 60
million battery swaps, claimed the company. The
company also collaborates with Indian Oil Corpo-
ration, Bescom and the Indian Railways.

A spokesperson of Tata Power, an integrated
power company, said Bengaluru’s technology-
driven ecosystem and sustainability focused busi-
nesses have played an important role in acceler-
ating this shift. Tata Power’s EZ Charge energised
over 5,500 public charging points in over 700 ci-
ties across the country, including 320 in
Karnataka.

Karnataka government officials, meanwhile,
say substantial investments are already under
way. A senior official from the Transport Depart-
ment in Bengaluru said that both the Centre and
State governments are actively working to streng-
then charging infrastructure.

Another official pointed to major Central go-
vernment initiatives aimed at accelerating de-
ployment. “Under the FAME-II scheme, 3912.5
crore has been sanctioned for EV charging infras-
tructure across the country. Of this, ¥895.48
crore has already been released, while 3655.43
crore has been utilised. In addition, 32,000 crore
has been earmarked under the PM E-DRIVE
scheme specifically for expanding charging in-
frastructure nationwide.”

He added that the focus is shifting from merely
increasing number of charging stations to im-
proving reliability and accessibility. “We are en-
couraging deployment of fast-charging networks,
supporting private sector participation and work-
ing with oil marketing companies and urban local
bodies,” the official said.

Ecosystem at a critical stage

Despite this progress, experts argue that infras-
tructure growth has not kept pace with the rapid
increase in vehicle registration. Traffic and mo-
bility expert M.N. Sreehari says, “Karnataka may
have emerged as one of India’s very fast growing
areas of electric mobility, but the next phase of
growth will depend on user confidence. The chal-
lenge is no longer convincing consumers to buy
EVs. It is ensuring they can use them convenient-
ly across the State. A driver should never have to
worry about finding a charging station within a
reasonable distance.”

Sreehari feels that charging technology and
grid integration also require attention. “The go-
vernment should encourage ultra-fast charging
corridors along major highways connecting Ben-
galuru, Mysuru, Mangaluru, Hubballi-Dharwad,
Kalaburagi and Belagavi. Apartment charging
regulations need to be simplified, and incentives
should be provided to housing societies that in-
stall common charging facilities,” he added. Ac-
cording to him, consumers need reliable infor-
mation about battery life, operating costs and
charging options.

Legal, regulatory issues

Drawing attention to another oft-ignored but key
factor, Sonam Chandwani, managing partner, KS
Legal & Associates, emphasised the importance
of the legal and regulatory ecosystem in acceler-
ating EV transition. While policies such as FAME,
the Production Linked Incentive (PLI) Scheme,
State-level EV policies, and renewable energy in-
itiatives have created momentum, implementa-
tion remains fragmented.

Land acquisition for charging stations, power
connectivity approvals, environmental clearanc-
es, battery waste management obligations under
the Battery Waste Management Rules, 2022, and
compliance with electricity and urban develop-
ment regulations continue to present practical
challenges.

The next phase of India’s EV journey would re-
quire greater regulatory harmonisation between
the Central and State governments, municipal
authorities, electricity distribution companies,
and private sector participants.

“The EV transition is often viewed as a techn-
ological revolution, but it is equally a legal and
regulatory transformation. Technology can
create the vehicle, but laws, contracts, com-
pliance frameworks, financing structures, and in-
vestor protections create the ecosystem within
which that vehicle can operate at scale,” Chand-
wani said.
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‘College
feels like
a distant

dream’

In the past month, multiple controversies

surrounding competitive and board examinations

have raised questions about the integrity of the

examination system. In conversation with students

across the country, Ashna Butani and Shubhangi

Kshitiza Saurav find that hope has been replaced

with despair for most and the future is uncertain

for many students, some of whom are set to be the

first in their families to go to college

n the first week of May, Shreya Rajput from

Uttar Pradesh’s Deoria dreamt of studying

BSc in Criminology. Ankit Singh from Bi-

har’s Bihta was sure he would clear the
competitive medical entrance test in his seventh
attempt. Dhruv Tiwari in Delhi’s Preet Vihar was
studying every waking minute hoping to become
the first doctor in his family and Prem Kumar
from Jharkhand thought he would be the first in
his immediate family to go to college.

Within weeks, examination controversies —
from concerns over the Central Board of Secon-
dary Education’s (CBSE) new digital evaluation
system to cancellation of the National Eligibility-
cum-Entrance Test (NEET) and glitches in the
Common University Entrance Test (CUET) — left
each of these students questioning their futures.

Now, as colleges open their admission win-
dows, these students still await their re-evaluated
results. As they prepare for retests, some worry
that they might not be able to afford the cost of
travelling to the examination centre again.

Cost of emotional labour

As he stands at a precipice in his academic jour-
ney, Dhruv, 17, son of a homemaker and a grocery
store owner, says, “I wanted to study at AIIMS,
Rishikesh but now I am not thinking about my
dream college. College itself feels like a distant
dream.” When Dhruv returned after appearing
for NEET on May 3, he was confident that his ex-
amination had gone well. But a few days later,
while scrolling on his mobile phone, he learnt
that the examination had been cancelled and he
would have to appear again. “I immediately start-
ed studying again. It has been a childhood dream
of mine to become a doctor and I was very close.”
He adds, “Magar ab pata nahi kya hoga (But now I
do not know what will happen).”

While NEET is the main qualifying examina-
tion for medical colleges, CUET has opened
doors to Central universities since 2022, even as
some rely on the CBSE Class 12 board exam re-
sults in cases of tie-breakers. Some private colleg-
es still consider CBSE marks. In certain competi-
tive examinations such as the Joint Entrance
Examination (JEE), students require a minimum
pass percentage of 75% in the CBSE exam.

The controversies unfolded on May 12, with
the National Testing Agency (NTA) announcing
the cancellation of NEET over allegations of a
paper leak after it conducted the examination for
22.05 lakh candidates. The retest is scheduled to
take place on June 21.

The CBSE results came the next day, which
showed that the pass percentage dipped to
85.29% from 88.39% last year. Soon, the board
came under fire for discrepancies in evaluation
of answer scripts, malfunctioning of the re-eval-
uation process, and questions over the newly in-
troduced On-Screen Marking (OSM) system. In
addition to this, it costs students 3100 per subject
to secure scanned copies, 100 for re-totalling,
and 325 for giving an answer for re-evaluation.

While a student, Sarthak Sidhant, 17, began
flagging irregularities in the board’s tendering
process for the OSM system, yet another exami-
nation conducted by the NTA - CUET - faced dis-
ruptions and technical glitches. CUET is conduct-
ed over a couple of weeks, with some students
having to appear for multiple papers.

The burden of travel
At 2 a.m. on May 30, Prem, 18, left Hazaribagh in
Jharkhand to reach an exam centre in Dhanbad,
200 km away, to appear for his CUET Physics
paper. His dream is to be the first in his imme-
diate family to go to college. Originally from Giri-
dih, he moved to Hazaribagh for his schooling.
On the same day, Akash Kumar, 19, originally
from Bishnupura, a village in Bihar, travelled
from a relative’s house in Delhi’s Burari to Noida’s
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During the
two hours
that we
were
waiting at
the centre,
all I could
think of was
whether I
would be
able to
appear for a
retest if it
was
cancelled. I
have to
think of
what my
family can
afford

PREM KUMAR
Resident of
Hazaribagh,
Jharkhand

SAANVI

From Jaipur. Rajasthan

A NEET aspirant, who says
the retest has added mental
pressure

—

AKASH KUMAR

Fram Bishnupara village in Patma, Bihar

Dreams of studying foreign languag-
s from INU. Appeared for CUET but

his examination was cancelled. His
dreams are on hold until the retest

Sector 64 for his English and General Aptitude
papers, with hopes of leaving his home town
and gaining admission in a foreign language
course at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU)

in Delhi.

After completing the long journeys, what
followed was hours of chaos and uncertainty. .
the centres in Dhanbad and Noida, students kept
waiting for the exam to start. In Dhanbad, the ex-
am began two hours late. After writing the paper,
students were told that their examination was
cancelled. In Noida, students say they were told
that the examination would not take place after
they waited for hours.

Prem spent around 1,400 that day on food, a
train journey, and totos. Akash spent around
1,000 on Rapido.

“During the two hours that we were waiting at
the centre, all I could think of was whether I
would be able to appear for a retest if it was can-
celled. I have to think of what my family can af-
ford,” Prem says, his voice heavy with exhaus-
tion. He is from a family of farmers and wishes to
experiment with Al tools in the future.

On the day of the disruptions, the NTA said
there had been technical glitches and that its
technical service provider had been asked to
conduct a root-cause analysis and submit a re-
port. It stated that most students (95%) had com-
pleted the examination after the disruptions
while 3,765 candidates “chose to leave before the
exam could restart”. The NTA has announced
that the revised examinations will take place on
June 6 and 7 for these candidates.

Two days of despair

For Mridul Mayank, 18, from Ludeg, a village in
Chhattisgarh, around 400 km from his CUET
centre in Raipur, appearing for the examination
was fraught with uncertainty from the begin-
ning. Mridul has Type 1 diabetes, for which he
follows a strict regimen of insulin injections four
times a day. Despite this, he maintained good
scores throughout his schooling.

With CUET scheduled for May 14, he eventual-
ly made it to Raipur on May 13, shelling out
10,000 on travel, accommodation, and meals.
The same day, his CBSE results were declared.
Like thousands of students, he believed he had
done well in the examination, but the new OSM
system delivered a blow only hours before he
was scheduled to appear for CUET.

“I was already scared about leaving home for
higher studies because of my medical condition.
The only thing that kept me motivated was my
dedication to studies. But when I saw my board
result, I could not believe my eyes. I thought the
world around me had stopped,” he says.

His family had to convince him to appear for
CUET as he had lost motivation. He appeared for
the tests on May 14 and 19, only to face technical
difficulties at the centre.
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There were multiple issues while
marking. The papers were not scanned
properly and blurry. Marks were getting
assigned wrongly and it was difficult to
zoom into the questions to read the
answers. The OSM system could have
been beneficial for us only if we were
given proper training before

CBSE EXAM EVALUATOR

His mother, Vibha Singh, says, “It was very dif-
ficult for him that day. Due to his health, he is al-
ready sensitive to stress.”

She adds that the timing of the CBSE results on
the day before CUET did not help the situation.

The board has been posting regular updates
and even admitted to “vulnerabilities”. It added
that teams have been deployed to strengthen the
systems. Amid the row, the Central government
replaced the board’s Chairman and Secretary. It
also set up a one-member committee to initiate
an inquiry into the CBSE’s procurement of servic-
es for the OSM system. Meanwhile, students
across the country have been protesting against
these irregularities.

Faulty marking system, glitches in portal
Shreya, who studied in a CBSE school in U.P’s De-
oria district, says her results gave her a shock.
“Almost all my results were bad, but the subject
that surprised me the most was Physics, in which
I got six out of 70 in the theory component.” In
her internal school examinations, her marks
were never this low, she says.

She hopes to study Criminology and Forensics
and does not want to appear for centralised ex-
aminations given the “constant paper leaks and
cancellations™.

Her mother is a homemaker and her father
works in a pharmaceutical company. While there
are no restrictions in her family on girls’ educa-
tion, she was set to be the first woman to go to
college. But now, she is sending her papers for re-
evaluation and is unsure of what will happen.
“First, the portal was not opening for two days.
Finally, when it opened, I managed to give my
Physics paper for re-evaluation. It costs 325 per
question, so I spent around %375 in total.”

A teacher who evaluated CBSE papers in Delhi
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DHRUV TIWARI

From Preet Vihar, Delhi

Dreams of becoming a doctor, but
the NEET cancellation has
temporarily halted his dreams

says on condition of anonymity: “There were
multiple issues while marking. The papers were
not scanned properly and blurry. Marks were get-
ting assigned wrongly and it was difficult to zoom
into the questions to read the answers.”

She says it was particularly difficult for evalua-
tors with weak eyesight and who are not technol-
ogy-savvy as they were being asked to check at
least 25 answer sheets every day. “The OSM sys-
tem could have been beneficial for us only if we
were given proper training before,” she says.

Hopes and expectations

Ankit Singh, 26, says he was full of “josh (energy)”
when he first started preparing for NEET in 2018.
Now, seven attempts later, he has decided to
leave Kota, a coaching hub in Rajasthan, to return
to Bihta, a town in Bihar. After the exam was can-
celled, he felt it didn’t make sense to keep paying
room rent in Kota and investing in coaching class-
es in the city. Last year, Ankit secured 480 out of
720 when medical colleges in Bihar had a cut-off
starting at 510. “This year, I thought it was my
turn to make it. I calculated my marks and I was
getting around 596, which would have secured
me admission in a good medical college. I
thought I had cleared it,” he says, only to find out
later that the examination had been cancelled
and he would have to reappear.

The years of preparation came with their
share of issues too. Ankit says he did not have the
infrastructure in his home town to prepare dur-
ing the three years affected by the COVID-19 pan-
demic. He says he has symptoms of anxiety and
takes medicines for it.

“With NEET comes a respectable job and fi-
nancial security. I do not want to regret not giving
itareal shot.” He still wants to, but says he is tired
as paper leaks and cancellations continue to
plague the examination.

College dreams in limbo

In January this year, Sheela (name changed to
protect identity), from Bihar, lost her father, who
was the only family member who had encour-
aged her to become a doctor. She had calculated
her NEET marks based on the provisional answer
key and thought she would score around 620.
But then the news of the examination being can-
celled came.

Now, her brothers are trying to convince her
to get married, citing financial constraints and li-
mited pension that is sustaining the household.

“The last paper I gave was mentally my last at-
tempt. I do not know where my life will take me
by the end of the year. I am unsure if I will reap-
pear for NEET,” she says.

Another young woman from Uttar Pradesh,
who hoped to do well in the CBSE exam, says she
tried to send her papers for re-evaluation, but the
portal kept glitching and her requests did not go
through. “I do not know what will happen now.
My marks are weak, so I will have to stay at
home,” she says, with hopes of a college educa-
tion temporarily dashed.

ashna.butani@thehindu.co.in

AINX




12

THE HINDU

TELANGANA

Saturday, June 6, 2026
CHENNAI

Stone under strain: A worker oversees a granite block being cut at a processing unit in Khammam, where many factories are operating below capacity amid an industry downturn.NAGARA GOPAL

Growing cracks in
the granite trade

Telangana’s once-thriving granite industry is showing signs of stress as export markets shrink and input costs

soar. In Karimnagar and Khammam districts, quarry owners, factory operators and migrant workers are all

feeling the impact of a prolonged downturn, report P. Sridhar and P. Laxma Reddy

or years, Rajendra Mohanty believed
granite would guarantee him a steady li-
velihood. Today, cooking over a fire-
wood stove outside his room on a facto-
ry campus in Kamanpur near Karimnagar, the
42-year-old migrant worker from Odisha is un-
sure what lies ahead. A slowdown triggered by
geopolitical tensions in West Asia, rising fuel
costs and weakening export demand has begun
toripple through Telangana’s granite industry, af-
fecting everyone from quarry owners and factory
operators to truck drivers and migrant labourers.

Karimnagar, often referred to as the ‘city of
granites’, has long been a key driver of industrial
activity in north Telangana. Home to around 250
quarries and over 290 granite cutting and polish-
ing units, the district built its reputation on
strong international demand for its signature Tan
Brown variety. Today, however, the industry is
struggling with supply-chain disruptions, escalat-
ing transportation costs and a slump in demand
from key markets such as China and the Middle
East.

According to official sources, only around 25%
of the licensed quarries are currently fully func-
tional. “We faced hard times during the COVID-
induced lockdown in 2020 and are now expe-
riencing a crisis-like situation,” says Mohanty,
who has worked in Kamanpur for the past 12
years after migrating from Balasore in Odisha.

“Rising fuel prices have pushed up transporta-
tion costs while demand in international markets
has slowed,” he adds, pointing to stacks of unsold
granite slabs.

The crisis has seeped into everyday life. Mo-
hanty says workers have switched to the chulha
(firewood stove) due to LPG shortages and rising
prices. Of the 30 migrant workers employed at
the factory where he is employed, 13 have alrea-
dy returned to their native States since the latest
downturn gripped the industry, he explains.

Factory owners are grappling with rising pro-
duction costs due to the increase in prices of im-
ported raw materials, even as demand for granite
blocks and polished slabs weakens. Across Telan-
gana’s granite belt spanning Karimnagar, Waran-
gal and Khammam districts, many units have
scaled down production and even reduced man-
power, leaving thousands of workers facing an
uncertain future.

Telangana is one of India’s leading granite-pro-
ducing States, with Karimnagar renowned for
globally recognised varieties such as Tan Brown,
Coffee Brown, Maple Red, Red Rose and Blue
Brown while Khammam and Warangal are
known for premium black granite deposits, in-
cluding the sought-after Jet Black variety. The
wide range of commercially valuable granite
found across the State has supported a vast net-
work of quarries, processing units and export-
oriented industries, with processed granite
shipped to markets including China, Japan, Tai-
wan, the UAE, USA and Europe.

Karimnagar’s granite industry is heavily de-
pendent on overseas markets. The district’s sig-
nature Tan Brown granite, once buoyed by
strong international demand, is now facing de-
mand volatility amid the fallout of the West Asia
conflict.

According to industry figures, Karimnagar ex-
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While 170
units have
completely
shut down
and 200 are
running in a
single shift,
only around
100 are
functioning
at full
capacity.
Lack of
availability
of the raw
material is
the main
cause
behind the
decline of
business.

PATIBANDLA
YUGANDHAR,
President,
Khammam
Granite Factory
Owners
Association
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ported 56,730 cubic metres of granite blocks bet-
ween April 1 and May 31, 2026, compared to a lit-
tle over 3.35 lakh cubic metres during the whole
of 2025-26. Demand for Tan Brown granite
peaked in the late 2000s, especially around the
Beijing Olympics, and it remains popular among
buyers in China because of its affordability, avail-
ability and durability. Industry stakeholders, ho-
wever, say current market conditions have im-
pacted exports.

An industry in retreat

For decades, the deep black granite quarried
from Khammam’s rocky landscape symbolised
prosperity. Renowned for its uniform colour,
durability and premium finish, Khammam Black
Granite found its way into luxury homes, com-
mercial complexes, hotels and monuments
across India and overseas markets. The industry
once generated an annual business volume of
nearly 1,000 crore and provided direct and indi-
rect employment to around one lakh people. To-
day, however, it is struggling for survival.

Across the industrial belts of Khanapuram Ha-
veli, Mudigonda, Arempula, Pallegudem, Gopa-
lapuram and Nelakondapalli, where granite pro-
cessing units once buzzed with activity, silence
has replaced the hum of cutting and polishing
machines. Industry representatives say the
downturn began around 2018-19 and deepened
during the pandemic, driven by a combination of
policy changes, rising costs, shrinking quarry ac-
tivity and weakening international demand.

According to Khammam Granite Factory
Owners Association president Patibandla Yu-
gandhar, only a fraction of the industry remains
fully operational. “While 170 units have com-
pletely shut down and 200 are running in a sin-
gle shift, only around 100 are functioning at full
capacity,” he says, referring to the nearly 470
slab units located within a 20-km radius of
Khammam city. The shortage of raw granite
blocks remains the biggest challenge. “Non-avail-
ability of the raw material is the main cause be-
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hind the decline of business,” Yugandhar adds.

Industry estimates suggest that around 3,000
workers have already lost their jobs due to unit
closures and downsizing.

Entrepreneurs also point to changes in quarry
lease allotment policies. The earlier system, Yu-
gandhar says, encouraged exploration by allow-
ing prospectors to identify deposits and obtain
leases through a phased process: “But now open
auction is in implementation for the sanction of
leases. This is hurting prospective miners.”

Industry leaders contend that auction-based
allotments and stricter eligibility norms have dis-
couraged exploration and reduced the number of
operational quarries. The district, which once
had more than 200 quarries, now has fewer than
100 active operations. Government officials, ho-
wever, maintain that lease allotments are go-
verned by prescribed regulations and environ-
mental safeguards.

For many entrepreneurs, the granite business
has become financially unsustainable. Nalla-
mothu Venkat Babu, who shut down his polish-
ing unit two years ago, says the shortage of raw
material forced him to exit the industry. “Since I
am an agriculturist, I am now focussing on com-
mercial crops,” he adds.

The impact extends beyond unit owners. A
polishing unit equipped with four cutters can em-
ploy around 10 semi-skilled and unskilled work-

ers, and closures

have sharply re-

duced employ-
ment
opportunities.
We can use the waste pﬁ_ Venkat Red-
blocks of granite, slurry  dy, who operates a
and earth for different unit exporting gra-

nite tiles to the US
and Europe, says
prolonged uncer-
tainty has discour-
aged the younger
generation from
entering the busi-
ness. “Our next generation is not showing inter-
est to take up the reins from us due to losses
mainly caused by the non-availability of raw ma-
terial in sufficient quantities,” he rues.

Industry participants say financial distress is
becoming widespread. Paramesh Reddy, treasur-
er of the association, points to rising diesel prices
triggered by West Asia tensions as a major chal-
lenge. “Since quarrying, transportation and pro-
cessing depend heavily on fuel, higher diesel
costs have increased operational expenses for
both quarry owners and polishing units, further
eroding already thin margins,” he explains.

The crisis has also affected thousands of work-
ers, particularly migrants who form the back-
bone of the polishing industry. According to Yu-
gandhar, most workers in polishing units come
from West Bengal, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Bi-

by-products. But the
government is collecting
taxes on the waste.

K. VENKAT REDDY,
Owner of a granite quarry

A worker pointing to a black granite quarry at Pindiprolu village in Khammam district. NAGARA GOPAL

har, Odisha and Jharkhand while quarry labour is
largely local.

The cost of decline

Workers in quarries and polishing units generally
earn between 315,000 and 325,000 a month, but
shrinking operations have reduced employment
opportunities. “A fellow villager returned home
due to non-availability of work,” says Sandip
Mandal, a 21-year-old polishing machine operator
from a village near Bishnupur in West Bengal.

Industry veterans say the sector is caught bet-
ween rising input costs and weakening demand.
While the price of raw granite has increased over
the past 15 years, demand in some export mar-
kets has softened. At the same time, unit owners
continue to bear fixed expenses regardless of
production levels. “Whether you run the factory
or not, the owner must pay the minimum power
bill and prescribed fees,” says senior industry
leader Narender. Some entrepreneurs argue that
intermediaries and brokers often earn more than
manufacturers, further squeezing profit margins.

Industry representatives believe one avenue
for revival lies in better utilisation of granite
waste. Quarrying generates large quantities of re-
jected blocks, slurry and earth, much of which is
discarded despite its potential to be converted in-
to value-added products.

Venkat Reddy advocates greater investment in
research and development. “We can use the
waste blocks of granite, slurry and earth for diffe-
rent by-products. But the government is collect-
ing taxes on the waste,” he says.

Experts say granite waste can be processed in-
to manufactured sand and other construction
materials. One enterprise in Khanapuram Haveli
has already demonstrated its commercial poten-
tial by producing artefacts, premium tiles, sanita-
ryware and bath fittings from discarded granite
blocks. Despite the industry’s troubles, Kham-
mam Black Granite continues to enjoy demand in
domestic markets, particularly north India. Ho-
wever, that demand has also spawned regulatory
challenges. Recently, authorities uncovered an al-
leged tax-evasion network involving the tran-
sportation of black granite through fake firms
and fabricated e-Way bills. Investigations are
continuing.

China demand dries up

Telangana Small Scale Granite Industries Associa-
tion president Rayala Nageswara Rao says the
sector has suffered huge losses following the dis-
ruption of exports to China since the COVID-19
pandemic. He notes that nearly 70% of quarries
in the erstwhile Karimnagar district have shut
down due to lack of demand from China.

Rao says applicants are now required to pay
around 325 lakh per hectare to secure quarry
leases. Black granite has a recovery rate of only
about 10%, compared with more than 50% for co-
loured varieties such as Tan Brown, he adds.

According to him, Khammam district has
around 700 slab and tile units, of which nearly
200 have closed. Welcoming the release of 320
crore towards pending subsidies and the revival
of the old measurement method, he urges the go-
vernment to liberalise lease rules and provide
further support to the sector.

Government officials acknowledge the indus-
try’s difficulties. Assistant Director of Mines and
Geology, Khammam, R. Sainath says polishing
units are under severe stress due to sluggish mar-
ket conditions, rising production costs and in-
adequate availability of granite blocks. He esti-
mates that around 130 polishing units in the
district have shut down, but notes that the go-
vernment has refrained from increasing royalty
and seigniorage charges in an effort to support
the industry. For Amit, a polishing worker from
Betul in Madhya Pradesh employed at a granite
factory near Bavpet in Karimnagar, rising fuel
prices and reduced production have taken a di-
rect toll on household finances. “Earlier, I used to
send 15,000 to my family. Now, I hardly send
10,000 back home,” he says, adding that even fi-
rewood has become costlier amid LPG shortages
that have forced many workers to return to the
traditional chulha.

“We pray that the geopolitical tensions ease so
that supply chains are restored and our factory
runs at full capacity,” he says.

The crisis reflects the export-dependent na-
ture of Karimnagar’s granite industry. Raw gra-
nite blocks are largely shipped to China while pol-
ished slabs are exported to markets in the Middle
East through Kakinada port in Andhra Pradesh.
Industry stakeholders say bottlenecks in ship-
ping routes and cargo delays linked to the West
Asia conflict have led to increased freight costs
and disrupted exports.

J. Praneeth Rao, president of the Karimnagar
District Granite Industries Association, says ris-
ing shipping charges, a stronger US dollar and
higher prices of imported cutting and polishing
tools have forced many units to scale down oper-
ations. “The increase in transport charges due to
fuel price hikes is taking a toll on our business,
compelling us to operate only a single shift,” he
says. Road transport costs have risen from
around 32,800-32,900 per tonne to 33,300-
23,600 per tonne while unit owners continue to
struggle with bank loan repayments and electric-
ity charges. Praneeth Rao says the industry di-
rectly and indirectly supports 30,000 to 40,000
families and argues that the 18% GST on granite
places it at a disadvantage compared to tiles,
which attract 5% GST.

Assistant Director of Mines and Geology, Ka-
rimnagar, S. Venkat Reddy says inflated ocean
freight costs arising from the West Asia conflict
have adversely affected granite exports from the
district. A quarry owner from Bavpet, requesting
anonymity, says the price of taper bits and other
imported inputs used in drilling operations had
increased three-fold, pushing up production
costs by 10-15%. He also calls for improved rail-
based logistics between Karimnagar and Kakina-
da port to reduce transportation costs.

Industry representatives have urged the go-
vernment to encourage the use of locally pro-
duced Tan Brown granite in public infrastructure
projects to support the sector’s revival.

AINX




Saturday, June 6, 2026
CHENNAI

THE HINDU

Business

13

INBRIEF

VinGrour

sO7BANG LANG L PG DL NAE

Vietnam’s VinGroup launches

taxi service in Delhi-NCR

Vietnamese conglomerate VinGroup with
interests spanning automobiles, real estate,
technology, healthcare and education, has
launched an all-electric taxi service using its auto
company VinFast’s cars, marking its entry into
India’s ride-hailing market. Called Green SM
Limo, the service was launched on Friday and
will initially operate across parts of Delhi-NCR
with a fleet of 1,000 company-owned vehicles.

Coal India to offer 35 MTs

to non-regulated sector

State-owned Coal India informed on Friday that
it would be putting on offer 35 million tonnes
(MTs) of high gross-calorific value (GCV) under
the linkage auction window to be held June 12.
The miner underlined the objective was to
reduce the import of the high-GCV coal which is
primarily consumed by the sponge iron sector. In
the current tranche of auction, Coal India has
offered 13.75 MT of coal to the steel sub-sector.

Rajesh Exports denies

financial misreporting charge

Rajesh Exports Ltd., which was charged with
misreporting financial information and
misleading investors by SEBI, denied the charges
in an exchange filing on Thursday. “The
company emphatically states that it has done no
wrong and all the reporting of the company with
regard to its financials has been correct,” it said,
adding that the interim order of SEBI, was not
based on “conclusive adverse findings.”

Truhome Finance gets

SEBI nod for ¥3,000-cr. IPO

Truhome Finance Ltd., a retail-focused housing
finance company, formerly known as Shriram
Housing Finance Ltd., has received SEBI’s
approval for its proposed ¥3,000 crore initial
public offering (IPO), the company said in a
regulatory filing on Friday. Truhome Finance was
acquired in December 2024 by New York-based
global private equity firm, Warburg Pincus.

MPC retains repo rate,
lowers growth forecast

Repo rate unchanged at 5.25%; real GDP growth projected at 6.6%, down by 0.3% from the earlier

projection of 6.9% for FY27; CPI inflation projected to be at 5.1% 50 bps more than the earlier one

Lalatendu Mishra
MUMBAI

he Monetary Policy
TCommittee (MPC)

of the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) on Friday
voted unanimously to keep
the policy repo rate under
the liquidity adjustment fa-
cility (LAF) unchanged at
5.25%. Consequently, the
standing deposit facility
(SDF) rate remains at 5%
and the marginal standing
facility (MSF) rate and the
bank rate at 5.50%.

The MPC also decided
to continue with its neutral
stance.

“The committee noted
that the global environ-
ment has deteriorated
since the last policy meet-
ing with the conflict linger-
ing amidst a fragile truce.
The adverse implications
of the extended disruption
in supply chains and ele-
vated energy prices are re-
flected in the moderation
of growth and increase in
inflation projections from
the April policy,” RBI Go-
vernor Sanjay Malhotra
said in a statement.

Stating that CPI inflation
remained below the target
despite global shock as the
pass through to domestic
prices had been limited, he
said baseline projections
pointed towards headline
inflation firming up to-
wards the upper tolerance
level in Q3 2026-27 and the
impact of the supply shock
would wane Q4 onwards.

“The underlying infla-
tion pressures continue to
remain benign at this junc-
ture. However, generalisa-
tion of inflation through se-
condround effects on
expectations and wages is
a distinct possibility, war-
ranting a close vigil. The
outlook also remains
clouded due to the sub-
normal south-west mon-
soon forecast and El Nifio
risks,” Mr. Malhotra said.

Gloomy outlook

Elevated energy prices coupled with global
supply constraints are having adverse
spillovers on economic activity, says MPC

® Domestic demand remains resilient,
manufacturing and services sectors

activity continue to expand

m |ncipient signs of moderation in some
sectors as suggested by high frequency

indicators

m Considerable risks to baseline
assessment of inflation and growth due to
the uncertainty about the duration and

intensity of West Asia conflict

® Food outlook uncertain on account of sub-
normal south-west monsoon forecast and El Nifio

Central bank announces host of
measures to attract foreign capital

Lalatendu Mishra
MUMBAI

To attract foreign capital
the RBI on Friday
announced several
measures. For government
securities under the Fully
Accessible Route (FAR),
the RBI said it was
expanding the universe of

‘specified securities’ by
including all new
issuances of 15, 30 and
40-year tenor G-secs.
Additionally, limits on
short-term investments,
concentration and
individual securities on
FPI investment under the
General Route are being
removed. “These

measures should help
attract foreign capital for
government borrowing,”
the RBI Governor said.

The RBI has also
decided to increase the
limits for investment by
NRIs and OCIs in equity
instruments traded on the
stock market without SEBI
registration.

As for growth, the MPC
noted that elevated energy
prices coupled with global
supply constraints are hav-
ing adverse spillovers on
economic activity.

“While domestic de-
mand remains resilient
and manufacturing and
services sectors activity
continue to expand, there
are incipient signs of mod-
eration in some sectors as
suggested by high frequen-
cy indicators,” he stated.

He said the MPC was of
the opinion that there were
considerable risks to the
baseline assessment of in-
flation and growth due to
the uncertainty about the
duration and intensity of
the conflict, magnitude of
its spillover effects, and the

pace of restoration of sup-
ply chains. “Additionally,
the food outlook remains
uncertain on account of
the sub-normal south-west
monsoon forecast and El
Nifio. Although risks of
higher inflation have am-
plified, the MPC felt it
would be prudent to wait
for greater clarity to
emerge,” he said.

Stating that overall, the
economic situation had
broadly exhibited resi-
lience and withstood the
conflict spillovers, he said
the impact of cost pressure
was becoming visible.

“The rise in prices of
energy and other inputs,
coupled with supply dis-
ruptions, is likely to weigh
on economic activity.

While import diversifica-
tion in affected commodi-
ties is likely to improve
supply, it would come at a
higher cost,” he said.

“The full impact, ho-
wever, will depend on the
duration of the conflict,
time taken for normalisa-
tion of supply chains and
the burden-sharing ap-
proach among the stake-
holders,” he added.

Real GDP growth for
2026-27 is projected at
6.6% down from -earlier
projection of 6.9% with Q1
at 6.6%; Q2 at 6.3%; Q3 at
6.5%; and Q4 at 6.8%.

CPI inflation for 2026-27
is projected to be at 5.1%
which is 50 basis points
more than the earlier
projection.

‘Our economy is on
a strong footing,
we arein afar
better condition’

Lalatendu Mishra
MUMBAI

India’s economic condition
is very ‘strong, capable
and healthy’ despite the
adverse impact of the West
Asia conflict and the global
uncertainties, Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) Gover-
nor Sanjay Malhotra said
during the post Monetary
Policy Committee (MPC)
meeting press conference
on Friday.

“There is a global shock
and in that India is not
alone. All countries are af-
fected. However, as far as
India’s economic condition
is concerned, we are com-
paratively, compared with
other countries and similar
shocks, today Dbetter
placed. Our economic
strength has increased. We
are having a Gross Domes-
tic Product (GDP) growth
of about 6.5% and no ma-
jor country has this type of
growth,” he said.

He, however, said infla-
tion would increase in line
with rise in fuel prices.

“But we expect it will
not last long. Our financial
strength is robust, our eco-
nomy is growing, our
banks are strong and capa-
ble and India’s corporate
sector’s balance sheet is ve-
ry healthy. Our foreign ex-
change reserves are
enough and it can take
care of 11 months of im-
ports. Overall, we are in a
far better condition,” he
emphasised.

He said the RBI was con-
fident that it would deal
with the current situation
effectively and in turning
the crisis into an opportun-
ity, the country would
emerge stronger so that
such crisis and shocks
would be faced effectively.

Asked if the situation
had changed from last
month when Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi had
urged citizens not to em-

Sanjay Malhotra

bark on overseas travel,
postpone buying gold,
work from home, do car
pooling and reduce fuel
consumption, he said, “It
is important for all of us to
be prudent, to be judi-
cious, not be wasteful.
That message I think he
gave and it should be taken
in that spirit.”

Answering another
question on what con-
cerned RBI the most, he
said, “It’s the duration of
the conflict and the time it
would take for the restora-
tion of supply chains. The
major risk is what impact it
will have on prices and for
how long.”

“Other than this, the
worries are concerning
monsoon and El Nino,” he
added. In the current
year’s inflation forecast,
the RBI has assumed the
price of crude at $95 per
barrel so the projected in-
flation is higher.

Earlier in the day, des-
pite all major central banks
gearing up to tighten mo-
netary policy, the Mone-
tary Policy Committee
(MPC) voted unanimously
to hold the policy repo rate
at 5.25% and to maintain a
neutral stance.

Since the pass through
of higher fuel prices is visi-
ble now across sectors, the
MPC reduced its growth fo-
recast for FY27 to 6.6%
from 6.9% and raised infla-
tion expectation to 5.1%,
which is 50 bps higher
than its earlier projection.

No LTCG
tax on FIIS’
govt. bond
investments

Ashokamithran T.
MUMBAI

Government of India (Gol)
promulgated an ordinance
waiving the 12.5% long
term capital gains (LTCG)
tax on foreign institutional
investments (FII) in go-
vernment bonds.

The exemption will take
effect from April 1, 2026.
“Recognising the impor-
tance of a competitive tax
regime in attracting global
capital, the Government
decided to rationalise tax
treatment on investments
by FPIs in Government Se-
curities,” it said.

This comes at a time
when FIIs sold 2.5 lakh
crore worth of Indian se-
curities, as per NSDL data.

“This would make In-
dian government securities
more tax-efficient for over-
seas investors,” said CA
Chandni Anandan of
ClearTax

“The two pools of capi-
tal are different investors
with different return ex-
pectations. Making gilts
cheaper to own does not
address why long-only
equity investors have been
cautious on India. Capital
gains structure, currency
risk, valuation premium ...
that is where the silence is.
The real ask from foreign
investors has been on equi-
ties. That is unanswered,”
said Sachin Sawrikar, foun-
der, Artha Bharat Invest-
ment Managers.
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“To boost banking,
regulators have
to be accessible’

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan
MADRID

Indian regulators need to
be more accessible and ap-
proachable to encourage
deeper banking penetra-
tion and private sector ac-
tivity in the banking sector,
said Joe Wilson of Bung, a
Netherlands-headquar-
tered unicorn non-banking
financial company.

Speaking on the side-
lines of the South Summit
2026, co-organised by IE
University here, Mr. Wil-
son, previously COO and
now ‘chief evangelist’ of
Bung, told The Hindu there
were some regulations and
practices in the European
Union (EU) that India could
fruitfully emulate.

“I think the relationship
with regulatory agencies in
the EU is very important,”
Mr. Wilson said. “My expe-
rience with India was not
in aregulated area, but I do
understand there’s quite a
lot of long distance rela-
tionship, meaning you sub-
mit things and then some-
one looks at it and sends it
back to you, like a teacher
grading your paper.

“That relationship is ve-
ry slow for innovation,” he
added. “In certain coun-
tries in the EU, like the
Netherlands or others, you
can engage with these reg-
ulatory groups directly.
You can email, you can
have phone calls, you can

Joe Wilson

set up meetings quite
quickly. That relationship
speeds innovation faster
than almost anything else.
People get to understand
both sides of any issue.”

Policy on cryptos
The other aspect the EU
has implemented that In-
dia could benefit from is
the policy on cryptocur-
rencies and stable coins,
Mr. Wilson explained. The
EU in 2023 implemented
its Markets in Crypto-As-
sets (MiCA) regulation.

The regulation provides
a comprehensive legal fra-
mework for standardising
cryptocurrency rules
across EU, including licens-
ing requirements for cryp-
to asset service providers,
issuers, reserve rules for
stablecoins and consumer
protection standards.

(The reporter is in Ma-
drid at the invitation of IE
University)

OIL reports
natural gas

in Andaman
offshore block

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

State-owned explorer-pro-
ducer Oil India Ltd. (OIL)
confirmed the presence of
natural gas in the third ex-
ploratory well it drilled,
that is, Vijayapuram-3, in
the Andaman shallow off-
shore block.

With this, OIL has esta-
blished hydrocarbon pre-
sence in two of the three
exploratory wells it has
drilled in the block so far. It
had earlier reported the
occurrence of natural gas
in the second exploratory
well September last year.

In a statement, the ex-
plorer-producer said, “In-
itial production testing of
the well at the depth of
1,900 plus meter in the Eo-
cene formation has esta-
blished the presence of
natural gas through contin-
uous flaring,” adding,
“Post perforation, imme-
diate pressure build up
was observed and well
started to produce.”

Union Petroleum Minis-
ter Hardeep Singh Puri
said, “presence of natural
gas will help us take for-
ward exploration ambi-
tions in coordination with
global deepwater explora-
tion experts like Petrobras,
TotalEnergies, BP India,
Shell and ExxonMobil.”

OIL said it already start-
ed the appraisal pro-
gramme for the second ex-
ploratory well.

Blackstone-backed

Air'Trunk to invest

33 lakh cr. in digi infra

Vallari Sanzgiri
MUMBAI

AirTrunk, a leading hyper-
scale digital infrastructure
platform in the APAC re-
gion, is set to invest more
than %3 lakh crore ($30 bil-
lion) in India’s digital in-
frastructure capacity by
2030. This will be among
the largest such invest-
ments currently in the
works for the country.

A private company, Air-
Trunk was acquired by
Blackstone (majority stake)
and Canada Pension Plan
Investment Board (CPP In-
vestments) in 2024 and is
well capitalised to fund the
development of hyperscale
data centres (DC) across
the region. The two enti-
ties invested alongside Air-
Trunk’s Founder and CEO
Robin Khuda (minority
stake) valuing the compa-
ny at over A$24 billion. The
implied enterprise valua-
tion of AirTrunk is approxi-
mately %1.53 lakh crore.

Next wave of Al

The investment will enable
the next wave of cloud and
artificial intelligence
growth and position India
as a cornerstone of Air-
Trunk’s global growth stra-
tegy and one of the compa-
ny’s most significant

long-term investment mar-
kets, per a press release.
“Capital is mobile, and

Sky high: India has set out one of the world’s most ambitious
digital growth agendas. REUTERS (REPRESENTATIONAL PURPOSE ONLY)

India is creating the condi-
tions for it to thrive. India
is taking a top-down ap-
proach to Al with clear go-
vernment-led initiatives, a
world-class talent pool and
massive availability of re-
newable energy. We were
bullish on India before en-
tering the market through
Lumina. Following discus-
sions with government
leaders, we’re looking to
double down on that com-
mitment” said Khuda.

Prior to the investment
announcement, Khuda
had his first senior govern-
ment engagement pro-
gramme in India following
the firm’s entry into the
market via acquisition of
Lumina CloudInfra in April
this year.

Through this acquisi-
tion, AirTrunk’s existing
development pipeline in
India includes 600 MW
across Mumbai, Chennai
and Hyderabad.

During the visit, Khuda
met Union government re-
presentatives and Minis-
ters in Maharashtra and
Andhra Pradesh.

Joining the race
India has set out one of the
world’s most ambitious
digital growth agendas.
Through initiatives such as
Digital India, IndiaAl Mis-
sion, supported by more
than 10,000 crore (about
$1.2 billion) in funding, and
the ¥76,000 crore (about
$9 billion) and the India
Semiconductor Mission,
the government has de-
monstrated a clear com-
mitment to building the in-
frastructure, technology
capabilities and invest-
ment environment needed
to support long-term digi-
tal growth in AI, cloud
computing and digital ser-
vices.

(The writer is with The
Hindu businessline)

Govt. extends
tenure of RBI
Dy Governor
Swaminathan

Press Trust of India
MUMBAI

The government has ex-
tended the tenure of Re-
serve Bank Deputy Gover-
nor Swaminathan
Janakiraman by another
two years.

He was appointed as RBI
Deputy Governor for three
years in June 2023.

“The Central Govern-
ment re-appointed Swami-
nathan Janakiraman as De-
puty Governor, RBI, for a
period of two years with ef-
fect from June 26,2026, the
central bank said.

E85 to be
about 320 per
litre cheaper
than E20: Puri

Saptaparno Ghosh
NEW DELHI

ES85 fuel, that is, fuel con-
taining 80-85% ethanol
and 15-20% motor gaso-
line, will be approximately
320 per litre cheaper than
the E20 variant, Union Pe-
troleum Minister Hardeep
Singh Puri said at the
launch. He also clarified
the E85 fuel was exclusive-
ly meant for specially de-
signed flex fuel vehicles
with compatible engines.
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Palestinian ambassador to UN calls

WASHINGTON

U.S. Senate backs $70 bn in new

on US. to stop Israeli annexation

The Palestinian ambassador to the UN, surrounded by his
counterparts from Arab and Muslim countries, called on the United
States on Thursday to stop Israel’s annexation of its territories. “|
know that President (Donald) Trump is capable, and he has the
tools to stop Netanyahu in his tracks,” Riyad Mansour said. AFP

funds for immigration crackdown

BEIJING

Xi Jinping to travel to North Korea

MOSCOW

“Two leaks found on International

next week in first visit since 2019

Space Station, no threat to crew’

A

REUTERS

A majority of the U.S. Senate voted early on Friday to approve
President Donald Trump’s request for $70 billion in additional funds
for immigration enforcement, as Republicans bypassed Democrats’
opposition. The funding would help pay for Mr. Trump’s migrant
deportation crackdown over the next three years. REUTERS

A

AFP

Chinese leader Xi Jinping will travel to North Korea next week, both
countries announced on Friday, in what will be his first visit in
nearly seven years. The trip is coming just a few weeks after Mr. Xi
hosted U.S. President Donald Trump and Russian President
Vladimir Putin in quick succession in Beijing. AP

F-a

A

Russian state space agency Roscosmos said on Friday that its
experts had detected two leaks aboard the International Space
Station (ISS) but that there was no immediate threat to the crew.
The first leak was fixed with a hermetic compound while
preparations are under way to seal the second leak, it said. REUTERS

‘It’s not your job to interfere in our
country’, Lebanon leader tells Iran

Tehran insists the fighting in Lebanon and the war in the Gulf are linked; Aoun urges Hezbollah to pursue diplomacy with

Israel, stating that negotiation and dialogue are the only ways to resolve the conflict; six killed as Israel hits south Lebanon

Agence France-Presse
BEIRUT

ebanese President
LJoseph Aoun urged

Iran not to interfere
in his country in an inter-
view broadcast on Friday,
also telling the Tehran-
backed Hezbollah that di-
plomacy was the only solu-
tion to the conflict with
Israel.

“It’s not your country,
it’s our country... It’s not
your job to interfere into
our country,” Mr. Aoun
said in the interview with
CNN, addressing Iran’s Re-
volutionary Guards.

“They are using Leba-
non as a bargaining chip in
their negotiation with the

Reclaiming space: UN peacekeepers and Lebanese soldiers at a

road in Dibbine village in southeast Lebanon on Friday. A

United States. It’s unaccep-
table,” he said.

Hezbollah drew Leba-
non into the West Asia war
with rocket fire at Israel on
March 2 to avenge the kill-

ing days earlier of Iran’s Su-
preme Leader in U.S.-Israe-
li strikes. Israel responded
with massive strikes and a
ground invasion.

On Wednesday, Leba-

nese and Israeli envoys in
Washington agreed to a
truce which according to a
statement is conditional on
a “complete cessation” of
Hezbollah fire, without
mentioning a halt to Israeli
attacks.

Tehran insists the fight-
ing in Lebanon and the war
in the Gulf are linked, and
on Thursday the head of
the Guards’ foreign arm
said Israel must pull back
from its front lines in
Lebanon.

“Hezbollah must under-
stand that [there is] no oth-
er way but to sit and talk,
no other way to solve this
problem and to save what’s
left except through nego-
tiation and diplomacy,” Mr.

Aoun added.

“It’s the Lebanese peo-
ple, they are not Naim Qas-
sem[’s] people,” he said,
referring to the Hezbollah
chief, who on Thursday re-
jected the truce deal.

“The majority of the Le-
banese people are fed up
with war,” the President
added.

Meanwhile, Israel’s air
force struck different parts
of southern Lebanon and
killed six persons as the
military issued evacuation
warnings for nine villages,
including one that has
been spared much of the
destruction and was shel-
tering thousands of people
displaced by the three-
month war.

Russian strikes in Ukraine
kill 7, destroy food plant

Agence France-Presse
KYIV

Russia fired hundreds of
drones at Ukraine between
late Thursday and early
Friday, killing seven per-
sons and destroying a fac-
tory that produces milk
products for children,
authorities said.

Images published by Uk-
raine’s state emergency
service showed the ruins of
a building bearing the logo
of Ukrainian dairy produc-
er “Yagotynske for Kids”,
its facade partly destroyed
and flames visible on one
floor.

“The enemy attacked a
peaceful civilian food in-
dustry enterprise,” Kyiv re-
gion governor Mykola Ka-
lashnyk said in a post on
Telegram.

Elsewhere, a Ukrainian
maritime drone that was

[

Ukrainian rescuers work at the site of an air attack at an

undisclosed location in the Kyiv region on Friday. AFp

being used in the country's
war against Russia explod-
ed at a Black Sea port in
Romania, while three oth-
er sea drones exploded
outside the port, Roma-
nian authorities said. No
one was hurt.

Meanwhile, Russian
President Vladimir Putin
ruled out meeting his Uk-
rainian counterpart any

time soon, a day after Volo-
dymyr Zelenskyy called for
a sit-down between the
leaders to end the four-
year war. Mr. Putin said he
saw “no point” in meeting
Mr. Zelenskyy until the
terms of a possible peace
deal had been agreed —
triggering Kyiv to say the
Russian leader was “weak”
and “choosing war again”.

UK. slams Vance’s remarks
on student murder handling

Agence France-Presse
LONDON

British Prime Minister Keir
Starmer’s office on Friday
denounced “people trying
to interfere in our democ-
racy” after U.S. Vice Presi-
dent J.D. Vance con-
demned Britain’s handling
of the murder of a white
student, Henry Nowak, by
a Sikh man.

The Downing Street
statement followed com-
ments by Mr. Vance on X
linking the young student’s
murder to what he said
was civilisational decline
caused by mass migration.

Mr. Vance, a long-time
critic of European migra-
tion policies, called for
“righteous anger” in res-
ponse to the case.

“In recent days we have
seen people trying to inter-
fere in our democracy and
seeking to stir up division
on our streets,” a spokes-

i

J.D.Vance

person for Mr. Starmer’s
Downing Street office said
in a statement.

“The Nowak family are
grieving after Henry’s hor-
rific murder. They have
said they do not want his
death to be used to create
further division, hatred or
tension. We should be res-
pecting their wishes.”

“Our politics should
bring people together even
in the most terrible of cir-
cumstances. That is who
we are as a country,” it
added.

Mr. Starmer on Thurs-
day accused South African
tech tycoon Elon Musk of
“trying to whip up divi-
sion” over the case, which
has  sparked  public
outrage.

Eighteen-year-old No-
wak, a first year finance
and accounting university
student, was put in hand-
cuffs by police as he lay
mortally wounded after
being stabbed by Vickrum
Digwa, 23, in the southern
city of Southampton in
December.

Digwa lied and told pol-
ice he was the victim as No-
wak had racially insulted
him.

Farright figures have
claimed the murder is evi-
dence that police forces in
Britain treat white people
and ethnic minorities diffe-
rently — an allegation Mr.
Starmer’s Labour govern-
ment and police chiefs
vehemently deny.

Territorial claims

Regional dispute: Israeli security forces stand guard along a road while smoke billows from an area reportedly set ablaze by Israeli settlers

in the Palestinian village of Idna, west of Hebron in the occupied West Bank, on Friday. AFp

U.S. judge
blocks Trump
restrictions on
immigration

Agence France-Presse
WASHINGTON

A U.S. federal judge on Fri-
day blocked a series of res-
trictions placed by Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s
administration on legal im-
migration following last
year’s shooting of two
members of the National
Guard by an Afghan
immigrant.

District Judge John
McConnell said the restric-
tions on asylum, work per-
mit, green card and citizen
applications from nation-
als of 39 African, Asian, La-
tin American and West
Asian  countries were
unlawful.

The restrictive immigra-
tion policies “threw the
lives of countless immi-
grants living in the U.S. into
indeterminate legal lim-
bo,” the judge wrote.

UN doubles appeal
for Lebanon aid to
$640 mn amid war

Agence France-Presse
GENEVA

The UN on Friday more
than doubled its aid appeal
for Lebanon as the country
reels from Israel’s war
against Iran-backed Hez-
bollah, saying nearly $640
million was needed over
six months.

Three months into the
war, the United Nations
warned that a “humanitar-
ian  catastrophe” was
looming in Lebanon, with
a quarter of its population
needing aid.

“Communities
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Lebanon have faced an ap-
palling situation due to the
escalation of hostilities,”
Imran Riza, the UN’s resi-
dent humanitarian coordi-
nator for Lebanon, told
presspersons in Geneva,
speaking from Beirut.

He said Israeli attacks
have killed more than
3,500 people and injured
over 10,000 others since
Hezbollah drew Lebanon
into the wider West Asia
war on March 2, firing
rockets at Israel in retalia-
tion for U.S.-Israeli strikes
that killed Iran’s Supreme
Leader.

U.S. sanctions Cuban President Miguel
Diaz-Canel and Castro family members

Associated Press
WASHINGTON

The United States on
Thursday imposed sanc-
tions on Cuban President
Miguel Diaz-Canel, his wife
and three other indivi-
duals, in the latest move by
the Trump administration
to pressure the island’s lea-
dership that drew imme-
diate condemnation from
Havana.

Included in the sanc-
tions are Alejandro Castro
Espin, the sole son of form-
er Cuban President Raul
Castro and Vilma Espin. He
served as an adviser to Cu-
ba’s Defence and National

Security Commission and
was present when Raul
Castro greeted then-U.S.
President Barack Obama in
Havana during a 2016
meeting. Castro Espin’s
son, Raul Alejandro Castro
Calis, also was listed.

The new penalties come
as U.S. President Donald
Trump has been threaten-
ing military action in Cuba
since ousting Venezuelan
leader Nicolas Maduro in
January and then ordering
an energy blockade that
choked off fuel shipments
to Cuba. That has led to
severe blackouts, food
shortages and an econom-
ic collapse across the
island.

The threats took on ad-
ditional weight after the
U.S. announced criminal
charges against Raul Castro
last month. Thursday’s pe-
nalties, which follow Mr.
Trump signing an execu-

tive order expanding sanc-
tions against the island,
freeze individuals’ proper-
ty and bank accounts in
the U.S. But it’s unclear
how intertwined their fi-
nances are with the U.S. fi-
nancial system.

Mr. Diaz-Canel accused
Mr. Trump of making “new
threatening  statements
against Cuba” and said
“these measures are aimed
at reinforcing the blockade
and escalating the conflict
between Cuba and the Un-
ited States”.

The new sanctions also
apply to non-American en-
tities that might do busi-
ness with those listed.

Five Azerbaijanis
killed in Azov Sea
drone attack: Baku

Agence France-Presse
BAKU

Five Azerbaijanis were
killed and three wounded
in a drone attack on Friday
on two foreign cargo ships
in the Sea of Azov, Azerbai-
jan’s Foreign Ministry said.

Russia said Ukraine car-
ried out the attack.

The commander of Uk-
raine’s unmanned systems
forces said Kyiv had struck
“loitering vessels” tran-
sporting illegal cargo in the
area, without commenting
on the statements by Baku
and Moscow or the reports

of crew killed.

Citing an official Russian
communication to Baku,
Azerbaijan’s Foreign Minis-
try said 25 of its citizens
were among the crews of
the two vessels, which it
said were not owned by
Azerbaijani companies.

Russian Foreign Minis-
try spokesperson, Maria
Zakharova, said the ves-
sels, the Natra and Tsir-
kon, were attacked by Uk-
rainian drones early Friday
while sailing from Turkiye
to the port of Rostov-on-
Don under the flags of Bel-
ize and Palau respectively.
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Daily support: Mette-Marit seen in April wearing a nasal

breathing tube. AFp

Crown princess of
Norway put on lung
transplant waitlist

Agence France-Presse
OSLO

Norway’s Crown Princess Mette-Marit, who suff-
ers from an incurable lung disease and whose
health has recently deteriorated, has been placed
on a waiting list for a lung transplant, the Royal

Palace announced on Friday.

Ms. Mette-Marit, 52, was diagnosed in 2018
with a rare form of pulmonary fibrosis that causes
breathing difficulties, which has repeatedly forced
her to take sick leave or scale back her official du-
ties. “The progression of the Crown Princess’s
lung disease is serious. After a comprehensive
medical assessment, she has now been placed on
the list of patients who will undergo a lung tran-
splant as soon as it is possible,” Are Holm, a lung
specialist at the Oslo University Hospital Rikshos-
pitalet, said in a statement from the Palace.

While awaiting the operation, the crown prin-
cess will not be able to carry out her official du-
ties, the Palace said, adding that her ailing health
would also affect the duties and activities of the
crown prince and the rest of her family.

The princess has recently appeared in public
with a breathing tube connected to an oxygen
device carried by a palace employee.

‘Difficult few months’

Ms. Mette-Marit, who married Haakon in 2001,
has had a difficult few months in the spotlight.

Documents were released in January revealing
her friendship and frequent contact with convict-
ed U.S. sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.

In addition, her son from a previous relation-
ship, Marius Borg Hoiby, went on trial earlier this
year for rape, which he denies. The verdict in his

trial is due on June 15.

Leaders gather for summit on the EU’S
enlargement into the Western Balkans

The European Union signals its commitment to expand into the Western Balkans to counter security and economic threats posed by Russia, China;

Montenegro considered a front-runner among region’s other candidate nations; top EU diplomats seek ways to accelerate the membership process

Associated Press
MONTENEGRO

eaders from across
L the European Union

and the Balkans
gathered in Montenegro on
Friday to discuss expand-
ing the bloc to include
countries in the region,
seen as a key area in coun-
tering security and eco-
nomic threats posed by
Russia and China.

The EU-Western Balkans
summit, being held in the
Adriatic Sea coastal town
of Tivat, brings together
EU leaders including Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron of
France and German Chan-
cellor Friedrich Merz, Eu-
ropean Commission Presi-
dent Ursula von der Leyen
as well as the heads of can-
didate countries in the Bal-
kans.

High on the agenda will
be Montenegro’s EU acces-
sion. The bloc has already
formed a working group to
draft an accession treaty
for the country, a signal
that membership is within
reach.

Security was heavy
across Montenegro after
the National Security Agen-
cy said it had foiled a plot
to disrupt the summit and
had turned away 87 Ser-
bian nationals because
they posed “a risk for inter-
nal and national security.”

Adding members to the
bloc for more single mar-
ket economic benefits and
stronger security capabili-
ties has gained increased
urgency in recent years as

t‘. EL-Western Balkans Suimenit

Tivat 2026

EU-Western Ralkans Summit

Tivat 202e

Balkan bonhomie: Heads of state pose for the family photo at the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Tivat,
Montenegro, with a focus on the integration of the six Western Balkans nations into the EU. AFp

the continent has faced a
series of challenges, such
as lopsided trade with Chi-
na, migration pressures,
the war in Ukraine and in-
creasing hybrid threats
from Russia.

Reforms and rapport
The EU has signalled its
commitment to expanding
into the Western Balkans,
where it has urged candi-
date countries such as
Montenegro to carry out
reforms like cutting cor-
ruption and shoring up de-
mocratic institutions —
steps viewed as benefiting
both the candidate nations
and the EU as a whole.
“Enlargement means
that we can win economi-
cally, become stronger pol-
itically, and provide more
security to our citizens,”

said European Parliament
President Roberta Metsola.

In a post on X, Mr. Merz
said the bloc wants the
Western Balkan countries
to join the EU “as quickly
as possible.”

“The fact that we ha-
ven’t admitted any new
members in 13 years also
shows shortcomings of the
EU,” he wrote. “We want to
overcome those today.”

As wars rage in Ukraine,
Iran and West Asia, and
Europe’s security has
come under question with
the United States viewed as
less committed to its NATO
allies, EU countries have
pushed to boost their mili-
tary capabilities to ward off
future threats.

During a tour of coun-
tries in the Western Bal-
kans this week, European

Council President Antonio
Costa, who is hosting the
summit, has emphasised
how serious the bloc is
about enlarging.

Speaking in Serbia on
Thursday after meeting
with Serbian President
Aleksandar Vucic, Mr. Cos-
ta said the EU would look
for new ways to speed up
the membership process
for the Western Balkan
candidate countries.

In times of “global geo-
political uncertainty and
economic instability,” Mr.
Costa said, enlarging the
EU is “not just an oppor-
tunity. It is a geostrategic
necessity for Europe.”

‘28 by 28’

Montenegro, a small,
mountainous country that
was once a part of Yugosla-

via and which this week
marked the 20th anniver-
sary of its independence
from a union with neigh-
bouring Serbia, is consi-
dered a front-runner
ahead of the region’s other
candidate countries of Al-
bania, Bosnia-Herzegovi-
na, Serbia, Kosovo and
North Macedonia.

After joining NATO in
2017, the country of
623,000 people is now set
on fulfilling an ambitious
agenda of becoming the
28th member of the EU in
2028. The motto “28 by
28” has even been in-
scribed on one of the
planes of Montenegro’s na-
tional airline.

All 27 EU members must
agree before each chapter
can be opened, and then
again for it to be closed.
Ukraine and Moldova are
also among about 10 coun-
tries aspiring to join the
bloc, while Iceland will
hold a referendum in Au-
gust on whether to apply.

Serbian leader Vucic
said he had high hopes for
the summit and accession
paths for Balkan countries.
“We will see a lot of pro-
gress of Western Balkan
countries in the future. Of
course, we need to do a lot
of reforms,” he said. “We
are on our EU path.”

Ms. Von der Leyen too
called for quickening the
accession process. “Enlar-
gement is merits-based,
but merits-based does not
mean slow. We have to
make the process faster
and more credible.”

Faruk Basi¢, a research-
er at the Brussels Institute
for Geopolitics, said the
summit will likely result in
arapid movement for Mon-
tenegro to join the bloc in
2028. It will also likely see
new safeguards to ensure
member nations don’t
break EU norms.

The summit will be the
first to bring together EU
leaders since the stunning
defeat in April of Viktor Or-
ban, Hungary’s former
Russia-friendly Prime Mi-
nister who, during his 16-
year rule, flouted the EU’s
standards on democracy
and the rule of law and
forged close ties with other
autocrats.

Mr. Orban’s successor,
Hungarian Prime Minister
Péter Magyar, did not at-
tend the summit.

With the painful expe-
rience of Mr. Orban’s de-
mocratic backsliding and
historic use of the veto in
the European Council, the
EU is devising new ways to
use financial penalties or
restricted access to the sin-
gle market to pressure in-
coming nations to carry
out reforms and adapt to
the bloc’s standards, Mr.
Basi¢ said.

“The EU is trying to find
a way to admit a country
that isn’t fully ready to be
admitted without losing
the ability to hold it ac-
countable after the fact,”
he said, pointing to Uk-
raine’s accession bid as
well as nations in the West-
ern Balkans like Serbia and
Kosovo.

Feared global hunger crisis ‘coming to
pass’ as war in West Asia persists: UN

Agence France-Presse
GENEVA

“Pessimistic” predictions
that war in West Asia could
push tens of millions more
people into acute hunger if
drawn out are being pro-
ven right, the United Na-
tions said on Friday.

A few weeks after the
U.S.-Israeli strikes against
Iran on February 28
sparked the conflict and
plunged world energy mar-
kets into turmoil, the UN’s
World Food Programme
(WFP) warned that soaring
oil prices were devastating
global food security.

If oil prices were to re-
main around $100 per bar-
rel until the end of June, an
estimated 45 million more
people worldwide would
face acute hunger, the WFP
warned in March. They
would come in addition to
the nearly 320 million peo-
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Cost of conflict: The UN will serve 1.5 million fewer people this
year than planned, heavily impacting children under five. REUTERS

ple considered acutely
food insecure at the start of
the year, it said.

And now, nearly three
months into the conflict,
“the negative scenario is
unfortunately materialis-
ing”, said Jean-Martin
Bauer, director of WFP’s
food and nutrition analysis
service. “The closure of
[Strait of ] Hormuz is tran-

slating into increased hun-
ger,” he said, pointing to
soaring costs for staples
like rice and wheat.

Spillover effect

According to the WFP’s
analysis, “the crisis is gen-
erating significant spillov-
ers”, which were being felt
far beyond West Asia, “par-
ticularly through fuel, food

price and income shocks
and trade disruptions”.

“What’s shaping up is
the return of a global cost
of living crisis of the likes
that we experienced in
2022, after the start of
Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine, Mr. Bauer
warned.

But this time, the hu-
manitarian system that
jumped into action back
then has been hard-hit by
dramatic cuts to global aid
funding, especially since
U.S. President Donald
Trump’s return to the
White House.

The agency estimated
that it would now serve 1.5
million fewer people this
year than  originally
planned.

“The ones who will ex-
perience the impact of this
are going to be very vulner-
able children under the
age of five,” he cautioned.
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A waste picker searches for reusable or recyclable materials at a dump yard on World Environment Day in Lahore on Friday. AFp

Burkina Faso's military rulers quash growing dissent in latest crackdown

Agence France-Presse
ABIDJAN

As part of their clamp-
down on dissent, Burkina
Faso’s military rulers’ lat-
est targets have included
an influential imam, sever-
al worshippers and stu-
dents who criticised the
junta.

Captain Ibrahim Traore
seized power in a coup
nearly four years ago and
now openly asserts that he
is not presiding over a de-
mocracy.

In what has now be-
come a well-trodden pat-
tern, masked men, some-
times in civilian clothing,
arrive and detain anyone
questioning the effective-
ness of those in power, es-
pecially over the jihadist
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violence that has plagued
the west African country
for a decade.

The lucky ones are con-
victed and end up in pri-
son. Others are conscript-
ed and shipped off to fight
the jihadists at the front,
some not to be seen again.

New purge

In the latest round-up, in-
fluential Sunni imam Mo-
hamad Ishaq Kindo was
detained last week and ta-
ken to an unknown desti-
nation.

Long seen as a junta
supporter, he criticised a
draft law regulating the ex-
ercise of religious free-
doms in a country where
around 60% of the popula-
tion is Muslim.

“The terror has reached

its peak,” an ally of the
preacher said.

“Brutally abducting a re-
ligious leader and prevent-
ing worshippers from gath-
ering for prayer by firing
tear gas even inside the
mosque is taking things
way too far,” they said.

After his arrest, the
imam’s supporters demon-
strated to call for his re-
lease and several were
themselves detained. Im-
ages on social media later
showed them dressed in
military uniforms and un-
dergoing physical training
at a camp in the capital.

“If an individual breaks
the law, the justice system
should deal with it. Why
resort to such barbaric
practices?” Mr. Kindo’s ally
said.
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Thousands of people threatened by jihadist violence are taking
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refuge at camps, such as this one in Dori, Burkina Faso. AFp

“What this regime is
putting the people of Bur-
kina Faso through is un-
bearable, all under the pre-
text of fighting terrorism,
when we can’t even see
any results,” they added.

In September 2022,

Captain Traore had justi-
fied toppling the previous
rulers for their inability to
put an end to the jihadist
attacks. He promised to do
so within months.

Nearly four years on,
groups affiliated to Al-Qae-

da and the Islamic State
control large swathes of
the country and have im-
posed a blockade on sever-
al cities.

A researcher in Ouaga-
dougou said imam Kindo’s
arrest reflected a desire to
strictly define the frame-
work of religious dis-
course.

Public authorities, in-
cluding those before Cap-
tain Traore, believed that
“in the face of terrorism,
the only legitimate words
that can be recognised
from religious leaders are
those that contribute to tol-
erance, social cohesion
and peace”, the researcher
said

The imam’s arrest was
not an isolated case.

The biggest student un-

ion, the General Union of
Students of  Burkina
(Ugeb), has also been sus-
pended and its leader ar-
rested. The union had de-
nounced arbitrary arrests
and criticised the junta for
its “obvious inability to res-
tore security”.

‘Single way of thinking’
A union official said that
“what this regime wants is
the elimination of all stu-
dent movements and the
establishment of a single,
uniform way of thinking.”

“University is not a
camp for subjugation and
indoctrination, much less
a prison,” another activist
complained.

Since the religious lead-
er’s arrest, the activist said
people were noticeably

speaking out a bit more
freely. “It’s impossible to
count how many videos
there are of young people
who, for the first time, are
criticising the regime in
scathing terms,” he said.

In March, activist Maha-
madi Baguian, whose posts
on social media sung the
junta’s praises, died after
being arrested.

But the researcher said
the clampdown against the
imam and the faithful was
not likely to turn people
away from the junta, which
was welcomed into power.

“I don’t think these de-
monstrations can be po-
werful enough to cause the
regime to lose significant
support within the Muslim
community,” the research-
er said.
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ONUS ON ICC

Teams like Afghanistan need

to gain more exposure: Pybus
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Afghanistan head coach Richard Pybus highlighted the lack of
regular high-quality cricket that the less-fancied teams get. “The
onus is on the ICC. It is one thing to get full membership, but then
you need to get a full fixture list. It can’t be that the development of
teams is just based on the exposure they get at World Cups”.

VIEWPOINT

Sooryavanshi should play Tests for

SHOWING SYMPATHY
I almost cried and was completely

TACTICAL SHIFT

I have had to develop different

larger good of the game: Ashwin

sad: Cobolli on Arnaldi’s pullout

A

FILE PHOTO

You cannot force a particular facet of the game [to someone], but |
think he should play Test cricket. If you are thinking about the larger
good of the game, | believe he should. But that said, can you teach
your children what they are not willing to learn? You cannot — R.
Ashwin on Vaibhav Sooryavanshi during the ESPNcricinfo awards.

REUTERS

Flavio Cobolli expressed his sympathy after his “friend” Matteo
Arnaldi pulled out of the French Open semifinal clash owing to
illness. “It is tough for me to speak. When Arnaldi came to me an
hour ago, | almost cried and | was completely sad for him. But at the
same time, | am really happy for what | have achieved this week”.

kinds of weapons: Chwalinska

AFP

I know that I’'m playing different tennis compared to most of the
girls on the tour. | don’t have the [physical] conditions to play
strong, so | need to develop different kinds of weapons. | have
played differently and I think it helps me a lot against these players
— French Open women’s finalist Maja Chwalinska.

India’s quest for Test reset
begins against Afghanistan

Head coach Gambhir confirms that Sai Sudharsan will be given a long rope at No. 3; for the

visitor, some of its white-ball stars, including ace leggie Rashid, are missing from the squad

AFGHANISTAN IN INDIA

Vivek Krishnan
NEW CHANDIGARH

he dawn of a fresh
T Test season carries
an abiding allure.

The maroonish-red hue of
the brand new ball, the ex-
panse of lush green gleam-
ing under azure skies, the
players stretching every si-
new in creamy white flan-
nels, all enrich the unique
rhythms of the game’s ol-
dest format.

After a heavy diet of T20
cricket in this part of the
world, the one-off Test bet-
ween India and Afghanis-
tan from Saturday will
hope to showcase some of
these fine aspects. The ve-
nue will be the Maharaja
Yadavindra Singh Stadium,
which is poised to become
the country’s 31st Test
centre.

On the face of it, of
course, an assignment
against Afghanistan for
Shubman Gill & Co. should
be a cosy precursor to
more gruelling challenges.
It isn’t even part of the
World Test Championship
(WTC) cycle. But for India’s
current Test outfit, reeling
from a series defeat to
South Africa last Novem-
ber, the need to set things
right in this version is
pressing.

Particularly at home,
which was an impregnable
bastion for 12 long years,
India has conspicuously
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Opening duty: Rahul gets into the groove ahead of the Test.

RV. MOORTHY

floundered in recent times.
The whitewash by New
Zealand in a three-Test se-
ries in 2024 precipitated
the downturn. In the cur-
rent WTC cycle, India is
sixth in the standings.

But head coach Gautam
Gambhir doesn’t quite be-
lieve all is lost in the quest
to make the WTC final next
year. Two Tests each
against Sri Lanka and New
Zealand, and a blockbuster
five-match series at home

against Australia await af-
ter facing Afghanistan.
“Till you have the oppor-
tunity to qualify for the
WTC final, you are always
optimistic,” Gambhir
stressed on Friday.

Fuelling the coach’s be-
lief is the vast array of ta-
lent.

In this squad, amidst the
more established faces, the
likes of Sai Sudharsan, Dev-
dutt Padikkal, Manav Suth-
ar, Harsh Dubey and Gur-

noor Brar bring spark and
novelty.

Not all of these will fit in-
to the XI, but Sai Sudhar-
san seems set to continue
at No. 3. “Honestly, Sai
Sudharsan hasn’t got a fair
chance. He started his Test
career in England, which
we all know is not the ea-
siest place,” reasoned
Gambhir.

The other vacant spot
meriting debate involves
the uncapped left-arm spin
duo of Manav Suthar and
Harsh Dubey.

In Afghanistan’s case,
some of its leading white-
ball stars, including ace
leggie Rashid Khan, are
missing.

But for Hashmatullah
Shahidi’s men, who have
played just 12 Tests in eight
years, the chance to en-
gage in India’s Test season
should be enough to spur
the competitive juices.

The teams (from): India:
Shubman Gill (Capt.), K.L. Rahul,
Yashasvi Jaiswal, Sai Sudharsan,
Rishabh Pant (wk), Devdutt
Padikkal, Nitish Kumar,
Washington Sundar, Kuldeep
Yadav, Mohammed Siraj, Prasidh
Krishna, Manav Suthar, Gurnoor
Brar, Harsh Dubey, and Dhruv
Jurel (wk).

Afghanistan: Hashmatullah
Shahidi (Capt.), Abdul Malik,
Afsar Zazai (wk), Ikram Alikhil
(wk), Rahmanullah, Rahmanullah
Gurbaz (wk), Sediqullah Atal,
Azmatullah Omarzai, Nangeyalia
Kharote, Rahmat Shah,
Sharafuddin Ashraf, Bilal Sami,
Mohammad Saleem, Qais
Ahmad, and Ziaur Rahman.
Match starts at 9.30 a.m.

Gambhir all
for use of

pink ball
in bad light

Vivek Krishnan
NEW CHANDIGARH

India head coach Gautam
Gambhir has backed the
ICC’s trial to switch from a
red ball to a pink ball dur-
ing a Test in the case of bad
light affecting play. The
agreement of both teams
prior to a Test is required
for the change to be
effected.

Getting the nod

The decision was one of
the recommendations of
the Chief Executives Com-
mittee that was approved
by the ICC Board at a meet-
ing in Ahmedabad last Sun-
day.

India has so far played
five Tests with the pink
ball, which is used exclu-
sively for day-night match-
es. With making the World
Test Championship final
being a big incentive in the
five-day game, Gambhir
said he wouldn’t want his
team to be deprived of that
opportunity owing to bad
light.

“I love that. I've always
believed that if there’s an
opportunity to get a result,
you should always have
that opportunity,” Gamb-
hir said.

“Imagine if you’re play-
ing the last Test before the
WTC final and you have
the chance to win that Test
and qualify, but because of
bad light it’s not happen-
ing. I know it could be a lit-
tle difficult for the players.
But it’s a proactive move.
And hopefully the teams
will start taking it in a posi-
tive way”.

‘We need to prepare
better for Tests

Vivek Krishnan
NEW CHANDIGARH

Less than a week after the
conclusion of the Indian
Premier League’s 19th sea-
son, the Indian team will
be switching to the classi-
cal format when it takes on
Afghanistan in a one-off
Test at the Maharaja Yada-
vindra Singh Stadium from
Saturday.

Such little turnaround
time between formats is a
persistent demand of mod-
ern-day cricket for Indian
players in particular, but
head coach Gautam Gamb-
hir said that the focus from
now will be on ensuring
more extensive prepara-
tion leading up to a Test
assignment.

India’s fortunes in the
longest format have plum-
meted over the last two
years. Having been white-
washed by New Zealand at
home in 2024, the subcon-
tinent giant suffered a simi-
lar fate at the hands of
South Africa last Novem-
ber. In the current World
Test Championship cycle,
Shubman Gill & Co. are lan-
guishing at sixth in the
standings.

e —

While India is expected
to brush aside Afghanistan
easily, it has challenging
away tours of Sri Lanka
and New Zealand later in
the year.

“Look, we are a little for-
tunate that we have got
enough time before Sri
Lanka. After the white-ball
tour of England, we have
about a 15-day break before
Sri Lanka. So that is
enough time to prepare for
those two Tests,” Gambhir
told reporters on the eve of
the Test against
Afghanistan.

“We might have to pre-
pare a little differently for
New Zealand. Because bet-
ween the last ODI there
and the first Test in Wel-
lington, there is a three-
day gap. So we will have to
pull out ODI players who
are part of the Test squad.

“Because one thing we
realised is that we need to
start preparing better in
red-ball cricket. And that
was something that was
lacking against the West In-
dies and also against South
Africa. And that is someth-
ing which we are going to
do going forward,” the 44-
year-old added.

Allin readiness: Jurel and head coach Gambhir during a practice

session on Friday. RV. MOORTHY

Pybus keen to
start with a
clean slate as
Afghanistan
head coach

Vivek Krishnan
NEW CHANDIGARH

In Jonathan Trott’s four-
year tenure as head coach,
Afghanistan scaled new
heights, notably reaching
the semifinals of the 2024
T20 World Cup.

Task ahead

It is now upon Richard Py-
bus, 61, to build on the
foundation laid by the
former England batter.

Whilst acknowledging
Trott’s efforts, Pybus
wants to go into his mai-
den assignment — a Test
against India at the Maha-
raja Yadavindra Singh Sta-
dium from Saturday — with
a clean slate.

“I did have a chat with
Jonathan to hear from him
about the role, and also to
congratulate him because
he’s done so well to deve-
lop the side.

“When I start with a
team, I start with a blank
slate though,” the England-
born coach told reporters
on Friday.

Pybus’ first Afghanistan
challenge is compounded
by Rashid Khan’s unavaila-
bility.

Rashid conundrum
“Rashid has got this long-
standing back complaint.
He’s got such a huge vol-
ume of cricket, and he has
to manage himself. I look
forward to having that con-
versation to see how we
can support him to conti-
nue to play red-ball crick-
et”.

Shreyas set to be handed
Men in Blue’s T20I reins

Amol Karhadkar
MUMBAI

Shreyas Iyer is set to return
to India’s T20I set-up and
is also likely to be handed
the captaincy in the shor-
test format when the se-
nior national selection
committee meets here on
Saturday to pick the
squads for three crucial
assignments.

The senior selection pa-
nel, chaired by Ajit Agar-
kar, is scheduled to finalise
the contingents for the
T20I series in Ireland, sub-
sequent limited-overs tour
of England and the Asian
Games. Shreyas, who last
played a T20I in December
2023, is expected to re-
place Suryakumar Yadav
both in the squad and as
captain. After enduring a
prolonged lean patch with
the bat, Suryakumar is set
to lose his place despite
having led India during its
successful T20 World Cup
title defence earlier this
year.

The Hindu understands
that both the selectors and
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Shreyas. FILE PHOTO: VIJAY SONEJI

team management have in-
creasingly gravitated to-
wards Shreyas as the lea-
dership choice.

Having captained Kolka-
ta Knight Riders to the IPL
title in 2024 before guiding
Punjab Kings to the final in
2025, the 31-year-old’s lea-
dership credentials have
significantly strengthened
his case. Other names dis-
cussed for the role includ-
ed Sanju Samson, Ishan
Kishan and Tilak Varma.

Interestingly, = Hardik

Pandya — who had been re-
placed by Suryakumar as
captain at the beginning of
the previous T20 World

Cup cycle — and vice-cap-
tain of the recent World
Cup campaign, Axar Patel,
have not featured promi-
nently in discussions so far.

Beyond the captaincy
debate, teenage sensation
Vaibhav Sooryavanshi is
the major talking point.
The key question is wheth-
er the selectors accelerate
the 15-year-old’s entry into
the T20I squad or intro-
duce him  gradually
through a relatively easier
assignment in Zimbabwe
in July.

India will play two T20Is
in Ireland on June 26 and
28 before travelling to En-
gland for five T20Is and
three ODIs between July 1
and 19. The Asian Games
cricket competition, sche-
duled from September 17
to October 3, overlaps with
India’s home ODI series
against the West Indies.

The selectors are also
expected to name a re-
placement for Virat Kohli,
whose hamstring injury
has ruled him out of the
ODI series against Afghan-
istan.

Zverev gets past Mensik;
Cobolli handed a walkover

FRENCH OPEN

Agencies
PARIS

Alexander Zverev moved
to the verge of a long-await-
ed maiden Grand Slam
men’s title as the second
seed saw off Jakub Mensik
in four sets here on Friday
to set up a French Open fi-
nal against Flavio Cobolli.

The German, who se-
cured a 7-5, 6-2, 3-6, 6-3 vic-
tory, will face 10th seed Co-
bolli on Sunday.

Cobolli did not even
have to play his first Grand
Slam semifinal as his last-
four opponent and fellow
Italian, Matteo Arnaldi,
withdrew shortly before
the match due to illness.

Arnaldi’s dream of a
Slam title was ended by a
virus. “It is tough... how
the tournament was, how
many hours I spent on
court, I felt pretty good,”
said Arnaldi. “Every time I
get up, I feel dizziness and
not the best, so it was the
right decision.”

While there was agony

Marching on: Zverev stepped up when required. REUTERS

SEMIFINAL RESULTS

4

Men: 2-Zverev (Ger) bt 26-Mensik
(Cze) 7-5, 6-2, 3-6, 6-3; 10-Cobolli
(Ita) w/o Arnaldi (Ita).

for Arnaldi, there was joy
for Zverev. The 29-year-old
took a closely-fought first
set, courtesy of a break in
the 11th game, having ear-
lier saved three break
points to deny Mensik a 5-3
lead. The 26th seed could
not keep pace in the se-
cond set as Zverev broke
twice and only dropped
four points on his serve.

Mensik called for a med-
ical time-out three games
into the third set, appear-
ing to struggle with a neck
injury. But he dragged him-
self back into the contest,
breaking to take a 4-2 lead,
as his drop shots had a
greater impact. That shot
wrapped up a hold to love
and the set — only the se-
cond Zverev had lost in the
tournament.

But Mensik could not
keep up his momentum
and later allowed Zverev to
earn victory on his first
match point.

Glory beckons: Eighth seed Andreeva and qualifier Chwalinska are
eyeing their maiden Slam. REUTERS & AP

It's Andreeva’s power
vs. Chwalinska’s guile

Reuters
PARIS

If the French Open wo-
men’s final appears on
paper to be a mismatch
between a teenage prodigy
and an unheralded quali-
fier, Poland’s Maja Chwa-
linska has spent the past
fortnight proving appea-
rances can be deceiving.
Russian eighth seed Mir-
ra Andreeva arrives at Sa-
turday’s showpiece as the
overwhelming favourite af-
ter bulldozing her way
through the draw, drop-
ping only 12 games in her
last three matches and
looking every inch a future
Grand Slam champion. Yet
across the net will stand a
player whose improbable
run has become one of the
stories of the tournament.

Chwalinska travelled to
Paris ranked 114th in the
world and had to win three
qualifying matches to
reach the main draw. Nine
victories later, the 24-year-
old finds herself one win
away from one of the most
unlikely Grand Slam titles
of the Open Era.

The Russian’s relentless
baseline power and ability
to dictate rallies have over-
whelmed opponents.

In an era dominated by
power hitters, Chwalinska
has captivated spectators
with a game built on varie-
ty, touch and tactical intel-
ligence. Only one qualifier
had previously reached a
Grand Slam final in the
Open Era — Emma Raduca-
nu at the 2021 U.S. Open, a
tournament the Briton
went on to win.
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Luis Enrique jo

the GOATS, but
PSG success isn’
above reproach

The 56-year-old is now a part of an elite group of managers with
three or more European Cup titles. And he did it with silky, selfless,
attacking football. But while there is no doubt about Enrique’s quality
or his influence on the modern game, the question of his legacy —
specifically the Paris chapter, amid criticism of ‘sportswashing’ —

» =

is less straightforward

Associated Press
Agence France-Presse

Sports Bureau

fter presiding over PSG’s successful

Champions League title defence, Luis

Enrique put his name up in lights in

the hall of fame for football’s greatest-
ever managers.

Having previously guided Barcelona to Cham-
pions League glory in 2014-15, the Spaniard se-
cured his third European Cup triumph as a
coach. He joined an elite group of managers with
three or more European Cup titles, alongside
Carlo Ancelotti, who won a record five, and Bob
Paisley, Zinedine Zidane and Pep Guardiola, who
have each lifted the trophy three times.

Getting one over Guardiola

By going back to back, Enrique achieved what
even his good friend Guardiola — who has a case
for being considered the greatest ever — could
not. And he did it in some style, with his PSG
team being feted for its silky interplay and bewil-
dering movement.

Enrique’s insistence on high-intensity, high-
pressure football with electrifying forwards who
dribble through defences has created a rare
blend — arguably even improving on Guardiola’s
iconic Barcelona side which won the Champions
League twice. He has expanded on the posses-
sion-based ideas of Spain’s best teams, adding
risk-taking and transitional threat.

Enrique’s PSG plays structured positional foot-
ball, typically a 3-1-6 in possession. But there is
fluidity within this formation — it’s not the same
players in the same positions at all times. The
side can pull apart most defences with its clever
positional interchanges.

While PSG couldn’t break Arsenal down in the
final, which went to penalties, it still created sev-

STACKING UP

ATP Men’s Top 15

# Player Age Points Events
1 Jannik Sinner 24 14,750 19
2 CarlosAlcaraz 23 11,960 18
3 Alexander Zverev 29 5,705 21
4 Novak Djokovic 39 4,460 16
5 Ben Shelton 23 4,070 23
6 FelixAuger-Aliassime 25 4,050 24
7 Alexde Minaur 27 3,855 23
8 Daniil Medvedev 30 3,760 24
9 Taylor Fritz 28 3,720 23
10 Alexander Bublik 28 3,320 25
11 Lorenzo Musetti 24 3,115 23
12 Jiri Lehecka 24 2,665 21
13 Andrey Rublev 28 2,460 23
14 Flavio Cobolli 24 2,340 27
15 Karen Khachanov 30 2,320 24
2
Indians > §5 \
=
Su?nitNégal Manas Dhamne

Rank 282 ¥ 7 spots Rank 394 ¥ 3 spots

WTA Women’s Top 15

# Player Age Points Events
1 ArynaSabalenka 28 9,960 19
2 Elena Rybakina 26 8,313 22
3 Iga Swiatek 24 7,273 19
4 Coco Gauff 22 6,749 19
5 Jessica Pegula 32 6,286 20
6 Amanda Anisimova 24 5,958 17
7 Elina Svitolina 31 4,315 15
8 Mirra Andreeva 19 4,181 21
9 Victoria Mboko 19 3,710 21
10 Karolina Muchova 29 3,318 19
11 Belinda Bencic 29 3,145 19
12 Linda Noskova 21 3,054 22
13 Jasmine Paolini 30 2,787 20
14 Ekaterina Alexandrova 31 2,679 27
15 Marta Kostyuk 23 2,387 19
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I arrived at
the club
thinking, My
objective is
to make
history, and
we have
indeed
made
history

LUIS ENRIQUE

F1 Drivers' standings

eral headaches for the English champion, which
Enrique said was the best team in the world out
of possession. Arsenal manager Mikel Arteta said
after the game that his plan wasn’t to have just
25% of the ball, but PSG’s dominance had precip-
itated the situation.

“It’s not a plan to play in certain scenarios
when you don’t have the ball but they force you
to do that,” Arteta, who admitted to being in-
spired by Enrique and PSG, said. “What they are
able to do with the ball, individual actions, I ha-
ven’t seen it [before]. And so even more praise
to them.”

In many ways Enrique is the defining figure of
this PSG project, after the megastars, Lionel
Messi, Neymar, and Kylian Mbappe, departed.
As Arteta said, “His fingerprints are all over this
team.” Enrique arrived in Paris in 2023 promis-
ing a cultural shift rather than instant glamour.
The Spaniard wanted a team in which collective
sacrifice outweighed individual status, where
the biggest names defended, pressed and suf-
fered together. It’s fair to say he has succeeded.

After Mbappe left in 2024, Lucho, as he is nick-
named, said his team would become even stron-
ger. “Having a player who moved wherever he
wanted meant there were parts of the game I
couldn't control... next year, I’ll control everyth-
ing. Everything,” he said. And he did.

The club still invested heavily in players, but
players tailored to their manager’s plans, willing
to run endlessly for the collective, and keep egos
in check. “I arrived at the club thinking, ‘My ob-
jective is to make history, and we have indeed
made history,” Enrique said. “We want to keep
writing the story because we believe there’s still
more there for us to achieve.”

Enrique has won 12 trophies, including three
Ligue 1 titles, during his time at PSG. It is clear,
from inside and outside, the effect the Asturian
has had on a club built in his image, capable of
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Badminton Men's ranking

creating a modern football dynasty. But while
there is no doubt about Enrique’s quality, the
question of his legacy, specifically the PSG chap-
ter, is less straightforward.

The French team, built with Qatari riches,
continues to face questions about ‘sportswash-
ing’, which global campaigning network Green-
peace defines as “the act of sponsoring a sports
team or event in order to distract from bad prac-
tices elsewhere. This tactic is often used by com-
panies and governments with poor environmen-
tal or human rights records, exploiting people’s
love of sports to ‘wash’ their image clean”.

Qatar Sports Investments acquired a con-
trolling stake in PSG in 2011, just under
a year after Qatar was named i
host for the 2022 World Cup. .
Critics saw both moves as a o
means to “mute criticism of an
autocratic regime”, to take at- .
tention away from its “appalling
treatment of migrant workers”,
“suppression of human rights”, and
“imprisonment of whistleblower
Abdullah Ibhais”.

Critics also cite the financial imba-
lance enjoyed by state-owned teams
such as PSG, Manchester City and
Newcastle, arguing that it undermines
fair competition. They point to the in-
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His fingerprints are all over this
team. What they are able to do with
the ball, individual actions, I haven’t
seen it [before]

MIKEL ARTETA
Arsenal manager

Test Batting

GETTY IMAGES

fluence of PSG president Nasser al-Khelaifi, the
chairman of both European Football Clubs
(EFC) and broadcasting company belN, on the
administration of European club football. This,
they say, is the “the deeper effect of state
money”.

The questions and criticism have reduced
with PSG’s success on the biggest stage — critics
contend that this is precisely the point of ‘sport-
swashing’.

Enrique’s tenure at PSG — much like Guardio-
la’s at City, which was marked by incredible tro-
phy success but marred by 115 alleged breaches
of the Premier League’s financial regulations —
will be accompanied by a knotty question: Can
legacy be separated from the context of the cir-
cumstances in which it is built?

Fans of Enrique will hope that the answer
doesn’t define him entirely. The 56-year-old has
enriched the game with his progressive ideas of
play, extending the limits of modern tactical
thinking. While mastering his craft, he has en-
dured a great personal tragedy and borne the
loss of his young daughter with resilience and
grace. Some will also highlight the fact that oth-
er managers have enjoyed Enrique’s resources
at PSG but failed to produce the results he has.

Target three-peat

For his part, Enrique isn’t overly concerned
about his legacy, at least publicly. After the final,
he said he was “not interested” in whether he
was becoming a legend or not. His next target is
the Champions League three-peat. “The first
one was incredible, but more than anything we
had that desire to get the second,” he told broad-
caster M6. “I love this club so much, and it’s not
over! We’ve got the second, we’ll keep working
and go get the third.”

Record 15-time winner Real Madrid won the
Champions League three times (2016-2018). Be-
fore that, the last teams to complete a hat-trick
were Bayern Munich and Ajax in the 1970s. Real
also won it five years running, back at the com-
petition’s inception. “We can talk about the
back-to-back-to-back,” said Enrique. “We can
talk about these types of objectives, our club is
worthy of it, as are our supporters. We do need

new players to refresh certain po-

sitions, but we’ve been

champions of Eu-
rope for two
~ years... piano
% piano [slowly,

Test Bowling

#  Driver Team Points Wins # Player Points Events #  Player Rating Career best #  Player Rating Career best
1 AK.Antonelli Mercedes 131 4 1 Shi Yu Qi 1,08,905 12 1 Joe Root 880 932 1 Jasprit Bumrah 879 908
2 G.Russell Mercedes 88 1 2 Anders Antonsen 95,455 17 2 Harry Brook 857 898 2 Mitchell Starc 838 852
3 C.leclerc Ferrari 75 0 3 Kunlavut Vitidsarn 93,565 16 3 Travis Head 853 884 3 Pat Cummins 832 914
4 L. Hamilton Ferrari 72 0 - 4 Christo Popov 84,682 20 4 Steve Smith 831 947 4 MattHenry 828 853
5 L.Norris McLaren 58 0 5 Jonatan Christie 83,631 18 5 Kane Williamson 807 919 5  Marco Jansen 825 825
6  O.Piastri McLaren 48 0 6 Chou Tien Chen 82,080 27 6 Kamindu Mendis 781 784 6  Scott Boland 820 820
7 M.Verstappen  Red Bull 43 0 7 Li Shi Feng 74,783 16 7 Temba Bavuma 775 806 7 Noman Ali 817 853
8 P Gasly Alpine 20 0 8 Alex Lanier 74,525 17 8 Yashasvi Jaiswal 750 858 8  Kagiso Rabada 807 902
9  0.Bearman Haas 18 0 9 Lin Chun-i 69,414 18 9 Rachin Ravindra 737 737 9 Josh Hazlewood 775 864
10 L.Lawson RB 16 0 10  Lakshya Sen 69,373 23 10 Shubman Gill 730 807 10 Nathan Lyon 753 812
11 F. Colapinto Alpine 15 0 11  Kodai Naraoka 68,020 22
12 1. Hadjar Red Bull 14 0 12 AlwiFarhan 66,209 20
13 C.Sainz Williams 6 0 13 LohKean Yew 65,700 18
14 A Lindblad RB 5 0 14 Victor Lai 64,915 20
15 G.Bortoleto Audi 2 0 15  WengHongYang 59,341 17 ODI Batting ODI Bowling
16 E. Ocon Haas 1 0 #  Player Rating Career best #  Player Rating Career best
17 A Albon Williams 1 0 1 Daryl Mitchell 815 840 1 Rafshid Khan 705 775
X = 2 Virat Kohli 791 908 2 Jofra Archer 649 682
12 s.;otlil;znberg ézg;“ac g g ;r:(:)ians - :i?:]skhfg Sen a ég‘r’]ihzghetty 3 Ibrahim Zadran 75 756 3 KeshavMaharaj 645 737
20 S Perez Cadillac 0 0 - 4 Rohit Sharn73 748 879 4 Abrar Ahmed 633 633
21 L stroll Aston Martin 0 0 5  Shubman Gill 716 841 5  Adil Rashid 629 671
22 F. Alonso Aston Martin 0 0 6  Babar Azam 687 894 6  Maheesh Theekshana 624 680
7  ShaiHope 679 782 6  Kuldeep Yadav 624 757
Badminton Women's ranking 7 Harry Tector 679 730 8  Mehidy Hasan 621 722
# Player Points Events 9  K.L Rahul 664 676 9  Josh Hazlewood 614 725
1 An Se Young 1,17,787 17 10 Charith Asalanka 656 705 10 Adam Zampa 600 696
2 Wang Zhi Yi 1,07,689 16
A.K. Antonelli G. Russell 3 Akane Yamaguchi 97,826 17
. 4 Chen Yu Fei 86,951 16
F1 Constructors' standings
. ) 5 HanYue 84,638 15
Pos Team Points Wins 6 Putri Kusuma Wardani 75,223 19 T201 Batting T201 Bowling
1 Mercefjes 219 5 7 Ratchanok Intanon 73,626 20 #  Player Rating Career best #  Player Rating Career best
2 Ferrari 147 0 8 Pornpawee Chochuwong 64,077 15 1 Abhishek Sharma 875 931 1 Rashid Khan 753 828
3 McLaren 106 0 9 Tomoka Miyazaki 62,086 2 2 Ishan Kishan 871 871 2 Varun Chakaravarthy 740 818
4 Red Bull 57 0 10 PV.Sindhu 50,781 3 3 Sahibzada Farhan 848 848 3 Abrar Ahmed 736 757
5 Alpine 35 0 11 MichelleLi 56.847 1 4 Phil Salt 792 881 4 Adil Rashid 721 747
6 RB 21 0 12 NozomiOkuhara 56,490 19 5  Pathum Nissanka 766 796 5  Jasprit Bumrah 702 783
7 Haas 19 0 13 Chiu Pin-Chian 54,748 25 6  TilakVarma 742 845 6  Adam Zampa 682 746
8 Williams 7 0 14 Mia Blichfeldt 53,503 15 7 Suryakumar Yadav 722 912 7  Corbin Bosch 669 745
9 Audi 2 0 15  LinHsiang Ti 52,029 24 8  Jos Buttler 716 794 8  Matthew Forde 667 679
10 Cadillac 0 0 9 Dewald Brevis 702 738 9  Mujeeb Ur Rahman 663 757
11 Aston Martin 0 0 10 Brian Bennett 701 708 10 Nathan Ellis 661 678
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Batters just keep gettmg

better and better:;
but I think we are
also bowling quicker

In this conversation, England fast-bowler Issy Wong previews the upcoming
T20 World Cup, reminisces about her time with the Mumbai Indians, and
reveals who the toughest opponents she has faced are. The 24-year-old also
holds forth on the impact of The Hundred and describes what it was like to
watch the 2017 World Cup final from the stands at Lord’s

INTERVIEW

Issy Wong

P.K. Ajith Kumar

ssy Wong is one of the quickest bowlers in
the women’s game. After being out of the
England team for almost a year, she re-
turned to international cricket recently,
and is now looking forward to the upcoming T20
World Cup at home. She took the Women’s Pre-
mier League’s first-ever hattrick, in the inaugural
edition in 2023, in which she played a key role in
Mumbeai Indians’ triumph.
Excerpts from Wong’s interview over the
phone with The Hindu:

Who do you think could be the strongest
contenders at the T20 World Cup that starts
next week in England?

We just had a really competitive series against
New Zealand and they are the reigning world
champions. We obviously know that the talent of
Australia, India and South Africa is enormous.

But the brilliant thing about cricket is that it is
an individual team sport, isn’t it? So, you know,
any team is only one brilliant individual perfor-
mance away from beating anyone else. That is
why people love the game. That is why people
watch cricket. It is genuinely a sport where
anything can happen.

You did very well in the inaugural edition of
the WPL, in which you helped Mumbai
Indians win the title.

Ilove playing out there in India. As a place to tour
and as a place to play sort of franchise cricket, it
is right up there. I love the passion for the game
that you always feel there is in India.

It is super exciting to know what you are doing
has that entertainment factor. That is why we do
it, isn’t it? In India, that first year of the WPL real-

o®

The Indian
team is
stacked full

of brilliant
batters and
they just

keep coming
as well, don’t
they? You

get one of
them out

and then (8
out walks
Harman-
preet

ly gave me that platform to go out and enjoy my
cricket and try and hope that people enjoy that
too. The one thing that stands out for me perso-
nally is the hattrick [against UP Warriorz]. That
was also the sort of moment where we thought,
‘We are almost in the final here’. That will go
down as one of the best moments in my career. I
had a good group of people that I just enjoyed be-
ing with and sharing the field with.

How was it being part of the champion side?

It was cool. It was my first experience
of being part of a championship-
winning side. And there was so
much to learn off all the people in-

volved. I got to spend a lot of time

with Nat [Sciver-Brunt]. You
know her skillset. Her expe-
rience and being from an En-
glish background as well, it
was cool to watch her up
close.

There were of course oth-
er overseas players, Hayley
Matthews, Amelia Kerr, and
the Indian superstars as

well, like Harmanpreet

Kaur, Yastika Bhatia.

Building relationships

with those players,
learning a bit from them.

How they see the game is

sometimes quite diffe-
rent to us. I found that
fascinating. We had a

good run as well, which al-
ways helps. I guess you al-
ways have more fun when
you are winning.

And your coach at MI was
Charlotte Edwards, whom
you have now reunited
with in the England team.

She is all right, isn’t she? It was

Saturday, June 6, 2026
CHENNAI

TOYOTA

cool to build that relationship with Lottie. She
was the perfect sort of coach, especially in that
first year, given the last-minute nature of it. She
just kind of helped us ride that wave as a playing
group. There can be a lot of noise around that
competition and a lot of distractions away from
what we do on the pitch.

The toughest batters you have bowled to?

Good question. I think there are so many good
batters and it feels like the batters just keep get-
ting better and better. As bowlers, it’s hard for us
to keep up with them; maybe balls are going
farther. But I think we are also bowling quicker or
turning it more.

We have just played against Sophie Devine,
and she has played, I think, one of the great T20
innings at Canterbury. Last year, Matthews got a
hundred at Canterbury as well. Those two recent-
ly have really tested our bowling attacks and they
are pretty tricky.

And also, the Indian team is stacked full of bril-
liant batters and they just keep coming as well,
don’t they? You get one of them out and then out
walks Harmanpreet. Every batter has her own
strengths and weaknesses. And it’s exciting to be
able to test yourself against them.

Who are the cricketers that you admired
growing up?

Being English, there were obviously Anya Shrub-
sole, Katherine Sciver-Brunt. You can’t really get
two better pace-bowling role models than them.
To see them running in, representing England,
their passion and extraordinarily high skill leve-
l...It was really inspiring to watch as a kid. From
other countries, you look at people like Shabnim
Ismail, Jhulan Goswami, and seeing those bow-
lers just makes you passionate about bowling
fast.

How is The Hundred helping women’s
cricket in England?

We have got players like Tilly Corteen-Coleman

‘. | -._...',' .
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[In The Hundred] you
have got both young
girls and young boys
really engaging with
both the men’s and the
women’s game and
being entertained by
both. It is no longer just
women’s cricket for
women to watch

Any team is only one
brilliant individual
performance away
from beating anyone
else. That is why
people love the game.
That is why people
watch cricket

that have had success in The Hundred. I think
about my time at MI and players like Saika Ish-
aque and (S.) Sajana that ended up representing
their country and that happened quite quickly.

It has been really cool to see the young players
coming through and embracing that platform
that The Hundred gives them. Also, you look in
the stands, you find lots of young girls, but also
young boys coming to watch women’s cricket.

You have got both young girls and young boys
really engaging with both the men’s and the wo-
men’s game and being entertained by both. We
have seen it as well with women’s football in this
country, everybody getting behind it. It is no lon-
ger just women’s cricket for women to watch. I
think The Hundred talks a lot about equal expo-
sure. And for us as players, it is really nice to pro-
mote that because we are playing for the same
clubs, playing on the same days. It is such a fun
tournament to be part of.

What are your memories of watching the
2017 World Cup final at Lord’s and how did
it impact you as a young aspiring cricketer?

It has had a massive impact. There was a good
core of us, probably younger players in the side
now, that were in the stands at Lord’s and it just
felt like a brilliant day watching women’s cricket.
The final couldn’t have been much more dramat-
ic than it was. And I think as a spectator, that was
brilliant. And it really captured the hearts of
loads of young, especially girls in England, you
know. Nine years have gone by now. When you sit
there at Lord’s watching our players win a World
Cup for England on home soil, there is nothing
more inspiring than that, nothing that makes you
want to follow in their footsteps more.

Have you had alook at this boy called
Vaibhav Sooryavanshi?

Yeah, a little bit. He whacks it, doesn’t he?
(This interview was facilitated by Sony Sports

Network, which is broadcasting the England-India
women’s bilateral series)

GAME THEORY

Maximum overdrive:
the most frequent
six-hitters in IPL history

Vaibhav Sooryavanshi broke Chris Gayle’s record for
the most sixes in an IPL edition, finishing with 72 this
season and bettering the West Indian’s mark of 59
setin 2012. The 15-year-old has hit a six every 4.68
balls in his young IPL career. How does that stack up
against the most frequent six-hitters of all time in
the tournament’s history? Let’s take a look:

Player ‘ fz 223 Sixes hit pi:l;?x
\Slifrr;/z\\llanshi 449 9% 4.68
Andre Russell 1,522 223 6.83
Tim David 650 83 7.83
Nicholas Pooran 1,540 186 8.28
Rajat Patidar 980 110 8.91
Liam Livingstone 687 76 9.04
Sunil Narine 1,101 120 9.18
Chris Gayle 3,333 357 9.34
Abhishek Sharma | 1,389 144 9.65
Kieron Pollard 2,316 223 10.39
Heinrich Klaasen 1,262 120 10.52
Shivam Dube 1,464 137 10.69
a:'t';r;:: 1,045 9% 10.89
Mitchell Marsh 1,249 111 11.25
Glenn Maxwell 1,817 161 11.29
Travis Head 915 78 11.73
Riyan Parag 1,300 108 12.04
:i's;t‘“mra" 1,161 94 12.35
Marcus Stoinis 1,520 117 12.99 NIGIOUAS POORAN
Hardik Pandya 2,020 155 13.03 [
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Nimble giants

Sumo is the oldest Japanese
martial art, dating back more
than 1500 years.

The first sumo matches,
combining crude boxing and
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the gods for a good harvest

wrestling techniques, were part
of a prayer ritual dedicated to

season. Today’s matches
continue to involve several
rituals. They are fought on a
dohyo — a raised and sanctified
circle, with a roof similar to a
Shinto shrine.

The bout itself may last only
a few seconds, and the rules are
simple enough: the first to step
out of the ring, or touch the

floor with anything except the
soles of the feet, loses.

Unlike other forms of
wrestling, sumo has no weight
categories, and competitors
often have to bring down much
larger opponents.

Wrestlers lead extremely
disciplined lives. Everything they
do — from what they eat to how

they dress — is governed by
tradition.

Every year, Japan has six
Honbasho or Grand Sumo
tournaments, as rikishi
(wrestlers) grapple to become
eligible for the grand prize: the
Emperor’s Cup. The most recent
concluded last month; there are
three more to go.



