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A day after U.S. President
Donald Trump backed
away from a threatened
attack on Iran, claiming
progress in talks, Iran’s
Foreign Minister Abbas
Araghchi said on Friday
that Washington and
Tehran have “never been

closer” to reaching a
preliminary agreement. 

“The Islamabad
Memorandum of
Understanding has never
been closer. All details will
be shared in due course,”
Mr. Araghchi said.

A deal ‘has never been
closer’, says Araghchi
Stanly Johny

FULL STORY ON 

» PAGE 12

Asanas on the beach 

Stretching it: An aerial view of people taking part in the Yogandhra programme on the Rushikonda beach in Visakhapatnam on Friday in

the run-up to the International Day of Yoga celebrations on June 21. K.R. DEEPAK

Observing that courts
should refrain from inter-
vening in electoral process-
es, the Supreme Court on
Friday dismissed Congress
leader Meenakshi Natara-
jan’s plea challenging the
rejection of her Rajya Sab-
ha nomination papers
from Madhya Pradesh.

A Bench of Justices
Prashant Kumar Mishra
and A.S. Chandurkar ob-
served that in view of Arti-
cle 329(b) of the Constitu-
tion, it had no jurisdiction
to interfere with the order
of the Returning O�cer
(RO) and that an election
petition was the only reme-
dy available in such cases. 

The provision stipulates
that no election to either

House of Parliament or a
State legislature can be
called in question except
through an election
petition.

“...Whenever an at-
tempt is made to invoke
this court’s or the High
Court’s writ jurisdiction to
interject during the con-
duct of elections, on every

occasion, the court has re-
jected such an attempt,
keeping in view the princi-
ples contained in Article
329 of the Constitution,”
the Bench said.

The top court was hear-
ing a plea �led by Ms. Nata-
rajan, the Congress’s sole
candidate for one of the
three Rajya Sabha seats

from Madhya Pradesh,
challenging a June 9 order
of the RO and Madhya Pra-
desh Assembly Principal
Secretary Arvind Sharma
rejecting her nomination
on the ground that she had
failed to disclose a pending
criminal case in Hydera-
bad in her a�davit. BJP
candidates Tarun Chugh,
Rajneesh Agrawal and Ma-
hesh Kewat were declared
elected unopposed to Ra-
jya Sabha on Thursday.

Appearing for Ms. Nata-
rajan, senior advocate
A.M. Singhvi argued that
the RO’s decision su�ered
from a “patent error” and
warranted interference by
the court. He also ques-
tioned the EC’s decision to
proceed with the results
despite the top court being
cognisant of the matter.

SC dismisses Congress leader’s plea on
rejection of Rajya Sabha nomination
Aaratrika Bhaumik
NEW DELHI

The evidence gathered in
the probe into the crash of
a London-bound Air India
�ight, AI-171, in Ahmeda-
bad on June 12, 2025 is un-
dergoing comprehensive
analysis, the Aircraft Acci-
dent Investigation Bureau
(AAIB) said in an interim
statement on Friday. 

The �nal report will be
released after all investiga-
tive work, mandatory in-
ternational review, and
consultation processes are
concluded, it said. 

A total of 260 people,
241 on board and 19 on
ground, were killed when
the Boeing 787-8 Dreamlin-
er crashed while taking o�.

“The evidence gathered
and the results of various

examinations are being
analysed in a comprehen-
sive and integrated man-
ner,” the AAIB said. 

Separately, the Civil
Aviation Minister said the
Centre was committed “to
a thorough and objective
determination of the caus-
es of the accident”. 

“Signi�cant progress
has been made in the ex-

amination and analysis of
aircraft systems, �ight re-
corder data, engine-related
components, maintenance
and operational records,”
the statement said.

The UN aviation safety
watchdog’s Annex 13 on
Aircraft Accident and Inci-
dent Investigation says
states must bring out �nal
report as soon as possible.

AI-171 crash: AAIB releases
interim statement on probe 
Jagriti Chandra
NEW DELHI

Family members of the victims of the crash at an event organised

on the first anniversary of the tragedy in Ahmedabad on Friday. ANI

Every Kendriya Vidyalaya
(KV) must maintain a mini-
mum of one dedicated sec-
tion of students learning
Sanskrit as a third language
in Classes 6 and 9, accord-
ing to a circular issued by
Kendriya Vidyalaya San-
gathan (KVS), an autono-
mous body under the Un-
ion Education Ministry.

There are currently
1,288 functional KVs across
the country, along with
three operating interna-
tionally in Moscow, Kath-
mandu, and Tehran. The
circular, dated May 29 and
accessed by The Hindu, is
meant for all KVs in India
and abroad.

“KVS has ensured that
the policy remains sensi-
tive to its transferable stu-
dent population by main-
taining Sanskrit as a
common option across all
KVs, while o�ering region-
al languages as an alterna-
tive for those who are not
subject to frequent transf-
ers,” a senior KVS o�cial
said, on the condition of
anonymity.

The circular clari�es
that the R3 choice (Sanskrit
or a regional or State lan-
guage from the scheduled
languages) must be distinct
from R1 (Hindi) and R2
(English).

Sta�ng and resources
The o�cial acknowledged
that a few KVs face chal-
lenges such as limited
teacher availability and re-
source constraints, but in-
sisted that the use of con-
tractual teachers for
regional languages, phased
roll-out, and adoption of
SCERT materials will help
mitigate these constraints.

Minimum one
Sanskrit batch
required for
Classes 6 & 9
in KV schools 

Maitri Porecha 
NEW DELHI
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Retail in�ation, as mea-
sured by the Consumer
Price Index, increased to
3.9% in May as food prices
rose, according to data
from the Ministry of Statis-
tics and Programme Imple-
mentation released on Fri-
day. The in�ation rate was
3.5% in April.

Retail prices moved at
the fastest pace since Janu-
ary 2025, when the index
increased 4.06%, making
the May �gure the highest
in 16 months. 

Several food staples saw
a faster rate of in�ation or
slowing rate of de�ation.
Cereal prices increased
0.28%, entering the posi-

tive territory for the �rst
time since January 2026.
Most of the increase came
from rice, prices of which
increased 0.23%. Tomato
prices increased 48.4% in
May, from 35.3% in April. 

Housing, water, electric-
ity, gas and other fuels in-
�ation — the second largest
group of items constituting
17.6% of the retail basket —
quickened to 1.73% in May,
from 1.71% a month before. 

Food prices take retail
in�ation to 3.9% in May
Ashokamithran T.
MUMBAI

W
hile condemn-
ing the U.S. at-
tacks

on three ships with Indian
crew that killed three In-
dian seafarers, Esmaeil Ba-
qaei, a spokesperson for
Iran’s Foreign A�airs Mi-
nistry, on Friday, de-
scribed them as “attacks
on Indian commercial
vessels.”

Publicly available infor-
mation shows that the
three ships, though foreign
�agged, have deeper In-
dian links than just the
crew on board, including
potentially in ownership
and management. Two
ships were serving Indian
ports, facilitating Iranian
oil trade with India.

On Thursday, the Exter-
nal A�airs Ministry had
said the ships were foreign-
�agged and indicated that
the deaths were incidental

collateral damage in the
con�ict, tamping down
any notion of targeting of
Indians by the U.S.

On Friday, however, for
the second time in three
days, the Ministry sum-
moned the Charge d’Af-
faires of the U.S. Embassy
Jason Meeks and lodged a
“strong protest”. “The Mi-
nistry once again conveyed
its deep concern over the

use of lethal and deadly
force against civilian ship-
ping. Such actions are un-
acceptable and undermine
the safety, security and sta-
bility of international mari-
time commerce in a sensi-
tive region at a di�cult
time,” said the Ministry.

Meanwhile, U.S. Presi-
dent Donald Trump ac-
cused Iran of carrying out
“totally unacceptable”

drone attacks on Indian
ships “leaving the Strait of
Hormuz”.

‘Flags of convenience’
Shipping experts say many
Indians own and operate
ships catering to India’s oil
needs served by Russian
and, to a smaller extent,
Iranian oil. Since the U.S.
has imposed sanctions on
the two countries, these

ships are registered in
countries that are called
‘�ags of convenience’ with
minimum scrutiny. Using
such �ags and frequent
changes of names, �ags
and ownership are a fea-
ture of such ships, globally.

Marivex, which was hit
by a U.S. missile on Mon-
day, is owned by Arihant
Shipping registered in Pa-
nama, as per Equasis data-

base. Opencorporates.com
lists six Indian names asso-
ciated with the company –
director, president and so
on. 

Marivex was one of the
�rst ships to transit the
Strait of Hormuz carrying
Iranian oil and was bound
for Mangalore. Since then,
it has served Karwar, too.

The Settebello, struck on
Wednesday, was the ship
on which three Indian sea-
farers died. Owned by a
company in UAE, its man-
ager, IOS Marine FZE, had
disputed U.S. Centcom’s
version that the ship’s crew
“repeatedly failed to
comply with directions
from American sources”,
saying no warning or call
was received by the ship
and no contact whatsoever
was made by the U.S. Navy
with the ship.

Settebello had been
�agged by the United
Against Nuclear Iran, a
U.S.-based non-pro�t,
which had included it in its

‘Ghost Armada’ list for
trading in Iranian oil. The
IOS Marine statement says
the company had no a�lia-
tion with Iran or Iranian oil
and sought evidence of
U.S. Navy contacting the
ship. 

Settebello has changed
its �ag ten times — nearly
all of them �ags of conve-
nience — names �ve times,
and ownership three
times. It has been managed
by ship management com-
panies located in India in
the past. Its current owner
owns another ship which
had been managed by Glo-
bal Tankers based in India. 

Global Tankers was
sanctioned by the U.S. for
Iran links. Meanwhile, Jal-
veer, the Guinea Bissau-re-
gistered ship struck on
Thursday, has publicly list-
ed a One Person Company
in Mumbai as responsible
for safety compliance. 

Its last port of call, as
per marinetra�c.com, was
Dighi in Maharashtra.

Attacks on ships ‘unacceptable’, says India

Sushila Devi, wife of Shivanand Chaurasia, an Indian seafarer killed

in U.S. attacks, mourns in Deoria, U.P., on Friday. REUTERS

M. Kalyanaraman
Kallol Bhattacherjee
CHENNAI/NEW DELHI

Three ships struck by U.S. had strong Indian

links; were catering to the nation’s oil needs

Centre summons U.S. Embassy Charge d’A�aires;

lodges ‘strong protest’ over use of ‘lethal force’

Meanwhile, Trump accuses Tehran of ‘totally

unacceptable’ drone attacks on Indian ships
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4,000 EVMs
gutted in Bengal
govt. building �re

KOLKATA

Around 4,000 electronic voting

machines (EVMs) were gutted

after a building in Kolkata that

houses the South 24 Parganas

Zila Parishad o�ice and units

of several other departments

caught fire on Wednesday, said

o�icials. » PAGE 4

Maharashtra to
table women
farmers’ Bill 

MUMBAI

The State government will

introduce the Maharashtra

Women Farmers

Empowerment Bill, 2026,

during the upcoming Monsoon

Session beginning on June 22,

CM Devendra Fadnavis said on

Friday. » PAGE 2
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Former Union Minister Smriti Irani has been left
out of the panchayat voter list of Medan Mawai
village in Amethi district despite her name being
present in the Lok Sabha and Assembly electoral
rolls for the area, o�cials said on Friday. District
Magistrate Sanjay Chauhan said an inquiry had
been ordered into the matter. The BJP leader had
represented Amethi in the Lok Sabha from 2019 to
2024. She built a residence in Medan Mawai
village after winning the 2019 parliamentary
election. She is registered as a voter from the
village and had cast her vote there during the Lok
Sabha poll. PTI

Smriti’s name missing from
Amethi panchayat voter list

INBRIEF
�

The Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU) has
demanded that the Haryana government extend
the deadline for suggestions on draft Labour
Code rules and publish them in Hindi, calling the
current process a violation of workers’ rights.
CITU objected that the rules were issued only in
English, unlike the Central Government’s
versions which are in both Hindi and English.
“Publishing rules only in English disregards
regulations and makes it impossible for workers,
union activists and stakeholders to read or
suggest changes. This amounts to a disregard for
the fundamental rights of workers,” it said.

CITU: Haryana should publish
Labour Code rules in Hindi

W
est Bengal Chief
Minister Suven-
du Adhikari on

Friday said Tatas will come
to the State but added that
the land at Singur on which
Tata Motors had set up a
small car factory has been
returned to the farmers and
no longer with the State
government.

Speaking to mediaper-
sons at a press conference
to mark 12 years of the Na-
rendra Modi government at
the Centre, Mr. Adhikari
said that his government is
serious about attracting in-
vestments to the State and-
will not engage in just “pho-
to sessions” in the name of
industrialisation. 

He said that land acquisi-
tion will not be an issue and
forcibly acquiring land like
the Left Front government
or forcing industries out of
the State like the Trinamool
Congress government is no
way out.

Mr. Adhikari cited the al-
location of land to the Bor-

der Security Force for fenc-
ing about 100 kms of West
Bengal-Bangladesh border
as a success of his �rst
month as Chief Minister
and added that people are
willing to give land for in-
dustrialisation. He said that
a road map for industriali-
sation of West Bengal will
be re�ected in the budget,
which the BJP government
will table in the Assembly
later this month.

Mr. Adhikari, who spoke
on a number of policy is-
sues at the press confe-
rence, said that the govern-
ment has a “zero tolerance”

policy towards unrest, hoo-
liganism and anti-social
activities.

Demolition drives
The Chief Minister also de-
fended ongoing anti-en-
croachment drives against
hawkers on Kolkata streets
and railway stations.

“People have the right to
walk on footpaths. Nobody
has the right to occupy
them. No one has given me
the right to hand over Kol-
kata’s wide roads and foot-
paths to anyone. I am ac-
countable to the people,”
he said.

Will bring Tatas to Bengal 
but Singur land no longer 
with State govt.: Suvendu

West Bengal Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari at a press meet on the

completion of 12 years of the Modi government. PTI

CM says govt. is serious about attracting investments; takes dig at previous govt. for ‘forcing

industries out’ of State; defends ongoing anti-encroachment drives against hawkers in Kolkata

Shiv Sahay Singh
KOLKATA

The State government will
introduce the Maharashtra
Women Farmers Empo-
werment Bill, 2026, during
the upcoming Monsoon
Session of the Legislative
Assembly beginning on
June 22, seeking to grant
women farmers indepen-
dent legal recognition and
improve their access to
welfare schemes and insti-
tutional support, Chief Mi-
nister Devendra Fadnavis
announced on Friday.

Mr. Fadnavis reviewed a
preliminary presentation
on the draft Bill at a meet-
ing attended by Deputy
Chief Minister Sunetra Ajit
Pawar, Agriculture Minis-
ter Dattatray Bharane and
Minister of State for Agri-
culture Ashish Jaiswal at
his o�cial residence on
Friday. 

“Women account for
more than 81 per cent of
participation in Maharash-
tra’s agricultural sector.
However, most agricultural
policies and government
schemes remain male-cen-
tric. Since land ownership
is often a prerequisite for
availing bene�ts under
agricultural schemes, a
large number of women
farmers are excluded from
these bene�ts. Women cul-

tivating family- or com-
munity-owned land, as
well as those engaged in al-
lied activities such as �sh-
eries, livestock rearing,
poultry farming and collec-
tion of forest produce, are
often not recognised as
farmers. It is against this
backdrop that the pro-
posed legislation has been
drafted,” he said.

Digital system
The Chief Minister direct-
ed o�cials to undertake a
detailed study for develop-
ing an e�ective digital sys-
tem through which women
farmers can access State
government loan schemes,
agricultural subsidies,
seeds, fertilisers, crop in-
surance, extension servic-
es, market facilities, tran-
sportation, storage
infrastructure and social
security schemes.

Maharashtra to table
women farmers’ Bill
in Monsoon Session

Maharashtra CM Devendra

Fadnavis chaired a meeting on

the draft Bill on Friday. ANI

The Hindu Bureau
MUMBAI

Veteran Congress leader
Ashok Gehlot on Friday
made a strong pitch for the
Opposition unity by calling
upon the regional parties,
which separated from Con-
gress, to rejoin its fold and
“wholeheartedly accept”
Rahul Gandhi as their lead-
er. Mr. Gehlot a�rmed that
this would change the vot-
ing pattern across the
country.

The former Rajasthan
Chief Minister made the re-
marks while endorsing
Shiv Sena (UBT) leader
Sanjay Raut’s suggestion
that the parties that had
split from Congress should
reunite with the grand old
party. Mr. Raut had urged
Nationalist Congress Party
(SP) chief Sharad Pawar to
take the lead for the merg-
er. “I believe there is merit
in what Mr. Raut has said.

The time has come to �ght
for saving democracy.
When all of us are on the
battle�eld to protect de-
mocratic values, the par-
ties that emerged after sep-
arating from Congress
should consider rejoining
and wholeheartedly accept
Rahul Gandhi as their lead-
er,” Mr. Gehlot said.

Talking to journalists at
his residence, Mr. Gehlot
said the INDIA bloc should
present a clear leadership
structure before voters.
“People see a direct politi-
cal �ght between Narendra

Modi and Rahul Gandhi. If
all Opposition parties un-
equivocally accept Rahul
Gandhi’s leadership, the
voting pattern in the coun-
try will change signi�cant-
ly,” he said.

Laying emphasis on Mr.
Gandhi’s role as principal
challenger to Prime Minis-
ter Mr. Modi, the Congress
veteran said his appeal was
directed at the parties that
originated from Congress
and not at organisations
with distinct ideological
and historical roots.

“Shiv Sena, CPI(M), CPI
and the Samajwadi Party
are political formations
that have evolved indepen-
dently. They cannot be ex-
pected to merge with Con-
gress, but the parties
formed after breaking
away [from Congress]
should seriously re�ect in
the larger national interest
at this critical juncture,”
Mr. Gehlot said.

Regional parties formed after
splitting away from Congress
should reunite, says Gehlot
Mohammed Iqbal
JAIPUR

Ashok Gehlot

Chief Minister Mohan Cha-
ran Majhi on Friday an-
nounced that education
from kindergarten (KG) to
postgraduate (PG) level in
all government institutions
in Odisha would be made
completely free.

Addressing a press con-
ference on the occasion of
the Bharatiya Janata Party
government completing
two years in the State, Mr.
Majhi said, “Our govern-
ment is committed to mak-
ing education truly free
and universal. Therefore, I
announce that education
from KG to PG level will be
completely free of cost.”

The Chief Minister said
the initiative would bene�t
all students in the State,
particularly those from

economically weaker sec-
tions and girls.

Food scheme soon
In another announcement,
Mr. Majhi said the govern-
ment would launch the
Chief Minister Annapurna
Yojana to strengthen food
security. Under the
scheme, all bene�ciaries of

the National Food Security
Act and the State Food Se-
curity Scheme would re-
ceive an additional 5 kg of
rice per month free of cost.

“As a result, every be-
ne�ciary will receive 10 kg
of rice free of cost every
month. The scheme will
bene�t 3.28 crore bene�ci-
aries, covering about 80

per cent of the State’s pop-
ulation. The State govern-
ment will spend ₹8,813
crore annually on this pro-
gramme,” he said.

In the education sector,
Mr. Majhi said the govern-
ment had taken two histor-
ic steps: implementation of
the National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020, which
he said had been pending
due to political reasons,
and establishment of Go-
dabarish Mishra Model
Primary Schools in every
panchayat. He said that out
of 2,200 schools planned
in the �rst phase, founda-
tion stones had been laid
for 322. Over the last two
years, 26,615 teaching and
non-teaching sta� have
been recruited, he said, ad-
ding that 45,000 more
teachers would be recruit-
ed over three years.

Odisha to introduce free education from
KG to PG in govt. schools, colleges: CM
Satyasundar Barik
BHUBANESWAR

CM Mohan Charan Majhi at an event marking two years of the BJP

government in Odisha, in Bhubaneswar on Friday. ANI 

There is no formal propo-
sal yet for the merger of the
Nationalist Congress Party
(Sharadchandra Pawar)
with the Congress, senior
NCP (SP) leaders told The
Hindu on Friday. 

“Nobody has spoken
about it yet with Sharad Pa-
war saheb or with [Bara-
mati MP] Supriya Sule,”
said a senior party leader. 

While the Congress’s
Maharashtra unit has re-
fused comment on specu-
lations about the merger,
sources said a proposal to
this e�ect has been in the
pipeline for some time.

‘Party brass to take call’
When asked, Maharashtra
Congress president Har-
shawardhan Sapkal said,
“This is something our
central leadership will look
into. If asked, I will convey
my opinion to the central
leadership, as I have done
in the past.”

NCP (SP) State president
Shashikant Shinde dismis-
sed the speculation as a
“mere rumour”. He said
the party had recently ce-
lebrated its foundation day
and had decided to intensi-
fy its struggle against the
Bharatiya Janata Party.

‘Sinking ship’
Meanwhile, Chief Minister
Devendra Fadnavis res-
ponded to the merger buzz
by terming the Congress a
“sinking ship”. “The Con-

gress is a sinking ship. No-
body will step onto it. In
politics, one doesn’t answ-
er hypothetical questions.
But let me tell you, if it hap-
pens, it will only streng-
then us,” he said.

When reached for com-
ment over Shiv Sena (UBT)
leader Sanjay Raut’s sug-
gestion over the merger of
the NCP (SP) and the Trina-
mool Congress with the
grand old party, the Bara-
mati MP termed it Mr.
Raut’s personal opinion. 

Later, while speaking to
reporters, she said that the
Shiv Sena (UBT) was like an
“elder brother”, and her
party would take note of
his suggestion.

‘Congress not keen’
The State Congress leader-
ship is said not to be in fa-
vour of the merger owing
to the di�erences between
the two parties. 

“It will end up becom-
ing a liability. We have an
anti-Adani stance. For
them, Adani is like a family
member. There are inter-
nal issues within their par-
ty, and everyone is worried
about the future of the NCP
(SP),” said a senior Con-
gress leader. 

The leader added,
“There are concerns about
who the leader will be after
Sharad Pawar. Di�erent
things are being speculated
about as there is unrest
within their party. There is
fear that leaders and
cadres might move to Su-
netra Pawar or to the BJP.”

No formal proposal yet, say senior NCP (SP) 
leaders amid buzz over merger with Cong.
Vinaya Deshpande Pandit
MUMBAI

Maharashtra Congress chief Harshwardhan Sapkal (left) with NCP

(SP)’s Supriya Sule (right) and other Opposition leaders. FILE PHOTO

Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
chief Arvind Kejriwal said
on Friday that the Punjab
Assembly election may be
held in November this year
rather than in February
2027, when the AAP go-
vernment would complete
its �ve-year tenure. He also
expressed con�dence that
Bhagwant Singh Mann
would return as CM.

Mr. Kejriwal made the
comment while addressing
a roadshow in Bathinda,
along with the CM, AAP’s
State in-charge Manish Si-
sodia and other leaders.

“I have been told that
the elections will be held in
November [2026], not Fe-
bruary [2027]. Only four
months are left. Now we all
have only one task — to
make Bhagwant Singh
Mann Chief Minister
again,” said the ruling par-
ty’s national convener.

‘No graft allegation’
“In the last four years, not
a single allegation of cor-
ruption involving even one
paisa has been made
against Bhagwant Mann.
Do you think PM Modi
would have spared him if
there had been such an al-
legation? The ED and CBI
would have conducted
raids here as well,” Mr. Kej-
riwal claimed.

The CM said traditional
political parties have been
unable to accept that a per-
son from an ordinary fami-
ly could lead Punjab and
work tirelessly for the wel-
fare of its people.

Punjab may go
to polls in Nov.,
Mann to return
as CM: Kejriwal

CM Bhagwant Mann and AAP

chief Arvind Kejriwal at a public

event in Punjab. FILE PHOTO

The Hindu Bureau
CHANDIGARH

Tamil Nadu Assembly
Speaker J.C.D. Prabhaka-
ron Friday said notices
were issued on June 9 to
four former AIADMK MLAs
who voted in favour of the
Chief Minister C. Joseph Vi-
jay-led government during
the con�dence vote on
May 13, defying the direc-
tions of the party whip.

The notices were issued
by the Assembly Secreta-
riat to S. Jayakumar, P.
Sathyabama, Maragatham
Kumaravel, and Esaki Sub-
aya, who were among the
25 rebel AIADMK MLAs
who had voted in favour of
the TVK-led government
and later resigned as legis-
lators and joined the TVK.

Barring these four, the re-
maining 21 rebel MLAs
were condoned by
AIADMK general secretary
Edappadi K. Palaniswami
after they reconciled them-
selves with the party.

Speaking to journalists
at the Secretariat in Chen-
nai, Mr. Prabhakar said the
four former MLAs would

have to respond within se-
ven days of the date of is-
suance of the notices.

Training for MLAs 
The Speaker said a training
programme would be or-
ganised on June 16 and 17
by the Assembly Secreta-
riat at Kalaivanar Arangam
in Chennai for all the MLAs
to familiarise themselves
with Assembly proceed-
ings. 

Mr. Vijay will inaugurate
the programme, and all le-
gislators, irrespective of
their experience, will be in-
vited. 

O�cials of the Assembly
Secretariat and former As-
sembly Secretaries will
conduct sessions on the
procedures to be followed
at Assembly sessions. 

Notices sent to 4 former MLAs
for defying AIADMK whip during
trust vote in House: T.N. Speaker
The Hindu Bureau
CHENNAI

J.C.D. Prabhakar

A �rst information report
(FIR) was registered against
former Chief Minister and
Ttinamool Congress supre-
mo Mamata Banerjee for al-
legedly making provocative
remarks during the As-
sembly election campaign,
a senior o�cer said on
Friday.

The o�cer said, “It’s a
Zero FIR that was lodged
on June 7. It was initially
�led at the Netaji Nagar pol-
ice station based on a com-
plaint by one Tushar Kanti
Das (45). However, the case
was later transferred to the
Hare Street police station.”
According to the com-
plaint, Ms. Banerjee’s
speech was intended to
provoke breach of peace. 

FIR against
Mamata over
‘communal
remark’

Senjuti Sengupta
KOLKATA
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T
he Border Security
Force and the Bor-
der Guard Bangla-

desh discussed “illegal and
forced border crossings”,
among other issues, per-
taining to the India-Bangla-
desh border during the
four-day talks that con-
cluded on Thursday, a BSF
statement said.

The 57th Director-Gen-
eral-Level Border Coordi-
nation Conference bet-
ween the border-guarding
forces of India and Bangla-
desh was held in Delhi
from June 8 to 11.

“During the delibera-
tions, both sides held de-
tailed discussions on mea-
sures to e�ectively prevent
trans-border crimes, in-
cluding smuggling of nar-
cotics, arms, counterfeit
currency, gold and other
contraband, as well as ille-
gal border crossings and
human tra�cking. The two
delegations also discussed
issues relating to border
deaths and illegal/inadver-
tent/forcible crossing at
the border areas, construc-
tion of border infrastruc-
ture, implementation of
the Coordinated Border
Management Plan, con�-
dence-building measures

and the need for closer
cooperation in addressing
emerging security chal-
lenges along the border,”
the BSF statement said.

BSF ‘pushbacks’
Unlike in the past, when D-
G-level meetings were fol-
lowed by a press confe-
rence, this time, only a
statement was issued by
the BSF. Over the past
month, there have been
multiple incidents of un-
documented persons, sus-
pected to be from Bangla-
desh, being sent across the
border on foot, only to be
stopped by the BGB. The
reported “pushback” of
undocumented persons,
not restricted to the West
Bengal border but also
along the Meghalaya, Trip-

ura, and Assam frontiers,
has resulted in confronta-
tions between the BSF and
BGB personnel at several
border points. 

There have also been re-
ports of stone-throwing
along some of these
stretches.

While Bangladesh has
refused to accept the un-
documented persons,
questioning their nationali-
ty, the BSF has maintained
that they had entered India
illegally and were carrying
documents indicating Ban-
gladeshi nationality.

‘Deep concern’
A BGB statement said that
the “D-G, BGB expressed
deep concern, particularly
over the recent incidents of
push-ins of individuals, in-

cluding Rohingya/Myan-
mar nationals and Indian
nationals, into Bangladesh
by the BSF.” It stated that
the su�ering of these
“pushed-in” individuals at
the border was immense
and many of them were in
distress, su�ering from
hunger and illness, and in-
clude elderly persons re-
quiring urgent medical
attention.

The BGB reiterated that
Bangladesh does not allow
Rohingya or Myanmar na-
tionals to use its territory
for illegal entry into India. 

The Indian delegation
was led by BSF D-G Pra-
veen Kumar while the Ban-
gladesh delegation was led
by BGB D-G Major-General
Mohammad Ashrafuzza-
man Siddiqui.

“The conference has
been conducted in a cor-
dial, positive, and forward-
looking atmosphere, re-
�ecting the enduring coop-
eration and mutual trust
between the two border
guarding forces,” the BSF
statement said.

“Emphasis was also laid
on sensitising border pop-
ulation about the sanctity
of the international boun-
dary and promoting grea-
ter public awareness to
prevent illegal activities in
border areas,” it said.

BSF, BGB discuss ‘illegal,
forced’ border crossings 

The conference was conducted in a cordial and forward-looking

atmosphere, the BSF says. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT 

Border-guarding forces of India and Bangladesh also reviewed steps to check human tra�cking

and smuggling of narcotics during the four-day D-G-level coordination conference held in Delhi

Vijaita Singh
NEW DELHI

Democracies are bound to
have issues and disputes,
and such di�erences
should be resolved
through interactions and
dialogue, India’s High
Commissioner-designate
to Bangladesh, Dinesh Tri-
vedi, said on Friday . 

Speaking to pressper-
sons while crossing from
West Bengal’s Petrapole to
Bangladesh’s Benapole,
Mr. Trivedi called for coop-
eration in sectors such as
health, technology, and
education, and advocated
turning the two countries
into a powerful economic
bloc.

“We will proceed to-
gether by combining the
hundred forty crore peo-
ple of India and the twenty
crore people of Bangla-
desh. Bangladesh and In-
dia are both strong democ-
racies and in democracies
there are bound to be is-
sues but there has to be in-
teractions to deal with
them which is necessary. I
will carry out my responsi-
bilities in that context,” Mr.
Trivedi said in Benapole.

“We cannot become po-
werful in isolation from
each other. Technology,
education, health, and
sports are areas where we
can work together and
beat the world,” he said,

urging the media in Ban-
gladesh to project the com-
bined strength of the pop-
ulations of India and
Bangladesh. The relation-
ship between the two
countries has remained
strained since the uprising
of August 2024 that over-
threw the government of
Sheikh Hasina, who re-
mains in India. 

Moving to Bangladesh 
Mr. Trivedi is a former Un-
ion Minister for Railways
and Health and Family
Welfare and a three-term
member of the Rajya Sab-
ha. He is currently a mem-
ber of the Bharatiya Janata
Party in West Bengal, and
was appointed India’s High
Commissioner to Bangla-
desh on April 27. He is ex-
pected to present his cre-
dentials to Bangladesh
President Mohammed Sha-
habuddin shortly.

Trivedi set to take
charge as India’s
envoy to Bangladesh

Dinesh Trivedi

Kallol Bhattacherjee
NEW DELHI

Lieutenant-General Rajiv
Ghai, who is currently
serving as the Deputy
Chief of the Indian Army
and who spearheaded mili-
tary operations as Direc-
tor-General of Military Op-
erations (DGMO) during
Operation Sindoor last
year, has been appointed
the new Military Adviser
(MA) to the National Secur-
ity Council Secretariat
(NSCS).

This marks the �rst time
that a serving military o�c-
er has been appointed Mil-
itary Adviser to the NSCS,
which functions under Na-
tional Security Adviser Ajit
Doval.

Lieutenant-General
Ghai, whose tenure in ser-
vice extends till December
2027, was appointed to the
post earlier this week. He is
expected to assume charge
shortly. The position was
previously held by General
N.S. Raja Subramani before

he was appointed Chief of
Defence Sta�. Prior to him,
the post was occupied by
Air Marshal Sandeep Singh
and, earlier, by General
Anil Chauhan.

Commissioned into the
Kumaon Regiment, Lieute-
nant-General Ghai has held
several key operational
and command appoint-
ments during his distin-
guished military career.
His appointment is being
seen as a signi�cant move
aimed at strengthening
military inputs and opera-
tional expertise within the
country’s highest national
security decision-making
framework.

Lt.-Gen. Rajiv Ghai
appointed Military
Adviser to NSCS

Lieutenant-General Rajiv Ghai

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The bodies of two Naga
pastors — among six Naga
villagers who were alleged-
ly abducted and killed by
armed Kuki groups in Ma-
nipur — have been
identi�ed.

The United Naga Coun-
cil (UNC), the apex body of
Manipur’s Naga communi-
ties, said family members
had identi�ed the two bo-
dies at the Jawaharlal Neh-
ru Institute of Medical
Sciences ( JNIMS) mortuary
in Imphal. 

“We came to know that
the bodies of the two vic-
tims, both pastors, were
identi�ed based on their
dresses. The other four bo-
dies have not been identi-
�ed yet, as they are highly
mutilated and dismem-
bered,” said A.C. Thotso,
the UNC’s working com-
mittee secretary.

‘End SoO pact’
On Friday , the UNC sent a
memorandum to Union
Home Minister Amit Shah,
demanding the abrogation
of the Centre’s Suspension
of Operations agreements
signed with 25 Kuki and
Zomi extremist groups.

The Naga apex body al-
so demanded the imme-
diate arrest and prosecu-
tion of the members of the
Kuki National Front (Presi-
dent) group, who were al-
legedly involved in the ab-
duction of 18 Naga civilians
at Leilon Vaiphei village in
Kangpokpi district last
month.

The UNC also demand-
ed the arrest and prosecu-
tion of Lalboi Vaiphei, the
chief of Leilon Vaiphei vil-
lage, and other villagers for
their alleged involvement
in the abduction of the 18
Nagas and the “cold-blood-
ed murder” of six of them.

The UNC further ac-
cused a serving Manipur
policeman of “involvement
in the abduction and mur-
der of the Naga civilians”.

Bodies of two
Naga hostages
identi�ed; UNC
wants peace
deal scrapped

The Hindu Bureau
GUWAHATI

The Working Committee of
the Naga National Political
Groups (WC-NNPGs), a
conglomerate of seven ex-
tremist out�ts, has op-
posed the agreement
among the Centre, Assam
and Nagaland to resume oil
and gas exploration along
the disputed border bet-
ween the two States.

Nagaland is estimated to
have 600 million tonnes of
oil and natural gas re-
serves. Exploration in the
State, particularly along its
resource-rich border with
Assam, was halted in the
1990s due to extremism
and opposition from local
organisations.

A memorandum of un-
derstanding was signed in
New Delhi on Thursday to
resume oil and gas explora-
tion along the 512-km bor-
der shared by the two
States. The agreement was
signed in the presence of
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah, Petroleum Minister
Hardeep Singh Puri, As-

sam Chief Minister Himan-
ta Biswa Sarma and his Na-
galand counterpart
Neiphiu Rio.

In a statement issued on
Friday, the WC-NNPGs re-
ferred to the Agreed Posi-
tion signed with the Centre
in November 2017. The
Agreed Position was an
agreement between New
Delhi and the WC-NNPGs
intended to pave the way
for a permanent settle-
ment of the “Indo-Naga”
political issue.

The conglomerate
claimed that the disturbed
area belt (DAB) was legally
and historically part of the

Naga homeland. It said
there was no reason for Na-
galand to share its oil reve-
nue with Assam when As-
sam had not shared its oil
revenue with Nagaland for
decades.

“Until such time (post-
resolution of the political
issue), the WC-NNPGs will,
peacefully or otherwise,
ensure that no company,
national or international,
extracts crude petroleum
reserves from the Naga
soil. It would be betrayal,”
the conglomerate said.

India is seeking to re-
duce imports by pushing
for oil and gas exploration

in about 1,000 sq. km of
the DAB along the Assam-
Nagaland border. The
country imports crude oil
and natural gas to meet
more than 88% and 50% of
its domestic requirements
respectively.

“Since Assam alone ac-
counts for nearly 22% of In-
dia’s crude oil reserves and
around 15% of the coun-
try’s natural gas reserves,
while Nagaland possesses
signi�cant hydrocarbon
potential in the Naga-
Schuppen Belt of the As-
sam-Arakan Basin, re-
sources where hydrocar-
bons �ow naturally and
those which have huge un-
tapped resources, the out-
look for E&P [exploration
and production] activities
in the North East is there-
fore extremely promising,”
Mr. Puri said on X.

According to the Minis-
try of Home A�airs, the As-
sam-Nagaland agreement
could help increase oil pro-
duction in the Northeast
tenfold from the current
1,000-1,500 barrels per
day.

Naga extremist groups opposed to
new agreement on oil exploration
Rahul Karmakar
GUWAHATI

Amit Shah witnesses the signing of a tripartite MoU between the

Centre, the Nagaland government and the Assam government. ANI

No new cases of Nipah vi-
rus infection has been de-
tected in Kozhikode dis-
trict, Kerala Health
Minister K. Muraleedharan
said on Thursday.

However, three indivi-
duals currently under qua-
rantine have been admit-
ted to hospital for
observation, and their
samples have been sent for
testing.

The patient undergoing
treatment after testing pos-
itive for the virus has been
administered the �rst dose
of a monoclonal antibody
therapy in accordance
with ICMR guidelines.

The Minister said 10
more people had been ad-
ded to the updated contact
list, taking the total num-
ber of existing contacts un-
der surveillance to 87 on
Friday. Of them, four were
categorised as highest-risk
contacts, 16 as high-risk
and 67 as low-risk
contacts.

No new cases
of Nipah in
Kozhikode; 3
hospitalised

The Hindu Bureau
KOZHIKODE

The Enforcement Directo-
rate (ED) has reportedly is-
sued fresh summons to
Veena T., daughter of form-
er Kerala Chief Minister
Pinarayi Vijayan, asking
her to appear at its Kochi
o�ce on June 17 in connec-
tion with the probe into
the alleged pay-o� case in-
volving Exalogic Solutions
Private Limited, Ms. Vee-
na’s now-defunct �rm, and
Cochin Minerals and Rutile
Limited (CMRL).

She was supposed to ap-
pear before the ED for
questioning on Friday. The
fresh summons comes in
the wake of her request to
postpone her appearance
citing health grounds. She
is supposed to appear at 10
a.m. with relevant docu-
ments related to her
company.

The ED had summoned
Ms. Veena along with Sa-
sidharan Kartha, chairman
and managing director of
CMRL, and senior compa-
ny o�cials on June 9 as
part of the probe. The oth-
ers have been asked to ap-
pear on June 15.

The ED had on May 27
raided the residences of
Mr. Vijayan in Kannur and
Thiruvananthapuram as
part of the probe into
whether Ms. Veena’s now-
defunct �rm had received

sizeable monthly retainers
from the CMRL, a public li-
mited company, during the
2017-2021 period allegedly
without rendering any tan-
gible service. It has also
been accused that Empow-
er India Capital Invest-
ments Private Ltd., operat-
ed by Mr. Kartha, had
extended loans worth ₹50
lakh to Exalogic despite it
allegedly failing to make
timely repayments.

During the course of the
raids, the ED had frozen
₹18.36 crore. It had
claimed that the searches
held as part of the probe
yielded several incriminat-
ing records, accounts, digi-
tal evidences, investments
and �xed deposits in
banks. 

The ED had held search-
es in Mr. Vijayan’s resi-
dences as well as the resi-
dence of former Minister
and Ms. Veena’s husband
P.A. Mohamed Riyas.

CMRL pay-o� case:
fresh ED summons
to Pinarayi daughter

T. Veena

The Hindu Bureau
KOCHI

Andhra Pradesh Chief Mi-
nister and Telugu Desam
Party (TDP) national presi-
dent N. Chandrababu Nai-
du has �ayed the YSR Con-
gress Party (YSRCP),
accusing it of systematical-
ly unleashing a negative
campaign against the Na-
tional Democratic Alliance
(NDA) regime in an appa-
rent bid to portray the
State in a poor light.

Addressing a public
meeting on Friday organ-
ised at Daminedu to cele-
brate two years of the NDA
rule in the State and 12
years of the NDA rule at the
Centre, he lambasted the

YSRCP for “spewing ve-
nom against the alliance
regime and �lling the peo-
ple’s mind with confusion
and disbelief”. 

“We are focusing on tak-
ing the fruits of develop-
ment to the people. But the

YSRCP is working on a sin-
gle-point agenda of spread-
ing lies and unfounded
charges among the public,”
Mr. Naidu said. Recalling
the stand taken by the
YSRCP ahead of the 2019
election, such as imple-

menting total prohibition,
recall of Contributory Pen-
sion Scheme (CPS), an-
nouncement of job calen-
dar every year and support
for Amaravati as the State’s
capital, Mr. Naidu won-
dered if it had ful�lled at
least one of the above. “On
the other hand, they are
doing everything to bring
disrepute to us, solely out
of frustration,” he charged.

Mr. Naidu was all praise
for Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi for completing
his 12 year rule. Hehailed
the Centre’s consistent
support to Andhra Pradesh
on Polavaram, Amaravati,
the Visakhapatnam Steel
Plant and the Railway
Zone.

Naidu slams YSRCP for ‘spewing venom’
against NDA; praises Centre’s support
A.D. Rangarajan
TIRUPATI

Chandrababu Naidu with NDA leaders at a public meeting in

Tirupati on Friday. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

Telangana Chief Minister
A. Revanth Reddy on Fri-
day alleged that the Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP) was
behaving like North Ko-
rean leader Kim Jong Un,
trying to create a one-party
electoral system in the
country, and the Mee-
nakshi Natarajan episode
was part of that plan.

He alleged that after
stealing votes, the BJP was
now stealing seats and its
decision to �eld a third
candidate despite lacking
the necessary numbers re-
�ects its intention.

In an informal interac-
tion with presspersons in

New Delhi on Friday, he
said after illegally snatch-
ing Ms. Natarajan’s seat,
the BJP and Bharat Rashtra
Samithi (BRS) were indulg-
ing in a misinformation
campaign to divert atten-
tion. The allegations of ‘co-
verts’ in Congress were be-

ing spread only to divert
attention from the BJP’s il-
legal actions. Earlier, he
met Congress leader Rahul
Gandhi and discussed the
party a�airs in Telangana.

On speculation regard-
ing a possible Telangana
Cabinet expansion, he dis-
missed media reports. 

He said that all 66 Con-
gress MLAs were deserving
candidates for ministerial
positions but pointed out
that constitutional provi-
sions limited the size of the
Council of Ministers to 17
members. Sources said,
Cabinet expansion was al-
so discussed during the in-
teraction with Mr. Gandhi
and the issue was likely to
be discussed again. 

BJP is attempting to establish a
one-party system, says Revanth 

R. Ravikanth Reddy
HYDERABAD

Revanth Reddy with Rahul

Gandhi in New Delhi.
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T
he Congress on Fri-
day intensi�ed its
attack on the Bha-

ratiya Janata Party (BJP)
and the Election Commis-
sion of India (EC) over the
rejection of its Rajya Sabha
candidate Meenakshi Nata-
rajan’s nomination from
Madhya Pradesh, alleging
that the ruling party had
graduated from “vote cho-
ri” to “seat chori” (seat
theft). It said the country
was “drifting towards elec-
toral autocracy”.

The principal Opposi-
tion party said the BJP and
the poll body were partn-
ers in crime, and the ruling
party was subverting de-
mocratic institutions for
political gain. The party’s
charge came at a press con-
ference attended by 61
Congress MLAs from Mad-
hya Pradesh, who travelled
to Delhi to express support
for Ms. Natarajan and seek
an appointment with the
President.

The MLAs, who had
planned to march from the
party’s 24 Akbar Road of-
�ce to the Rashtrapati Bha-
van, were detained by the
Delhi Police.

Leaders pointed out
that Ms. Natarajan re-
quired the backing of only
58 legislators to secure
election to the Upper
House, lower than the par-
ty’s strength in Madhya
Pradesh.

Madhya Pradesh Con-
gress president Jitu Patwari

alleged that the BJP resort-
ed to extraordinary mea-
sures after failing to engi-
neer defections within the
Congress Legislature Party.

Leader of the Opposi-
tion in the State Assembly
Umang Singhar said the
episode re�ected a broad-
er democratic decline.
“The country is drifting to-
wards electoral autocracy,”
he said, citing what he al-
leged was the centralisa-
tion of executive power,
weakening of legislative
oversight and curbs on
freedom of expression.

AICC Madhya Pradesh
in-charge Harish Chaud-
hary said the contest in the
country was now between
the “constitutional model”
and the “Modi model”. He
alleged that institutions
meant to function impar-
tially were increasingly act-

ing in a partisan manner.
Explaining her case, Ms.

Natarajan said her nomina-
tion had been rejected on
the ground that she failed
to disclose a criminal case
in Form 26. 

She maintained that no
criminal case was pending
against her and that the
matter referred to by the
Returning O�cer was a
private complaint on
which no court had taken
cognisance.

“The root of this entire
matter is Form 26,” she
said. “If there was a co-
lumn for it, I would have gi-
ven the details.” She ar-
gued that election rules
required disclosure only of
cases in which charges had
been framed or a court had
formally taken cognisance.

The Congress also al-
leged “double standards”

in the scrutiny of nomina-
tions, contrasting Ms. Nata-
rajan’s case with that of
BJP-backed candidate Pari-
mal Nathwani in Jhark-
hand. 

It said that while Ms.
Natarajan faced “farcically
stringent” scrutiny, Mr.
Nathwani was given oppor-
tunities to rectify de�cien-
cies in his papers.

In a separate attack on
the BJP, Congress general
secretary (communica-
tions) Jairam Ramesh ac-
cused Union Home Minis-
ter Amit Shah of
attempting to “engineer” a
two-thirds majority for the
ruling party in Parliament
by encouraging defections
from Opposition parties.
“The �ght is on. His evil de-
signs must not and will not
succeed,” Mr. Ramesh said
in a post on X. 

Country is drifting towards
electoral autocracy: Cong.

Hitting out: Congress leader Meenakshi Natarajan with MLAs and leaders from Madhya Pradesh

addressing the media in New Delhi on Friday. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

Congress accuses BJP of subverting democratic institutions for political gain in connivance with

the poll body, and says the �ght is between the ‘constitutional model’ and the ‘Modi model’

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The Congress does not re-
quire the “neutrality of the
Indian state” to operate,
Leader of the Opposition
in the Lok Sabha Rahul
Gandhi said during the In-
dian National Develop-
mental Inclusive Alliance
(INDIA) meeting held on
June 8.

The Congress on Friday
released the audio and the
transcript of Mr. Gandhi’s
speech made in the closed-
door meeting of the INDIA
bloc. The address, which
sets out the road ahead for
the Opposition in the 2029
Lok Sabha election, posi-
tions the Congress as the
leader of the bloc while al-
so spelling out the limita-
tions within which the bloc
will have to operate.

“The Congress is a party
of resistance. It does not
require the neutrality of
the Indian state to operate.
In fact, the more the insti-
tutions of the Indian state
are throttled, the more ag-
gressively the Congress will
�ght to defend the Consti-
tution,” Mr. Gandhi said.
The party seemed to have
timed the release of the
speech on a day when the
Supreme Court rejected its
plea against the disquali�-
cation of Meenakshi Nata-
rajan, the Congress candi-
date for the Rajya Sabha
elections from Madhya
Pradesh. 

He framed the Congress
as a “resistance move-
ment”, in the context of
the Bharatiya Janata Party

and the Rashtriya Swayam-
sevak Sangh “tightening
their grip on the Indian
state,” and rendering con-
ventional political tools in-
creasingly ine�ective.

‘Resistance works’
“If political parties can’t
function, what functions?
Resistance functions. Re-
sistance works. Wherever
we resist, it works. I have
seen it with my own eyes. I
have walked 4,000 kilo-
metres across this country
— resistance works,” he
said. Mr. Gandhi also ad-
dressed the criticism le-
velled against his party by
allies. “It is not my place to
answer any of the things
that were said today about
the Congress. It is my place
to, like in the Shaiva tradi-
tion, swallow everything.
The idea of the blue-
necked One (Shiva) who
drinks all the poison. Wha-
tever more you want to
say... we will accept it hap-
pily, with a smile on our
face,” he said.

He argued that the Con-
gress occupies a funda-
mentally di�erent role
within the alliance. “I do
not say this with arro-
gance. Our role, as many of

you have stated, is to unite
all of you together with
love and a�ection,” he
said, assuming the leader-
ship of the INDIA bloc. 

He expressed con�-
dence in key allies, saying:
“…I can vouch right now
for the DMK. When it
comes to defending the
idea of India, every single
person will be in this
room.”

At the same time, he did
not gloss over internal con-
tradictions. “We have our
�ghts, but if you are asking
me to go and hug the ex-
Chief Minister of Kerala — I
cannot and I will not, be-
cause I have an ongoing
political �ght with him,” he
said.

On electoral prospects
Striking a con�dent note
on electoral prospects, he
told allies: “The next elec-
tion has already been won.
Please understand: there is
so much anger among the
people of India that the
next election is already ov-
er. The problem is the cap-
ture of the instruments of
the Indian state by the RSS.
The problem is that you
will not have a free and fair
election to win,” he said.

Congress doesn’t require
‘neutrality of the Indian
state’ to function: Rahul
Sobhana K. Nair
NEW DELHILeader of the Opposition

in the Lok Sabha Rahul
Gandhi on Friday criticised
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi over the deaths of
three Indian seafarers in
U.S. military strikes on
commercial vessels o� the
coast of Oman, alleging
that the Prime Minister
had remained silent des-
pite the loss of Indian lives.

In a post on X in Hindi,
the Congress leader ques-
tioned the Prime Minister’s
response to the incidents.

“Three Indians have
been killed in U.S. attacks
on three ships in interna-
tional waters within three
days. And our compro-
mised PM... Not a single
word. When any foreign
power murders an Indian,
the Prime Minister has to
speak up. But he can never
utter even one word,” Mr.
Gandhi said.

“Next week at the G-7,
just days after the murder
of our sailors, Modiji will
smile, embrace, and sign
agreements — but for those
three Indians, he won’t
have a word to spare,” he
said, adding, “A compro-
mised PM cannot protect
the sons of Mother India,
because he lacks either the
courage or the strength to
confront those who took
the lives of those sons.”

The remarks came a day
after the Congress con-
demned “reckless military
actions” by the U.S. and
demanded that the Union
government take all neces-
sary diplomatic measures
to establish accountability.

Compromised
PM cannot
protect sons
of India: Rahul

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Around 4,000 electronic
voting machines (EVMs)
were gutted after a govern-
ment building in Kolkata’s
Alipore area that houses
the South 24 Parganas Zila
Parishad o�ce and district
units of several other de-
partments caught �re on
Wednesday, said o�cials,
�agging a possibility of
sabotage.

Minister of State for Fire
and Emergency Services
Koushik Chowdhury said,
“The incident took place
on Wednesday afternoon.
It’s a nine-storey building
in Alipore that houses the
South 24 Parganas Zila Par-
ishad, local District Forest
O�cer’s (DFO) o�ce, and

also the Sarva Shiksha Ab-
hiyaan. The EVMs were
stored in a room on the
ninth �oor. All of those
EVMs have been gutted.”

According to the Minis-
ter, those EVMs have been
used in at least 10 consti-

tuencies across Kolkata,
North 24 Parganas, and
South 24 Parganas during
the recent Assembly
election.

Mr. Chowdhury, who
went to visit the site, also
�agged a possibility of sa-

botage. “Prima facie, the
�re �rst broke out at the
third and fourth �oors. It is
not yet clear how it
reached the eighth and
ninth �oors while the �fth,
sixth, and seventh �oors
were safe. It is not normal.
The �re services personnel
were also called pretty late.
Police are investigating the
matter. The District Magis-
trate was also asked to
launch a probe. They are
trying to trace what exactly
caused the �re.”

An o�cer from the Ali-
pore police station also
said that the Additional
District Magistrate has
lodged an FIR based on
which a four-member spe-
cial investigation team
(SIT) was formed to investi-
gate the matter.

4,000 EVMs gutted in Bengal govt.
building �re; Minister �ags ‘foul play’
Senjuti Sengupta
KOLKATA

A fire breaks out at a government building in Kolkata’s Alipore area

that houses the South 24 Parganas Zila Parishad o�ice. ANI

Congress Rajya Sabha
member Jairam Ramesh,
on Friday, wrote to De-
fence Minister Rajnath
Singh urging him to recon-
sider the rejection of a full
runway expansion at INS
Baaz on Campbell Bay. He
argued that the alternative
now being pursued — a
green�eld airport at Ga-
lathea Bay in Great Nicobar
— carries far heavier eco-
logical and social costs
than the government has
acknowledged.

The letter follows the
Defence Ministry’s June 8
assertion that India would
invest around ₹13,000
crore in a dual-use airport
and runway for civilian and

naval operations. 
Mr. Ramesh’s letter res-

ponds to media reports, at-
tributed to Defence Minis-
try sources, that runway
expansion at INS Baaz
would be limited because
lengthening it beyond
4,500 feet would damage
the surrounding environ-
ment. He questioned the

timing of that concern. “I
appreciate the sudden
worry for ecological pro-
tection,” he wrote, before
listing what he said were
the greater costs of the Ga-
lathea Bay site.

The proposed airport,
he wrote, would require
cutting two forest-covered
hills of 115 metres and
clearing around 225 acres
of protected forest and 130
acres of deemed forest that
form part of the territory of
the Shompen tribal com-
munity. About 142 acres sit
on Island Coastal Regula-
tion Zone-1A land — the
most protected category
under the 2019 coastal not-
i�cation — and take in tur-
tle-nesting beaches, corals
and breeding grounds of
the endangered Nicobar

megapode. The project
would also involve reclaim-
ing a creek, relocating salt-
water crocodiles, and mov-
ing 234 ex-servicemen
settler families who, he
said, would be displaced
for a third time in recent
years.

Mr. Ramesh argued that
the site had not undergone
a serious environmental
assessment, despite Great
Nicobar being designated
as an Important Bird Area
and lying on two interna-
tional migratory routes,
the Central Asian and East
Asian-Australasian �yways. 

He asked the Minister to
reconsider rejecting the
full INS Baaz expansion,
which he said some senior
naval o�cers had them-
selves recommended.

Jairam urges Defence Minister to
reconsider expansion of INS Baaz
Jacob Koshy
NEW DELHI

Jairam Ramesh

Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh on Friday described
the indigenous Project
Kusha air defence pro-
gramme as a “game chan-
ger” for India’s security ar-
chitecture, asserting that
its importance had already
been demonstrated during
Operation Sindoor.

Addressing scientists
and o�cials in Hyderabad,
after inaugurating the Ad-
vanced Weapon System
Complex at the Defence
Research and Develop-
ment Organisation’s
(DRDO) Defence Research
& Development Laborato-
ry (DRDL) in the Dr. A.P.J.
Abdul Kalam Missile Com-
plex, Mr. Singh said India’s

indigenous air defence
capabilities had successful-
ly thwarted enemy inten-
tions during the operation.

“Today I predict that
Project Kusha will be a
game changer for India’s
security scenario. It is a
world-class indigenous air
defence system. Just as the
Govardhan hill protected
the entire region of Braj in
the Dvapara Yuga, our air
defence system provided a
protective umbrella during
that period (Operation Sin-
door),” he said. 

Project Kusha is a long-
range air defence missile
system being developed by
the DRDO to provide a
comprehensive shield
against a wide range of ae-
rial threats.

The Defence Minister

praised the DRDO’s Missile
Systems and Strategic Sys-
tems cluster for streng-
thening India’s technologi-
cal excellence, strategic
autonomy and national se-
curity. He said indigenous
systems such as Akash and
BrahMos had proved In-
dia’s capability to compete

in the global defence tech-
nology ecosystem.

Changing warfare
Highlighting the changing
nature of warfare, Mr.
Singh said emerging tech-
nologies such as precision-
strike systems, integrated
air defence networks, hy-
personic weapons, autono-
mous platforms, arti�cial
intelligence and electronic
warfare were reshaping
modern battle�elds. In this
environment, he stressed
the need for both resi-
lience and deterrence.

Referring to the govern-
ment’s ambitious “Mission
Sudarshan Chakra”, an-
nounced by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi during his
Independence Day address
in 2025, Mr. Singh said the

initiative would establish a
multi-layered missile de-
fence shield capable of
protecting military assets,
critical infrastructure and
civilian establishments
across the country.

“The system will pro-
vide robust protection
while ensuring citizens
face minimal inconve-
nience. It will also possess
the capability to deliver a
decisive response whenev-
er required,” he said.

The Defence Minister
lauded the DRDO’s pro-
gress in indigenous missile
technologies, stating that
the recent successes in
strategic and tactical wea-
pon programmes re�ected
India’s growing self-re-
liance and con�dence in
defence manufacturing.

Project Kusha, our indigenous air defence
shield, will be a game changer, says Rajnath
Saurabh Trivedi
NEW DELHI

Rajnath Singh 

Union Home Minister Amit
Shah reviewed the security
arrangements for the up-
coming Amarnath Yatra in
Jammu and Kashmir on
Friday. He directed the of-
�cials to ensure robust se-
curity arrangements at
other major tourist desti-
nations besides the Yatra
route. The Yatra is sche-
duled to be held from July
3 to August 28.

After the April 2025 ter-
ror strike at Baisaran Valley
in Pahalgam, where 26 pe-
ople, mostly tourists, were
killed, several tourist spots
in J&K were shut down for
security audit.

The meeting was attend-
ed by J&K Lieutenant-Go-

vernor Manoj Sinha, Na-
tional Security Adviser Ajit
Doval, Union Home Secre-
tary Govind Mohan, Army
chief General Upendra
Dwivedi, Director of the In-
telligence Bureau (IB) Ta-
pan Kumar Deka, J&K Di-
rector-General of Police
Nalin Prabhat,and other
senior o�cials. 

Mr. Shah instructed the
o�cials that an integrated
and impregnable security
cover be put in place for
the Yatra through the coor-
dinated e�orts of all secur-
ity agencies. He said that
the traditional security fra-
mework should be streng-
thened through the use of
modern technologies. 

Amit Shah reviews security
plans for Amarnath Yatra 
The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Amit Shah (Centre), J&K Lieutenant Governor Manoj Sinha (Right)

and National Security Advisor of India Ajit Doval (Left). PTI
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Tiruvalluvar says, “He enters the abode of the gods who
lays the axe at I and mine.” One may say that this advice is
hardest to follow in the material world that we live in
where self-promotion appears to be the norm. Unless one
conquers the ‘I’, one cannot lead a truly enriching life,
said Damal S. Ramakrishnan. 

Narayana Bhattadri says Krishna abhors two types of
people: those who go about swollen-headed due to their
academic achievements (vidyarti garvam) and those who
boast about riches (Aishwarya garvam). Mahalakshmi en-
sures that this does not happen with the true devotee.

Kusela came calling upon Krishna at the behest of his
wife. To Kusela, living in abject poverty, Krishna was a
dear friend but his wife pleaded with him to seek material
help from the wealthy Krishna. When he agreed to visit
Krishna, she sent Kusela with a gift of poha. After o�ering
it to Krishna, Kusela spoke of general a�airs and did not
seek any help. Taking a �stful of poha and relishing it, the
all-knowing Krishna immediately showered wealth upon
Kusela, transforming his humble abode into a palatial one.
When Krishna reached for the second �stful of poha, Ma-
halakshmi (having manifested as Rukmini) stopped Him.
Why did She ? The �rst �stful of poha was an o�ering of
Krishna bhakti: pure, unadulterated friendship and wor-
ship. With the second helping of poha, Krishna might
shower more gifts upon Kusela, which could make Kusela
proud of his a�uence. At the onset of such ego, Krishna
would distance Himself from his dear Kusela. Rukmini
(Mahalakshmi) did not want this pitfall for Krishna’s devo-
tee and hence She stopped Him from having more poha.

Conquer the ‘I’ and ‘mine’

FAITH
�

INBRIEF
�

Two persons have been arrested for allegedly
throwing stones at the Swarn Shatabdi Express,
plying between Lucknow and New Delhi, in
which Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) chief
Mohan Bhagwat was travelling. The incident
occurred around 7.20 p.m. on Thursday when
the train was approaching Firozabad station of
Prayagraj division. The miscreants were
identi�ed from CCTV footage and arrested,
Railway CPRO Shashikant Tripathi said. Mr.
Bhagwat was travelling in the E1 coach. The stone
hit the exterior window near seat 51. “The
interior side of the window was not a�ected,” Mr.
Tripathi said.

Two held for throwing stones
at train with RSS chief aboard

The BRICS nations on Friday adopted a
declaration on inclusive, resilient and
people-centred urban development. The
Ministerial declaration adopted on the
concluding day of the 13th BRICS Urbanisation
Forum in the national capital, highlights key
priorities shared by member nations and
rea�rms commitment to advancing
people-centred urban development. It
emphasises the importance of creating inclusive,
sustainable, resilient and liveable cities that
ensure equitable access to urban services,
particularly for marginalised groups, according
to an o�cial statement of the Union Ministry of
Housing and Urban A�airs. 

BRICS backs people-centric,
inclusive urban development

Solution to yesterday’s SudokuSolution to previous puzzle 

SUDOKU
�

(set by Afterdark)

Solve this puzzle online and 

access more puzzles at

https://thehindu.com/crosswords

Across

7 Pass surplus income (8)

9 Marvel character gets one leading cameraman's callback (6)

10 Directed to hail girl in front (4)

11 Straying from purpose by accepting daughter's mistake
endlessly (10)

12 Ship o�icers' captain arrests one (6)

14 Director to acknowledge fine in front of everyone (8)

15 Departs as crowd enters ship (6)

17 Cat could be Welsh (6)

20 Fail to meet expectations in dislocating wolf and lion primarily
(4,4)

22 Suit is special, a leading designer brought to East and South (6)

23 Page dear Bob, pa ordered material for making boxes (10)

24 Star featuring in love games (4)

25 Tips from co-star included new editing methods applied in
movies (6)

26 Assume control of profits at head o�ice absolutely for the most
part (4,4)

Down

1 Pilots are new navigators? No, not good (8)

2 Not starting rush for egg (4)

3 Grandmother in Chennai's at leading sanatorium unit (6)

4 Diana and Edward; in the absence of love, some sex always
faded (4,4)

5 Silly errata sinking company that is in solid ground (5,5)

6 Erotic Four chucked out of festival (6)

8 Antelopes found on ground in El Salvador (6)

13 Not a fake explosive planted around half of Kiev is unmitigated
(10)

16 Township in Ontario has natural light (8)

18 Churchmen with no answer? Sacrilege in disguise (8)

19 Determined to get an apartment near nurse's residence in the
front (6)

21 An auditors spies a plant (6)

22 American back's fine, being behind Germany for all to see is a
puzzle (6)

24 Instrument is available for 5 + 10 + 50 (4)

14819

SCAN TO PLAY

The Delhi High Court on
Friday declined to direct
the reopening of the
CBSE’s portal for the re-
evaluation of Class 12 answ-
er sheets on a petition by
the Congress’s student
wing.

A vacation Bench of Jus-
tice Neena Bansal Krishna
and Justice Madhu Jain ob-
served that an individual
student was free to take ap-
propriate action if ag-
grieved and that reopening
the portal, which was op-
erational from June 2-7,
would delay the entire pro-
cess of result declaration.

“For you, it is one week,
but the whole process gets
delayed by a month...It is
not one step,” the Bench
remarked. “I am not giving
further directions. Whoev-
er is aggrieved, let the indi-
vidual approach.”

As the National Stu-

dents’ Union of India’s
(NSUI) counsel urged the
court to order reopening of
the portal for a few more
days, Solicitor-General
Tushar Mehta, appearing
for the authorities, submit-
ted that the aggrieved stu-
dents have already submit-
ted their requests and the
disputed answer sheets are
being considered.

Mr. Mehta said the
NSUI’s public interest liti-
gation plea was based on
“very general assump-
tions”. 

HC denies plea to reopen
Class 12 re-evaluation portal 
The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The court said that any

aggrieved student may seek

legal remedy individually.

The Supreme Court has
observed that though the
country’s child sex ratio
has shown “clear signs of
improvement”, the conti-
nued prevalence of sex se-
lection practices re�ects
“deep-seated patriarchal
preferences” for a male
child.

A Bench of Justices San-
jay Karol and P.K. Mishra
made the observation
while dismissing a Maha-
rashtra doctor’s appeal
challenging criminal pro-
ceedings against him un-
der the Pre-Conception
and Pre-Natal Diagnostic
Techniques (Prohibition of
Sex Selection) Act, 1994
(PCPNDT Act).

Referring to various
schemes introduced by
State governments to curb
female foeticide, the court
said these re�ected sus-
tained e�orts to address

the systemic discrimina-
tion faced by “the girl child
in an inherently patriar-
chal” society. 

However, it pointed out
that several States conti-
nue to record sex ratios at
birth below the national av-
erage. “...the country’s sex
ratio has shown clear signs
of improvement in recent
years... Nonetheless, sever-
al States still report sex ra-
tios at birth below the na-
tional average. This shows
the continuing presence of
deep-seated patriarchal
preferences towards a
male child and the ‘behind
the curtains’ prevalence of
sex selection practices,”
the Bench said.

Accordingly, the top

court stressed that strict
enforcement of the
PCPNDT Act would remain
essential until entrenched
social attitudes towards the
girl child undergo change.

The judges also noted
the country continues to
face signi�cant challenges
in achieving gender parity
when assessed against glo-
bal indicators. “On a global
level though, unfortunate-
ly, the data does not pre-
sent a positive outlook.
The World Economic Fo-
rum’s Global Gender Gap
Report 2025 records a
drop in our ranking in
terms of overall gender
parity score from the pre-
vious year to 131 out of 148,
from 129 the previous
year”, the Bench said.

Accordingly, the Bench
refused to quash the crimi-
nal proceedings against the
doctor, underlining that
“letting infractions slide”
would defeat the purpose
of the PCPNDT Act.

‘Deep-seated’ bias for male
child persists in society: SC 
Aaratrika Bhaumik
NEW DELHI

The court noted 
that the country
continues to face
signi�cant gaps
in gender parity The Centre has published

the draft Telecommunica-
tions (Television, Radio
and Associated Services)
Rules, 2026, for public
consultation. They have
been framed to consolidate
the various guidelines is-
sued for television and ra-
dio services under the erst-
while Telegraph Act,
within the framework of
the newly enacted Tele-
communications Act,
2023. The Information and
Broadcasting Ministry ad-
ministers the provisions re-
lating to television, radio,
and associated services. 

Uni�ed rule-book
In the draft rules, existing
terms and conditions of
authorisation have been
harmonised and rational-
ised to facilitate continuity,

while enabling reforms
and provision for a single
regulatory framework in
place of multiple guide-
lines. “With this set of
rules, the industry will
now have a uni�ed and sig-
ni�cantly simpli�ed rule
book. These rules are de-
signed to simplify the exist-
ing regime while promot-
ing ease of doing business
in the television and radio
broadcasting sector,” said
the Ministry. 

Once noti�ed, the rules
will replace various exist-
ing guidelines governing
broadcasting services.

Digital implementation
of the authorisation pro-
cess, simpli�ed authorisa-
tion procedures, removal
of the requirement for
signing Grant of Permis-
sion Agreement, and provi-
sion of transparent adjudi-
cation mechanism are the
other key features.

Govt. opens draft
telecom rules on TV,
radio for feedback 
The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

T
here were tears and
sombre remem-
brances as families

of the Air India crash vic-
tims gathered at a hotel in
Ahmedabad to mark the
�rst anniversary of the dis-
aster demanding justice for
the dead. 

While many have re-
ceived compensation from
the airline, they said justice
still eluded them and they
wanted the government to
release the �nal report on
the crash. “We want answ-
ers… We are still waiting to
know the cause of the acci-
dent,” one of the family
members said.

“My daughter died a
year ago, and we are still
waiting for answers from
the government on how it
[the crash] has taken
place… there is no o�cial
statement or clarity on
what exactly happened on
that ill-fated day,” said
Atulbhai Patel from Surat.
His daughter, Vibhuti Pa-
tel, a physiotherapist in the
U.K., was aboard the Lon-
don-bound Boeing 787-8
Dreamliner which crashed
moments after taking o�
from Ahmedabad’s Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel Interna-

tional Airport on June 12,
2025. “My daughter came
to India for 15 days and was
engaged to a man from
Gujarat who was living in
the U.K.,” Mr. Patel said,
wiping away tears. 

The aircraft went down
barely seconds after take-
o�, killing 260 people, in-
cluding 241 passengers and
the crew, and 19 people on
the ground. Former Guja-
rat Chief Minister Vijay Ru-
pani was one among those
killed.

While tributes were
paid to the victims, whose
photographs were
adorned with garlands,
rose petals, and lamps, the
family members and the

Federation of Indian Pilots
bemoaned that there was
no statement from the
Prime Minister or the Guja-
rat Chief Minister, nor any
public representative was
present on the �rst anni-
versary of the crash.

“If a similar incident
had occurred elsewhere in
the world, particularly in
Western countries, people
would have gathered and
taken out rallies across the
country in memory of the
victims. But nothing has
happened in India,” the
federation’s president, C.S.
Randhawa, said. 

He asked the family
members to demand land
from the government and

build a memorial at the
crash site.

Marked absence
British High Commissioner
to India Lindy Cameron
reached the crash site in
the city’s Meghaninagar
area and o�ered �oral tri-
butes to the victims, saying
her thoughts were with all
the families a�ected by the
tragedy. 

She was among the rare
dignitaries to pay her res-
pects at the crash site, and
her visit made the absence
of State or Union govern-
ment representatives more
conspicuous.

Fifty-two British nation-
als were among the 260
persons killed in the inci-
dent. “One year ago today,
the tragic Air India crash
claimed 260 lives, includ-
ing 52 British nationals,”
Ms. Cameron said in a post
on X. “I will never forget
arriving in Ahmedabad
and visiting the site on that
day. My thoughts are with
all the families a�ected,
and I thank my team who
stood up immediately to
support them and have
continued to do so in the
toughest circumstances. I
am back with some of
them in Ahmedabad to-
day,” she added.

Families of Air India crash
victims demand answers

Mourning the loss: The relatives of an Air India crash victim at an

event in Ahmedabad on Friday. ABHINAY DESHPANDE

Family members and the Federation of Indian Pilots bemoaned that there was no statement from

the Prime Minister or the Gujarat CM; nor was any public representative present at the gathering

Abhinay Deshpande
AHMEDABAD

The Union government on
Friday informed the Su-
preme Court that it was
considering a policy to ac-
commodate private stu-
dents in West Asia whose
examination results could
not be declared by the
CBSE owing to the prevail-
ing con�ict in the region.

A Bench of Justices Au-
gustine George Masih and
Vijay Bishnoi was informed
by Solicitor-General Tush-
ar Mehta that a decision
was likely to be taken
shortly. He accordingly re-
quested the Bench to defer
the hearing to June 22. 

Govt. says it is
mulling policy
for students 
in West Asia

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Cabinet Secretary T.V. So-
manathan on Friday re-
viewed the preparedness
for the NEET re-test, in a
meeting with the Director-
General of the National
Testing Agency (NTA).

“The Central govern-
ment, State governments
and district administration
are working together in
close coordination, to en-
sure smooth conduct of
the NEET re-examination.
The full might and weight
of the law will fall on any
person trying in any man-
ner to distort, disrupt or
tamper with the integrity
or smooth conduct of the
re-examination,” Mr. So-
manathan said in a
statement.

The NEET re-examina-
tion is scheduled to be held
on June 21.

During the review, the
Cabinet Secretary also em-
phasised the need for en-
suring a smooth, transpa-
rent, and secure conduct
of the re-examination
through close coordination
among all stakeholders
concerned.

Mr. Somanathan had re-
viewed the arrangements
with the Secretaries of the
Union government and re-
levant agencies on June 1.
Subsequently, on June 4,

he also held a review meet-
ing with the Chief Secretar-
ies of the States to assess
the preparedness and pro-
gress of the arrangements.

These meetings are
aimed at ensuring e�ective
coordination, strengthen-
ing preparedness, and
maintaining the integrity
and credibility of the NEET
re-examination process.

The NEET-UG was held
on May 3, but was can-
celled by the NTA on May
12 amid allegations of a
paper leak. 

The CBI is investigating
the case and has made sev-
eral arrests.

Cabinet Secretary
reviews NEET-UG
re-test preparations

T. V. Somanathan

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The NEET-UG
re-examination 
is scheduled 
to be held 
on June 21
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P
resident Donald Trump’s decision to
back o� from striking Iran, just hours af-
ter threatening to seize the country’s

Kharg Island, underscores the dilemma he faces
in dealing with Tehran. Mr. Trump, who
launched the con�ict with his ally Benjamin Neta-
nyahu of Israel on February 28, now wants to end
it through talks. But Iran, which survived 40 days
of U.S.-Israeli bombing and now controls the
Strait of Hormuz, appears unwilling to hand him
a diplomatic victory. Caught between an uncon-
trollable Israel, whose bombing of Lebanon
threatens the fragile U.S.-Iran cease�re, and an
emboldened Iran that has become increasingly
de�ant and intransigent, Mr. Trump reverted to
his familiar playbook of using military pressure to
alter Tehran’s negotiating position. On Wednes-
day he ordered strikes on Iran after con�rming
that a U.S. Apache helicopter had been shot
down over the Strait of Hormuz. Iran retaliated
by striking U.S. bases in Kuwait, Bahrain and Jor-
dan. After two nights of tit-for-tat strikes, Mr.
Trump backed o� on Thursday, claiming pro-
gress in talks. Over the past two months, he has
claimed dozens of times that a deal with Iran was
within reach. In the war’s escalation cycle, Mr.
Trump takes one step forward, two steps back.

When Mr. Trump despatched his “armada” to
Iran’s shores in February, he wanted to force Teh-
ran into submission through military pressure.
The U.S. and Israel had an ambitious list of de-
mands, including dismantling Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme, degrading its missile capabilities and
ending its support for non-state militias. When
the U.S. and Israel launched the war, they wanted
regime change in Tehran. More than three
months later, the war, which failed to achieve any
of its declared objectives, has hardened Iran’s po-
sitions. If Iran was willing to make concessions on
its nuclear programme on February 27, it now in-
sists that any discussion on the nuclear �le can
take place only after the U.S.-Israeli hostilities
cease and the blockade is lifted. The war has fun-
damentally altered the strategic reality of the re-
gion. Yes, Iran has absorbed signi�cant military
and economic costs, but it has emerged strategi-
cally stronger by taking control of the Hormuz
Strait and e�ectively trapping the U.S. in a costly
stalemate. Rather than chasing a delusional Ira-
nian surrender, Washington should adopt a
phased, realistic diplomatic approach. The prior-
ity should be to enforce and extend the cease�re
in good faith and lift the blockade in exchange for
Iran reopening the Strait of Hormuz. Once stabil-
ity is restored, both sides can return to substan-
tive talks on Iran’s nuclear programme and work
towards a durable end to the con�ict.

Strategic stalemate
The U.S. should lift the blockade before
asking Iran to open the Hormuz Strait

U
nveiled at a time of record domestic coal
production, the Coal Exchange Rules,
2026, are a case of better-late-than-never.

They will create a broad market-based mechan-
ism through regulated trading platforms for the
lynchpin of India’s energy system — coal. They
are aimed at enhancing price discovery, transpa-
rency, access for small consumers, as well as, one
would hope, reduce bilateral agreements that are
often opaque and come with a whi� of graft, too
often. Today, most coal transactions between
producers and buyers take place through long-
term contracts, primarily for the power sector,
followed by auctions, imports and captive min-
ing. While India’s commodity exchanges are well
established, they function largely as �nancial
markets rather than physical delivery platforms.
Coal exchanges, however, appear closer in design
to power exchanges, which, despite modest vol-
umes, play a role in price discovery, market sig-
nalling and the development of secondary mar-
kets. As if to prove this point, coal exchanges are
expected to serve the non-regulated sector,
which relies on Coal India auctions where coal is
often sold at a premium to the highest bidder.
Power exchanges are not merely niche trading
platforms; they serve as points of reference for
the broader power market. They have enhanced
price discovery and served as a balancing market
without replacing long-term power purchase
agreements. Initially the power exchanges were
only balancing shortages, but eventually the spot
prices became a barometer of the broader power
market indicating scarcity, surplus and system
stresses for all electricity stakeholders. Perhaps
the �rst role of coal exchanges could be to open
up inventories, allowing surpluses to balance out
shortages across India.

The templates for the two exchanges are not
very di�erent though the speci�c rules framed by
the Coal Controller Organisation of India will de-
termine the success of coal exchanges. Just as
with the successes, the failures of power ex-
changes can also serve as lessons learned for
coal. Coal is not as fungible as electricity, which
once generated is the same everywhere requiring
only minimum standards. Coal quality varies
widely. Therefore, robust standards and quality
assurance are as important as contract design, li-
quidity creation and enforcement. The latter set
of requirements will ensure that major producers
and consumers are drawn to the coal exchanges.
The emphasis should be on facilitating participa-
tion of retail consumers unlike power exchanges,
which are dominated by discoms. Coal India’s
stance will be crucial. Besides safeguards against
volatility, dispute resolution mechanisms and im-
proved transportation logistics will be important
too, since the coal exchanges will be physical de-
livery platforms.

Long overdue
Coal exchanges can balance out energy

scarcities across India

A
ddressing the digital divide through the
Digital India Mission, India has
marched on towards becoming a global
“best practice” model of a digital

welfare state. Yet, Persons with Disabilities
(PwDs) remain largely excluded from this
promise of universal outreach. Disability
pensions, contrary to the very principles
underlying disability rights, are determined not
by the nature or extent of disability but by
domicile, the discretionary decisions of State
governments, and cumbersome bureaucratic
processes. As a result, a vulnerable section of
citizens continues to remain outside the ambit of
a welfare architecture that otherwise prides itself
on inclusivity and last-mile delivery.

An inadequate safety net
The 2011 Census recorded 2.68 crore PwDs.
Today, accounting for population growth and
changing disease pro�les, their number is
conservatively estimated at 4.5 crore-6 crore.
Although the Supreme Court of India has
recognised the right to live with dignity as a
fundamental right and the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities Act, 2016 provides legal protection,
disability bene�ts — especially pensions — remain
fragmented, discretionary, and inadequate. As a
result, the Indira Gandhi National Disability
Pension Scheme covers only a small fraction of
PwDs, while pension amounts in most States
range from just ₹300 to ₹500 a month, with a few
o�ering ₹1,000-₹3,000.

India spends barely 0.02% of GDP on disability
welfare including pensions. South Africa spends
0.12%-0.15% of GDP (six times more); Brazil
0.45%-0.50% (20 times more); OECD countries
2.2% (110 times more) and Australia 0.35%-0.40%
(20 times more).

Beyond politics, sound economics demands
the inclusion of PwDs. The World Bank and
UNDP estimate that low- and middle-income
countries lose 3%-7% of GDP when PwDs are
excluded from education, employment, and
social security. Disability income improves
household stability, rural consumption, and
labour participation. Studies show �scal
multipliers of 1.4-1.6, while the 2025 Pro Bono
Economics report found that the socio-economic
returns from disability pensions exceed their
costs by nearly 48%. Far from being a welfare
expense, disability pensions are an investment
and an e�ective economic stimulus.

India must establish a Minimum Universal
Disability Pension Floor Rate (MUDPFR) to give
e�ect to the state’s constitutional obligation,
under Article 41, to provide public assistance to
persons with disabilities, and to operationalise
Section 24 of the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities Act, 2016, which guarantees adequate

social security, including pension bene�ts. Such a
measure would translate the promise of inclusive
growth and “Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas” into
reality by shifting disability pensions from a
matter of charity and discretion to a matter of
citizenship rights. While ensuring that no
disabled person receives less than a minimum
pension regardless of where they live, a MUDPFR
would still allow States to provide additional
top-ups.

This is not an unrealistic proposal. South
Africa provides a national disability grant with
uniform eligibility norms; Brazil’s BPC guarantees
a national minimum income; and Australia and
New Zealand operate nationwide disability
pension systems. Several developing countries,
including Kenya, Rwanda, Thailand and
Indonesia, also provide disability income support
at the national level. International experience
shows that centrally set standards promote
uniformity, universality and portability.

A MUDPFR of ₹8,000 per month for 40 lakh
bene�ciaries would cost about ₹38,400 crore
annually (0.08% of GDP), while ₹10,000 for 65
lakh bene�ciaries would cost ₹78,000 crore. Even
a pension of ₹15,000 per month would keep
expenditure below 0.2% of GDP. Such spending is
�scally manageable when compared with
allocations for food subsidies (₹2.05 lakh crore),
rural development (₹1.80 lakh crore), tax
concessions and revenue foregone (₹1.72 lakh
crore), and infrastructure (₹11.11 lakh crore). Yet,
disability pensions and inclusion continue to
receive only a tiny fraction of public expenditure.

From fragmentation to integration
The current disability pension system, shared
between the Ministry of Rural Development and
the Department of Empowerment of Persons
with Disabilities, leads to duplication, delays and
di�used accountability. Countries that have faced
similar challenges have addressed them through a
single national authority — South Africa’s SASSA,
Australia’s NDIA, Brazil’s INSS and Ireland’s
Department of Social Protection. India too needs
a National Disability Pension Authority to oversee
eligibility norms, a national registry, portability,
digital integration, grievance redress and
State-wise performance monitoring — one
standard, one system, one nation.

Implementing a robust disability pension
system would strengthen India’s bid for a UN
Security Council seat by translating its
commitments into action under Article 28 of the
UN Convention on Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, ILO Recommendation No. 202, SDG
1.3, and the G-20 New Delhi Leaders’ Declaration,
all of which endorse social protection as a
cornerstone of inclusive development.

Combining pensions with employment

support can move persons with disabilities from
mere survival to productive participation. A
MUDPFR could also yield economic bene�ts.
Countries such as Singapore, South Korea, South
Africa and Brazil integrate disability pensions
with employment and social security systems.
India should similarly strengthen its fragmented
Disability Employment Incentive Scheme. Models
abroad include employer tax incentives in
Nigeria, the U.K.’s Access to Work programme,
and Australia’s wage subsidies. Existing schemes
such as PM-DAKSH, NAPS and State-level
employer incentives provide a foundation for
expansion.

Constitutional imperative
A MUDPFR would give e�ect to the Constitution’s
guarantees of equality, equal protection, dignity
and the right to life. India has already
standardised major welfare programmes — from
food security and health care to PM-KISAN and
pensions — and delivers bene�ts at scale through
DBT and UPI. The capacity and technology exist.
What is needed is the political will to prioritise
dignity. Disability pensions remain one of the few
entitlements determined by where a person lives.
If dignity is a constitutional right, geography
cannot decide the minimum support for survival.

More than an economic or administrative
reform, a MUDPFR is a moral one. It a�rms that
persons with disabilities are rights-bearing
citizens, not recipients of charity. By
transforming the state from a benevolent
provider into a constitutional guarantor, it
strengthens dignity, inclusion and citizenship.

Should India continue with a system in which
disability pensions vary according to State
budgets, political priorities and bureaucratic
complexities, leaving persons with disabilities
vulnerable to hardship? Or should the Republic
guarantee a minimum level of support for all? A
Viksit Bharat cannot leave its most vulnerable
citizens at the mercy of a postcode lottery.
Federalism cannot be a justi�cation for
inequality.

A MUDPFR is the next logical step in India’s
welfare architecture, building on rights-based
entitlements enabled by digital inclusion and
DBT. It would humanise the state, uphold the
dignity of persons with disabilities and
strengthen the Republic.

Over the past 75 years, India has steadily
expanded its welfare state in pursuit of social
justice. With the necessary platforms and delivery
systems now in place, the time has come to
secure the foundation. The real question is
whether India recognises dignity for persons with
disabilities as a constitutional right and a
collective obligation. That promise is long
overdue, and a MUDPFR o�ers a way to ful�l it.

Equality of treatment for Persons with Disabilities

Sushil Kumar 
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India must
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minimum
universal
disability
pension 
�oor rate

A
s India moves toward the 8th Central Pay
Commission (CPC), public discussion has
largely centred on familiar themes —

�tment factors, salary revisions and arrears. Yet,
the larger question may not be how much
compensation should increase, but whether the
framework for determining public compensation
remains coherent, equitable, and �scally
sustainable. This is not merely an administrative
matter. The manner in which the state structures
salaries, allowances and pensions re�ects
broader institutional priorities and in�uences
public con�dence in governance.

The framework de�cit
Over the decades, Pay Commissions have become
far more than wage-revision exercises. Their
recommendations shape inter-service parity,
long-term �scal commitments and the
institutional balance within the state. Yet, the
process remains narrow, with a small,
time-bound body tasked with evaluating a diverse
ecosystem of civil, military and technical services,
largely on the basis of representations from the
services themselves. A key challenge is the
absence of a common evaluative framework.
Services operate under di�erent structures,
career trajectories and working conditions, but
there is no universally accepted method for
comparing risk, responsibility, technical
complexity or career progression. As a result, the
system often seeks parity without clearly de�ning
its basis.

This challenge is most visible in questions of
parity. O�cers across services with very di�erent
career paths and responsibilities may, at certain
stages, receive comparable compensation. The
issue is not one of competition between services
but institutional coherence. If parity is to be
maintained, the principles governing it must be
transparent, consistent and objectively justi�ed.

The comparison between civilian services and
the armed forces illustrates this complexity.
Military careers follow a sharply pyramidal
structure, with limited promotional opportunities

and earlier retirement. Civilian services generally
o�er broader avenues for advancement and
longer careers. Aligning compensation across
such di�erent systems requires careful
consideration of these structural di�erences.

Another signi�cant trend is the reduction in
experience required for senior administrative
positions. While faster career progression may
re�ect changing governance needs, complex
policy challenges still demand institutional
memory and seasoned judgment. E�ciency is
important, but it cannot fully substitute for
experience. Questions also arise over allowances.
While they are intended to compensate for
hardship, remoteness or operational risk, there is
no uniform and transparent framework for
assessing such conditions across services. This
can create disparities that are di�cult to justify
and may foster perceptions of inconsistency.

Non-Functional Upgradation (NFU) raises a
related concern. By allowing �nancial
advancement without a corresponding increase
in responsibility, it weakens the link between
role, accountability and compensation. Though
introduced to address slower promotion avenues,
the NFU continues to generate debate over equity
and institutional rationale.

The pension challenge
Pensions add another layer of complexity. India
currently operates multiple pension systems,
including legacy de�ned-bene�t schemes,
contributory plans for newer entrants, and
separate arrangements for elected
representatives. According to the Reserve Bank of
India’s State Finances Report (2023), salaries,
pensions and interest payments consume a large
share of State expenditure, limiting �scal space
for development. As a result, concerns about
sustainability and inter-generational equity are
becoming increasingly important.

Taken together, these issues highlight the need
for a more coherent approach to public
compensation. At present, pay frameworks for
the executive, legislature and judiciary evolve

through di�erent processes. While
constitutionally distinct, this fragmentation can
create inconsistencies and reduce transparency
in compensation decisions.

Public trust depends not only on fairness, but
also on transparency and explainability.

A new compensation architecture
Many countries have gradually moved towards
continuous and institutionalised mechanisms for
reviewing public sector compensation.
Independent authorities, clearly de�ned
benchmarks and periodic review mechanisms
have replaced infrequent, large-scale revisions.
India’s decadal Pay Commission model may
therefore warrant reconsideration.

A more durable framework — whether a
National Compensation Authority or a specialised
public service body — could bring greater
consistency to public sector pay. Rather than be a
centralising authority, it could establish common
principles for assessing responsibility, experience
and hardship while preserving �exibility for
di�erent services and States.

Importantly, any such reform must respect
India’s federal structure. States should retain
autonomy over implementation while operating
within a broader framework of transparency,
comparability and �scal discipline. Greater
coherence across branches of government,
without a�ecting constitutional independence,
would strengthen both credibility and public
con�dence.

Ultimately, public compensation is not simply
about salaries and pensions. It is part of the larger
relationship between the state and the citizen. In
a democratic system, compensation structures
must not only be �nancially sustainable, but also
publicly explainable.

The 8th Pay Commission presents an
opportunity to move beyond periodic revision
and engage with these deeper structural
questions. Whether that opportunity is utilised
meaningfully may shape public trust in
institutional governance for years to come.

The 8th CPC — a chance to reform pay commissions

Prem Kumar Nair 
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The war drags on
America’s contradictory
statements, shifting
positions in negotiations to
end the war with Iran, and
the selective closure of the
Strait of Hormuz have
adversely a�ected trade in
many countries. U.S.
President Donald Trump’s
public statements should be
treated with caution, as
they have not been

rising summer
temperatures, the scheme
should be enforced in all
schools across urban,
semi-urban and rural areas
of the State to ensure that
children remain adequately
hydrated.

Murali Mohan P.V.,
Chennai

Hydration matters
It is unfortunate that the
‘water bells scheme’
appears to have been
ignored in most
government schools in
Chennai (Chennai, June 12).
The Tamil Nadu
government has repeatedly
emphasised its
commitment to the
education and the welfare
of schoolchildren. Given

regulations. In such
circumstances, it is di�icult
to expect tourism to
flourish, as foreign visitors
may lose confidence in the
safety standards of
accommodation in India.
The Ministry of Tourism
should play a more direct
role in ensuring that hotels
adhere to safety standards.
N.G.R. Prasad,

Chennai

there appears to be no end
in sight.
V. Lakshmanan,

Tirupur, Tamil Nadu

Delhi fire, standards
It is a matter of shock and
shame that so many people
lost their lives in a fire in
Delhi, including foreign
nationals. Reports suggest
that there was a lack of
compliance with safety

confirmed by Tehran. The
two countries remain far
apart in their approaches to
resolving the crisis, with few
signs of de-escalation.
Repeated attacks on Indian
ships could strain U.S.-India
relations. 
Even diplomatic experts
struggle to decipher
America’s motives, given its
central role in triggering the
crisis. It is frustrating that
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A IN-X

A
t 50, Banoth Goud (name changed)
has lived to tell a tale. “I may look nor-
mal, but I become breathless when I
climb stairs or even walk more than

�ve minutes. The doctor says my lungs got a�ect-
ed,” he says.

About three years ago, on a sweltering after-
noon, Goud opened his refrigerator, took out a
small plastic bottle labelled with a popular juice
brand, and took a sip. The drink did not have the
sweet, tart apple �avour that he was used to; in-
stead, it tasted �at. He began vomiting.

Goud did not know that he had drunk paraq-
uat, a highly toxic herbicide and one of the most
e�ective weed killers in the world. Paraquat, a
colourless and tasteless liquid, is most often fatal
for both humans and animals.

It was a mistake that resulted in Goud �ghting
for his life. “I had asked my nephew to get the
gaddi mandu (the local term for the weedicide) to
clear weeds in front of our house,” he recalls.

“He kept the bottle on a table inside the house.
My wife thought it was a cool drink and placed
it inside the fridge.” While wholesale traders

store paraquat in drums, farmers and others of-
ten �ll up stray bottles with the weedicide.

Goud was rushed from his house in Paloncha
to a hospital in Kothegudem, about 11 kilometres
away. The doctors were sure he would die.

Being an employee of TSGENCO (Telangana
State Power Generation Corporation Limited),
Goud had an ESIC (Employee State Insurance
Corporation) card, necessary for workers below
a certain salary level to access free medical care
and �nancial bene�ts at ESIC dispensaries and
hospitals across the State. He was quickly ferried
in an ambulance to a tertiary-care facility in Hyd-
erabad, roughly 285 km away.

Dr. Verrana Addanki, a General Medicine prac-
titioner, noticed that Goud had a ‘paraquat
mouth’ — the severe, corrosive damage that oc-
curs when a person swallows or is exposed to pa-
raquat — and put him on continuous renal re-
placement therapy (CRRT). Over the next 40
days, Goud’s condition slowly improved.

“His family had given up on him,” remembers
Dr. Addanki. “But we persisted and he had the
will to survive too. Now, he has photographs of
his family as his WhatsApp display picture.”

On March 31, 2026, Telangana banned the
sale, distribution, manufacture, and use of pa-
raquat, to protect the safety and health of peo-
ple, especially farmers. It became only the third
State to do so, after Kerala and Odisha. The Go-
vernment Order was issued days after intense
lobbying by doctors, clinicians, and public repre-
sentatives calling for the ban of the weedicide,
which has been often used for self-harm. Neigh-
bouring Andhra Pradesh followed suit in May.

Bans and bust-ups

Paraquat wreaks havoc due to its immense po-
tential for harm, easy availability, low price

(₹280 per litre), and widespread use in India.
The only law to regulate hazardous chemicals
such as paraquat is the Insecticides Act, 1968.

Goud’s story is an exception: the weedicide
has killed thousands of people, as is evident
from autopsy reports from hospitals across the
world. Paraquat is banned in 74 countries. In In-
dia, Kerala became the �rst State to ban it in
2011. However, in February 2022, the Kerala
High Court overturned the ban following a plea
by a cardamom growers’ collective. While the
Kerala Agriculture Department’s noti�cation
speci�cally named the chemical along with 13
others, the High Court struck down the ban on
the technical ground that the State did not have
the authority to enforce it beyond 60+30 days
(as per Section 27 of the Insecticides Act).

In October 2022, Kerala was rocked by the
murder of Sharon Raj, who was allegedly poi-
soned with a paraquat-laced drink by his �an-
cée, Greeshma. He died at the Medical College
Hospital in Thiruvananthapuram, triggering a
public uproar as details of the case quickly
emerged in the public domain.

“We can still order it online,” says Dileep Ku-
mar of Pesticide Action Network, a global coali-
tion of over 600 NGOs, institutions, and indivi-
duals across 90 countries dedicated to
eliminating hazardous chemical pesticides. “A
ban by one State without the involvement of e-
commerce sites is just a ban on paper. It is inef-
fectual,” he points out.

Kumar adds that the country needs stronger
laws and regulations to manage the crisis. “Even
the Bhopal gas tragedy [in 1984] did not lead to
new laws to regulate pesticides,” he says.

The problem is not just limited regulation of
pesticides, weedicides, and insecticides; it is al-
so low awareness about safe use. According to a

statement by the Minister of State for Agricul-
ture in the Lok Sabha, 79,185 farmers were made
aware of the safe and judicious use of pesticides
between 2020 and 2026. This is a low share in a
country where 46.1% of the population is depen-
dent on agriculture, as per the Economic Survey
of 2025-26.

As per the Act, the ban in Telangana was for
60 days and can be extended by 30 more days.
On the day that the Telangana issued a Govern-
ment Order imposing a ban on paraquat, the Le-
gislative Assembly passed a bipartisan resolu-
tion asking the Central government to ban the
chemical across the country.

Lobbying for a ban

On the afternoon of February 12, Dr. Marri Ma-
hesh Reddy, the founder of a grassroots move-
ment called Doctors Against Paraquat, called
for a gathering of farmers in Potharam village in
Karimnagar. The emerald green village, with
endless paddy �elds, is on the eastern side of
the Sriramsagar �ood �ow canal that carries wa-
ter from the Godavari river. This whistle-stop
tour and meeting with farmers was part of a
campaign by Dr. Reddy.

“If we don’t use this, can’t we do agricul-
ture?” Dr. Reddy said, addressing the gathering.
“Didn’t we do agriculture before this? Brush-
cutter leva, vere mandulu leva. Dina valla yava-
ruki upogam? (We have brush-cutters, sickles,
and other chemicals. Why use this toxic
substance?)”

He explained what made paraquat particular-
ly dangerous. “I used to get emergency cases of
snake bites and poisoning,” he said. “There
were antidotes for snakebites and the venom
was not always so toxic. But paraquat is in a dif-
ferent league. It destroys the cell structure and
there is no antidote.”

Doctors Against Paraquat comprises 202 doc-
tors drawn from di�erent parts of Telangana,
who lobbied with politicians, farmers, and bu-
reaucrats relentlessly for a ban on paraquat. Us-
ing social media and personal connections, Dr.
Reddy reached out to the Telangana Chief Mi-
nister’s O�ce, the Maharashtra Chief Minister’s
O�ce, the Prime Minister’s O�ce, and
politicians.

Yet, Potharam and other farming villages
have found paraquat useful. As labour shortage
is rising and the cost of hiring farm workers is
increasing, farmers use paraquat, which is la-
belled and sold as non-selective contact herbi-
cide (meaning, it does not di�erentiate between
one plant and another), to clean up residual
plants and weeds. Paraquat imports to India
rose from 8,598 tonnes in 2019-20 to 20,786
tonnes in 2022-23, according to the Lok Sabha
Unstarred Question No. 2542 under the Minister
of Agriculture and Farmers’ Welfare in 2025.

“Without any oversight or intervention by of-
�cials from the agriculture department, there is
a runaway use of paraquat in most parts of the
country. There are many accidental deaths due
to careless use as well,” says Kodanda Reddy,
Chairperson of the Telangana Agriculture Farm-
ers Welfare Commission, who has also worked
to get the ban imposed in the State.

“Currently we are working with e-commerce
companies as well as cyber crime o�cials to en-
sure that the product is not available in online
stores,” he adds. This lobbying appears to have
paid o�, as two big e-commerce sites — Flipkart
and Amazon — no longer list the chemical in Te-
langana. However, it is easily available from
smaller agriculture commerce sites.

A rush to save patients

Bodies are constantly wheeled in and out of the
Department of Forensic Medicine, Toxicology
and Autopsy Complex at Gandhi Hospital in

Hyderabad. Families wait in grief and the police
mill around. There is an overpowering odour of
bleach, urine, and putrefying �esh.

The toll of paraquat poisoning is evident
here. According to Dr. Atmudi Vivek Sai Ram’s
Doctor of Medicine dissertation, ‘An autopsy
based study on deaths due to Paraquat poison-
ing in Gandhi Hospital’, the facility recorded 217
cases of paraquat poisoning in 2024 and 2025.
Of these, 54% of the patients were farmers and
16% students. Of the 100 cases studied for the
dissertation, 94% were suicide cases and 5%
were accidental.

“There is no treatment for paraquat poison-
ing, no antidote. We only receive clues from the
family when bottles with labels are found near
the victim or there is an oral statement,” says
Dr. Krupal Singh, the head of department of Fo-
rensic Medicine and Toxicology. He is also part
of Doctors Against Paraquat.

“All we can do is symptomatic treatment,” Dr.
Singh adds. “As a result, treatment remains lar-
gely supportive, focusing on early gastrointesti-
nal decontamination, organ support, and pre-
vention of further oxidative damage. If the
patient is put on a ventilator, the progress of the
chemical is accelerated, with multiple organ fai-
lure and �brosis of lungs being irreversible.”

Inside the nephrology ward of the century-
old Osmania General Hospital in Hyderabad, pa-
tients sit in rows. “Every month, we get 4-5 pa-
raquat-related cases. Most of the patients die
within days,” says Dr. Manisha Shenoy, Head of
the Nephrology Department, who is the �rst
doctor to be called in once a patient suspected
of imbibing paraquat is wheeled into the
hospital.

“The prognosis is bleak even with advanced
treatment like CRRT,” she explains. “The chem-
ical causes rapid damage, �rst to the kidneys,
then the liver, and eventually the lungs. Intuba-
tion of a patient on a ventilator accelerates dam-
age to the lungs.” She does not remember any
survivors.

Poor regulatory e�orts

While the dangers of paraquat and its misuse
have drawn global attention, regulatory e�orts
in India have largely escaped public scrutiny.

Paraquat’s origins date back to the 1880s,
when it was �rst developed as a chemical dye.
Its herbicidal properties were discovered in the
1950s, and Imperial Chemical Industries began
marketing it as Gramoxone in the 1960s. Con-
cerns about its toxicity surfaced early in India.
In 1989, G. Vijaya Rama Rao, a doctor from Sid-
dipet, raised the issue in the Lok Sabha, but the
Agriculture Minister said the government had
received no reports of harmful e�ects.

However, Imperial Chemical Industries doc-
uments suggest the company was aware of the
risks. An agenda paper by the company dated
November 19, 1987, and accessed by The Hindu,
noted: “Suicidal abuse of the product will not
be eliminated.” According to the paper, the
company also chose not to dilute the chemical
to make it safer, calculating that this would in-
crease packaging size �vefold. It noted that “us-
age by farmers would reduce signi�cantly be-
cause of bulk inconvenience/higher prices.”

During these years, Imperial Chemical Indus-
tries was earning signi�cant revenues from pa-
raquat. In 1987, sales of the product reached
15,000 tonnes, generating £192 million, accord-
ing to a document from October 4, 1988, and ac-
cessed by The Hindu.

In August 2025, the Lok Sabha was informed
that there are 1,503 licensed manufacturers of
paraquat in the country. While Telangana
banned the herbicide on March 31, on April 16,
the Central Insecticides Board and Registration
Committee, at its 471st meeting, cleared seven
applications for formulation under indigenous
manufacture as “satisfactory.”

India has not been a passive player in the reg-
ulation of paraquat; it has also, at times, been an
enabler in its continued use. In May 2013, India
joined Guatemala in opposing the listing of pa-
raquat as a “severely hazardous pesticide formu-
lation” under Annex III of the Rotterdam Con-
vention, a multi-lateral environmental
agreement. Such a listing would not have led to a
banning of the chemical, but it would have re-
quired exporting countries to notify and obtain
prior consent from importing countries before
shipment. The proposal was supported by 118
countries but did not go through because the
treaty’s voting rules require complete
consensus.

CropLife India, representing 17 agro-chemical
companies, said to The Hindu, “Sudden restric-
tions on paraquat dichloride and carbosulfan,
just as kharif sowing begins, could raise input
costs, disrupt crop protection, and deepen
farmer vulnerability.” Paraquat is used on nearly
80 lakh acres in India and remains a low-cost
weed-control option for small farmers, it added.

In Karimnagar, however, the ban has already
had a visible impact. “Deaths due to paraquat
have dropped from around 30–50 per month be-
fore the ban to 3–5 now, according to data from
pulmonologists and nephrologists,” says Dr.
Reddy. “We can reach zero deaths if the ban is
imposed across the country and the chemical is
removed from shelves and online stores. All doc-
tors will breathe easier if that happens.”

Those in distress or having suicidal tendencies
could seek help and counselling by calling any of
the following numbers: 1Life - 78930-78930

serish.n@thehindu.co.in

A farmer sprays pesticides in a paddy field on the outskirts of Hyderabad. NAGARA GOPAL 

The human cost of a
deadly weed killer
In March, Telangana banned paraquat, one of the world’s most widely used and highly toxic weedicides,

becoming only the third State in India to do so. The herbicide is responsible for hundreds of deaths each year,

most of them suicides and some accidental. Serish Nanisetti reports on the campaign that led to the ban

and why much more remains to be done

A ban by
one State
without the
involvement
of
e-commerce
sites is just a
ban on
paper. It is
ine�ectual. 

DILEEP
KUMAR 
Pesticide Action
Network

Ambulance vans stand outside the Gandhi Hospital mortuary in Hyderabad,

where 217 paraquat victims were brought in for postmortem examination

between 2024 and 2025. NAGARA GOPAL 

Without any oversight or intervention by
o�cials from the agriculture department,
there is a runaway use of paraquat in most
parts of the country. 

KODANDA REDDY
Chairperson of the Telangana Agriculture Farmers Welfare
Commission
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UTTAR PRADESH

V
ishal Maurya boarded the Ganga Sutlej
Express at Akbarpur Junction in Uttar
Pradesh (U.P.) on June 8. The 22-year-
old was headed to Lucknow, 194 kilo-

metres away by rail. Across the seven-hour jour-
ney, what played in Maurya’s head on loop was a
plea. All he wanted was to pass the constable-
rank examination to be held on June 10 in Uttar
Pradesh’s capital.

Maurya is from Ghughurpatti in Ambedkar Na-
gar district, and passed out of school four years
ago. If he gets through the test, he hopes to
change the lives of his parents and lift genera-
tions of disadvantages o� their shoulders.

His parents work as agricultural labourers in
their village, and don’t own land. “When they
�nd work, they earn ₹300. I aspire to change
their fortunes. I studied diligently for the exam,
inspired by my online teacher who shares motiv-
ational stories of youths from similar back-
grounds who have succeeded in becoming con-
stables,” Maurya said. He added that for
generations they had “lived a life of inferiority”.
This was an opportunity “for people like us to
change our lives”. Maurya is a �rst-generation
learner. He works part-time as a construction
labourer.

On June 9, he was in Lucknow’s Charbagh rail-
way station, with thousands of others who had
arrived to take the exam. Charbagh is Lucknow’s
main railway station, situated in the heart of the
U.P. capital, just 3 km from Hazratganj, the down-
town area and main shopping centre of Luck-
now. Hazratganj remained overcrowded with
candidates for the U.P. constabulary posts writ-
ten examination. Held across June 8-10, all trains
departing from or arriving at the station were ful-
ly booked. Thousands of U.P. constable aspirants
stand on the �oors, with many sitting in the lava-
tories of the trains. On the platforms, there is
barely any space to walk. Thousands queue up to
charge their phones via a few dozen charging
points.

In the last week of December, 2025, U.P. noti-
�ed 32,679 posts of police constables and equiv-
alent positions, the lowest category of the work-
force under the State police force. The
registration process, which began on December
31, 2025, and ended on January 30, 2026, led to
28.86 lakh aspirants �lling the form to appear in
the written test at 1,183 centres across 75 districts.
More than 1.35 lakh candidates were allocated
test centres in Lucknow.

The platform of possibility

At the train station, Maurya’s story found reso-
nance with a stranger, Vaibhav Chaudhary, 24,
from Gorakhpur, a B.Tech graduate in Computer
Science. Screen-locking his OPPO A3x5G smart-
phone, he said, “Everyone in this sea of people
has a story �lled with urgency, desperation,
hope, and aspiration for this job. While taking the
exam, I thought of my 15-year-old sister and the
need to provide her with better educational op-
portunities, so she won’t have to struggle as I
did.”

Chaudhary battled the 40 degrees Celsius heat
in a yellow vest. He was returning from Baraban-
ki, about 20 km from Lucknow, after taking the
recruitment examination. To be eligible to quali-
fy, people must be between 18 and 27 years, de-
pending on the job, gender, and reservation, and
have passed class 12, the highest school
examination.

Chaudhary works as a gig worker in Gorakh-

pur. He says there are barely any private-sector
o�ce jobs that match his education. “I was of-
fered a ₹20,000 job in an IT �rm in Noida. It was
impossible to survive there on such a low salary,”
he said. Noida is in U.P. and is a part of the Na-
tional Capital Region. “A constable’s job is much
better than poorly paid engineering jobs. It pro-
vides job security and stability and includes at-
tractive perks and social security bene�ts, like
medical insurance and gratuity.” His parents are
marginal farmers with four acres of land.

The platforms were full of stories of people
coming in for exams, or leaving after, or coming
back after writing them. “I intentionally missed
�ve trains before boarding the Suhaildev Super-
fast express, but I still had to travel in the bath-
room,” said Pushpesh Kumar, 21, a second-year
BA English Literature student who took online
coaching for the test. He took the exam because
“There are hardly any job opportunities for En-
glish graduates. I am working as a private tutor,
making ends meet, preparing for government
jobs.” His plan B is a government teaching job,
“but that is a long road as I need to do a B. Ed (Ba-
chelor’s in Education).”

Sensing the massive in�ux of candidates, U.P.
Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath instructed the Ut-
tar Pradesh State Road Transport Corporation
(UPSRTC) to provide 50% concession on fares to
candidates appearing for the examination. They
simply had to present their admit cards to bus
conductors. Despite this, the public transport
system was overcrowded for at least three days in
the State, with many passengers having pre-
booked train tickets complaining of not being
able to board the train because of the huge rush
of young aspirants at multiple railway junctions.

Testing, testing

Over 21.92 lakh aspirants appeared in the exami-
nation. The written test consisted of 150 objec-
tive-type multiple-choice questions of two marks
each. The written examination syllabus was di-
vided into four sections: General Studies, Gener-
al Hindi, Numerical and Mental Ability tests, and
Reasoning.

The Uttar Pradesh Police Recruitment and
Promotion Board (UPPRPB), the recruiting agen-
cy, will prepare a list of shortlisted candidates
who passed the written test on a date yet to be

announced. Since 2008, the UPPRPB has been
entrusted to conduct selections for various non-
gazetted posts, including that of the U.P. consta-
ble. A senior Indian Police Service (IPS) o�cer as
Chairman of the agency heads and oversees all
the activities that occur in the board.

The second stage is the Physical Standard Test
(PST), where height will be checked. For general
and Other Backward Class (OBC) male candi-
dates, the minimum height requirement is 168
cm, while the minimum chest measurement re-
quirement is 79 cm (without expansion) and 84
cm (with expansion). For general and OBC fe-
males, the minimum height requirement is 152
cm and the minimum weight is 40 kilograms.

In the �nal stage, the candidates need to make
it through a physical e�ciency test, in which men
must run a distance of 4.8 km in 25 minutes and
female candidates 2.4 km in 14 minutes. A new
entrant will earn roughly ₹21,700 a month, with a
slew of bene�ts enjoyed by government servants.

Struggle and hope

A section of the candidates appearing in the re-
cruitment drive hails from farming families �ght-
ing to make ends meet in the Hindi headland. A
large number is also from the educated, salaried
section of society.

Aman Singh, 22, is a BSc Biotechnology degree
holder from Basti district in eastern U.P. His fath-
er is a retired teacher who taught classes 11 and
12. “I worked in a Dehradun-based �rm for a few
months. I �led the constable form as it is free
from private sector volatility and provides pro-
tection against lay o�s,” he said. Singh added that
he left his job as the wages were only ₹18,000 per
month. “The company believes there is a massive
oversupply of labour, hence at the entry-level,
they keep salaries low and stagnant. Now, I live
with my family in Basti, and I am preparing for
government jobs.”

Up to 9.24 lakh women candidates �led the
form, with the majority of them being accompa-
nied by at least one male family member in the
journey. 

Rachna Yadav, 24, from Lucknow, who has a
BA in Economics, and teaches in a private school,
has a similar story to tell: “In the private sector,
we get informal and poorly-paid jobs.” Her father,
who is an electrician, was carrying the luggage,
protecting her from the crowd. He said, “For pe-
ople like us, a government job is the only way to-
wards upward social and economic mobility. Ev-
ery person who is appearing is a struggler here;
their family is struggling in this materialistic
world.”

Vibhuti Narain Rai, a 1975-batch IPS o�cer
from the Uttar Pradesh cadre, served as the Di-
rector General of Police until he retired. He says,
in rural parts of the State, only a sarkari naukari
(government job), even if it’s at the lowest rung, is
considered a job, as it commands respect and
authority in society.

“In a volatile economic scenario, sarkari nau-
kari is a life-long safety net, whereas in private
jobs opportunities are shrinking and instability is
common,” he said. “Two people at the same level
will get one-third the pay in a private job. I was
vice-chancellor of a central university, and out of
eight drivers, four were permanently appointed
through a recruitment exercise. They were get-
ting over ₹45,000 as salary, apart from social se-
curity bene�ts. The four drivers who were hired
on a temporary basis were getting hardly ₹18,000
without bene�ts. People want to be fully em-

ployed by the government.”
Someone selected for a constable position

may rise to the post of Inspector in the State pol-
ice force after serving about 25 years in the police
service. He said the �rst two years are a proba-
tion period. It generally takes 5-8 years in service
to be promoted to the position of head constable,
then 5-8 years in service for promotion to sub-in-
spector. A team of a constable, a head constable,
and an Assistant Sub-Inspector form the back-
bone of the police. “They are the �rst to reach the
spot in a law-and-order situation,” Rai said. It’s
the constable’s job to maintain ties with local
informers.

A symbol of desperation

Critics alleged that the staggering number of job
seekers signi�es multiple challenges facing Uttar
Pradesh. “Over 80 candidates competing for one
constable post is a marker of many crises in the
State. It points to the fact that the Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party (BJP)-led government failed in generating
employment opportunities for millions of young
people in the State,” said Udai Veer Singh, the Sa-
majwadi Party (SP) spokesperson. He added that
the government makes claims of investment from
big companies, but nothing is changing on the
ground. “With constant paper leaks, the youth
are wasting away their years. Well-quali�ed peo-
ple are applying for low-pay jobs under frustra-
tion,” he said.

Pushing for a transparent and stringent exam-
ination system, in view of past instances of irreg-
ularities, the recruitment board made compre-
hensive security arrangements and took legal
action against those attempting to compromise
the integrity of the examination. The Recruit-
ment Board, on June 8, registered cases at Hus-
sainganj police station against the Telegram
channel ‘UPP Exam Paper’ and the Instagram ac-
count ‘UP Police Leak’ for their alleged involve-
ment in selling a fake question paper claiming it
had been leaked. In Azamgarh, a case was regis-
tered against Instagram user Ashutosh Kumar
Maurya for allegedly doing the same. He was ta-
ken into custody.

Sharat Pradhan, a veteran political commenta-
tor based in Lucknow, calls the huge rush for the
constable job a symbol of desperation among the
youth. “It points towards a kind of distress and
humongous failure of the system in employment
generation. If a BA pass-out in English, or a B.
Tech degree holder is competing for constable
jobs in the police force, it shows the overall sys-
tem is not generating opportunities to utilise
their skills and education,” added Pradhan.

Ajit Kumar Jha, an Oxford University-trained
political and social analyst who has followed U.P.
closely for four decades, says the State needs to
put in place emergency steps to generate employ-
ment opportunities. “This shows a structural
problem with U.P.’s economy, as a large popula-
tion is unemployed or underemployed. Many
among them are skilled youths,” he said.

He said the crisis is all the more serious be-
cause U.P. is a State with a low median age due to
fertility rates (2.4 between 2019-21 and 2.2 bet-
ween 2023-24; India’s was 2 for both periods).
U.P.’s median age is 24.7 years, among the lowest
in India, as per the Government of India data.

“Uttar Pradesh needs an industrial and manu-
facturing revolution to �x the crisis. It cannot be
done only by generating service-sector jobs,” Jha
said.

mayank.kumar@thehindu.co.in

Charbagh railway station in Lucknow, as thousands of candidates come in and leave after appearing for the Uttar Pradesh Police Constable Examination between June 8 and 10. SANDEEP SAXENA 

When hope and desperation collide
With over 28 lakh youths applying for a little over 32,000 constable-rank positions in Uttar Pradesh, the focus is back on employment opportunities and the 

increasing number of young degree holders in the State, reports Mayank Kumar

A
constable’s
job is much
better than
poorly paid
engineering
jobs. It
provides job
security and
stability and
includes
attractive
perks and
social
security
bene�ts, like
medical
insurance
and gratuity

VAIBHAV
CHAUDHARY
Gig worker in
Gorakhpur

Candidates outside an examination centre in Lucknow, where they sat for the

test to qualify as a constable. SANDEEP SAXENA 
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KARNATAKA

U
ntil 2007, Srilakshmi worked in jowar
�elds in Belagavi’s Athani taluk for ₹40
a day and a ration of two kg of grain.
Men alongside her earned ₹65 and the

same ration. During lean months when work
dried up, she joined nearly 50 others from the ta-
luk migrating over 100 km to Kolhapur in Maha-
rashtra, where they worked for over 60 days, cut-
ting leather into straps and soles and �nishing
Kolhapuri chappals, earning ₹120 a day with ac-
commodation. 

For Srilakshmi and thousands who migrated
for work, equal wages, guaranteed employment
within 15 days, and compensation for denial was
unthinkable. These promises formed the basis of
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Act, 2005 (MGNREGA). 

Right to work

Hailed with the social message of “Har hath ko
kaam mile, kaam ka pura daam mile” (every hand
should get work, and every worker should get the
full value of their labour), MGNREGA was intro-
duced in 2006 to legally guarantee the “right to
work”, combat chronic poverty and serve as a so-
cial security net, with workers saying it gave
them something they were long deprived of –
bargaining power. 

“It was MGNREGA that �rst recognised wo-
men as workers in their own right. That was
when many of us �rst saw our names on job

cards and opened bank
and post o�ce accounts in
our own names,” Srilaksh-
mi said.

Proudly narrating the
women’s �rst collective de-
mand for work, Bharathi
Santosh, a worker from
Raichur, said 120 women
had gone to the block of-
�ce in Sindhanur seeking
employment. “The o�cer

had never seen so many women turn up asking
for work,” she said. Two days later, many were al-
lotted work. “Four hours of work and equal in-
come. That felt powerful. We felt equal,” she said. 

Women have accounted for over 58% of
MGNREGA workers for the last �ve years, as per
o�cial data.

End of MGNREGA

After completing 20 years in February this year,
MGNREGA is set to be replaced. Starting July 1,
the Viksit Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajee-
vika Mission (Gramin), 2025 (VB-G RAM G Act)
will be rolled out nationwide.

VB-G RAM G has triggered sharp resistance
from sections of workers, who argue that it gua-
rantees “unemployment” under the pretext of a
guarantee scheme. Workers argue that the new
Act kills the “soul” of the scheme – by shifting
from a “demand-based” entitlement to a “supply-
driven” model, where funds are no longer open-
ended but capped.

Even before the Act is rolled out, the transition
has left workers without work. The Act was ear-

lier announced to come into e�ect in April 2026
and was then postponed to July.

“From March till June, Form 6 was not availa-
ble across gram panchayats. We were only told
that new forms will come under the new Act,
nothing beyond that,” said Krishnappa from Rai-
chur. “This is the peak season. The income cycle
revolves around wages – from buying seeds or re-
paying small debts taken to surviving the lean pe-
riod until the next round of work begins. If that
cycle breaks, there is no way to manage even bas-
ic expenses,” he said, adding that new worksites
were not being opened despite assurances that
MGNREGA would continue until the new Act
comes into e�ect.

125 vs 100

The scheme proposes 125 days of work, com-
pared to the 100 days guaranteed under the
MGNREGA. The government has invited objec-
tions to the draft rules ahead of rollout. However,
workers say their only demand is that VB-G RAM
G be immediately and unconditionally halted.

Workers and unions such as the NREGA Sang-
harsh Morcha said the law was passed through
both Houses of Parliament in less than a week,
and the same continues in the draft rules pro-
cess. The rules, released on May 23, 2026, gave
stakeholders until June 21 for feedback, even as
rollout is set for July 1. Unions wonder if these in-
puts will be considered at all if the decision has
already been made.

Power dynamics

Arguing that the changes could reshape wage dy-
namics across labour markets, Rajendran Na-
rayanan from NREGA Sangharsh Morcha said the
MGNREGA created a wage �oor below which
private employers found it harder to push work-
ers. “If employment under the scheme is restrict-
ed or suspended, large numbers of labourers are
pushed into the private labour market at once,
weakening bargaining power and bene�ting
large landowners and employers, while landless
labourers and women workers lose
out,” he said. 

He added that

the issue goes beyond workdays, as MGNREGA
provided an alternative source of income and the
ability to refuse exploitative wages, and reducing
it inevitably shifts power back towards
employers.

Capped employment

Notably, while the new Act increases the work-
days, it also caps the total amount of work that
can be generated. Unlike MGNREGA, where work
expanded with demand, the new framework ties
jobs to a �xed annual “normative” allocation for
each State. Once this central cap is exhausted, ad-
ditional demand is not met unless States fund it,
turning an open-ended entitlement into a bud-
get-restricted system. 

Split the bill

The scheme is also structured on a 60:40 funding
model, with States expected to contribute 40% of
the cost, unlike MGNREGA where wage pay-
ments were fully funded by the Centre.

Workers argue that similar Centre-State cost-
sharing patterns, as seen among ASHA and An-
ganwadi workers, often lead to delays in wage
payments when either side of funding is disrupt-
ed. Even under MGNREGA, they argue, wage re-
visions over time did not keep pace with in�a-
tion. 

The funding model has also drawn criticism
from the Karnataka government, which has ar-
gued that States are already under �scal stress
and cannot shoulder the burden of contributing
40% of the funds.

The Union government on June 9 released the
interim budget for VB-G RAM G. Karnataka has
been allocated ₹5,709.9 crore under the Act. An-
nouncing the release, Union Rural Development
Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan said that Karna-
taka, along with Jharkhand, Telangana and Mizo-
ram, is yet to complete all procedural formalities.
The total allocation for States under the interim
budget stands at ₹92,550.17 crore.

Not perfect

Workers’ unions acknowledged that MGNREGA
was not perfect, citing delayed fund releases,
wage payment backlogs and excessive digitisa-
tion as recurring post-COVID concerns, and ack-
nowledging that even the legal guarantee of 100
days was rarely met. While households were en-
titled to 100 days of work, data shows average
employment per hou- sehold
as close to 45 days.

In 2025-26, the average wage
rate per person per day was ₹342,
up from ₹282.2 in 2021-22, an in-
crease of only ₹59 – which work-
ers say does not re�ect rising
living costs. 

However, workers like
Chetana from Dharwad ar-
gued that if a demand-dri-
ven programme backed
by a legal guarantee, open-
ended funding commit-
ments and full central
support struggled to
provide 100 days of em-
ployment, how can a
scheme built on capped
allocations, shared state funding and
periodic work stoppages realistically
deliver 125?

Right under question

“We are told work will be given on-
ly if a requirement is identi�ed, ap-
proved and funded. If there is no
approved project or the budget is
exhausted, there is no work. That
means it is no longer a guarantee,
and the uncertainty decides wheth-
er we migrate,” said Mahantesh, a

worker from Kalabura-

gi. He added that work under the Act will be iden-
ti�ed by the Union government and if priorities
lie elsewhere, workers will have to migrate for
work. “How does someone sitting in Delhi know
what is the need in Raichur or Belagavi or anywh-
ere? How is that a right to work?” he contended.

Workers argue that the new Act is not a re-
placement for MGNREGA in any real sense. “Re-
placement means something better, beyond
changing name. Something that re�ects current
realities and is framed after consulting the people
it a�ects,” said another worker Mahesh from Gra-
meena Kooli Karmikara Sangha (Grakoos), em-
phasising that for labourers, power lay in the
gram panchayats – the �rst point of access for any
household seeking work.

“Every December, a gram panchayat meeting
would be held where we put forward our de-
mands. Work was planned and implemented ac-
cordingly,” said Gayathri Anjappa from Hubballi.
She added that the gram sabha decided village
works, with “the village’s priorities” guiding
planning. Under VB-G RAM G, however, access to
work depends on central priorities, noti�ed
areas and approved schemes through Viksit
Gram Panchayat Plans (VGPP).

Pause window

Another provision drawing criticism is the 60-
day “Seasonal Alignment Window,” under which
State governments can suspend all VB-G RAM G
works for up to 60 days a year during peak sow-
ing and harvesting seasons. Workers are expect-
ed to return to the private labour market during
this period, and since it is treated as an adminis-
trative pause, no unemployment allowance is
payable.

Workers say this marks another shift from
MGNREGA, where work could be demanded
throughout the year. “Karnataka’s uneven geog-
raphy makes such a blanket pause problematic,
as drought-prone north Karnataka depends far
more heavily on the scheme than the south, and
a uniform shutdown could hit the poorest re-
gions hardest, leaving migration as the only op-
tion,” argued Krishnappa, a worker from Koppal. 

The provision around pause-window rests on
the assumption that demand for work falls dur-
ing monsoon months – a claim contested by
workers. In Karnataka, 34.5 lakh people demand-
ed work between June and August alone in 2025-
26. 

‘Excessive digitisation’

Excessive digitisation has long been �agged as a
problem under MGNREGA, with workers com-

plaining that the National Mobile Monitor-
ing System (NMMS) used for attendance
is often a�ected by poor connectivity,
server failures and facial recognition er-
rors, leaving workers marked absent
despite completing work and losing

wages.
They say a system meant to im-

prove transparency has instead be-
come a barrier to wages. Even the Par-
liamentary Standing Committee report

in April 2025 had even recommended
pausing NMMS until glitches were
�xed and strengthening offline sys-
tems, noting that technology should
enable access to work, not block it. 

Workers argue the new Act pushes
further in the same direction. “Des-
pite repeated complaints, VB-G RAM
G relies even more on digital and bio-
metric systems for attendance, pay-
ments and monitoring,” said Raja K.,
another worker, adding there is still
no clarity from the Centre or State on

implementation. “If workers can lose
wages because a photo fails to upload or
a server crashes, what happens when
the system becomes even more depen-

dent on technology?” he asked.

People carrying out works under the MGNREGA at Honna Kiranagi near Jewargi taluk in Kalaburagi district. The scheme was introduced in 2006 to legally guarantee the ‘right to work’, combat chronic poverty, and serve as a social security net. ARUN KULKARNI 

No guarantee of 

right to work?
Hailed as one of the most important social welfare laws for making the State accountable for providing digni�ed

livelihoods, MGNREGA 2005 is set to be replaced by VB-G RAM G 2025. Sections of workers argue that the new

Act strips the scheme of its core promise, the right to work backed by a guarantee, writes Rishita Khanna

It was
MGNREGA
that �rst
recognised
women as
workers in
their own
right

SRILAKSHMI,
worker from
Athani

Women have accounted for over 58% of MGNREGA workers for the last five

years. ARUN KULKARNI 

2fc42cf3-7364-4766-badf-6d89935c52b0

2fc42cf3-7364-4766-badf-6d89935c52b0



A IN-XCM
YK

THE HINDU 

10 Saturday, June 13, 2026
Chennai

TELANGANA

W
hen M. Aditya stepped out of his
o�ce in Gachibowli, Hyderabad,
around 8 p.m. on Tuesday, the
rain had already stopped. But so

had the city. 
Outside, the roads were slick with rainwater,

tra�c stood frozen and a sea of red tail lights
stretched into the distance. His commute back
home to ECIL, Nagaram, which ordinarily takes
about 50 minutes, turned into a three-and-a-half-
hour ordeal of failed cab bookings, long walks to
the nearest Metro station, packed trains and gri-
dlocked roads. By the time he reached home, it
was well past 11.30 p.m.

“It was a nightmare. Just a few minutes of rain
brought the entire tra�c system to its knees,” he
recalls.

Aditya’s experience was not exceptional.
Across Cyberabad, photos and videos captured a
city at a standstill beneath the gleaming glass
towers of multinational corporations and luxury
residential complexes. According to police esti-
mates, more than three lakh vehicles were
caught in the tra�c gridlock that paralysed large
parts of Hyderabad’s western corridor. Stretched
bumper to bumper, they would have covered
roughly 824 acres, or 3.34 square kilometres — an
area equivalent to about 55 cricket grounds the
size of Rajiv Gandhi International Cricket Stadi-
um in Hyderabad.

For many commuters, the scale of disruption
seemed out of proportion to the rain spell that
had triggered it. 

“Such thunderstorms are a common summer
phenomenon following prolonged periods of in-
tense heat,” explains G.N.R.S. Srinivas, senior
meteorologist at the India Meteorological Depart-
ment (IMD), Hyderabad centre. “Telangana had
experienced temperatures between 41C and 46C
over several days, causing severe heating of the
land surface. The resulting temperature di�e-
rence between the landmass and the surround-
ing seas drew in moisture-bearing winds from
the Arabian Sea and Bay of Bengal, leading to the
formation of cumulonimbus clouds and short-
duration but intense rainfall events,” he adds.

Unlike monsoon rains, which are widespread

and persistent, the pre-monsoon showers are
highly localised, he says. “The June 9 downpour
was concentrated over pockets of the city while
several localities received very little rain. Such
events are typically driven by afternoon and
evening heat build-up and last for brief
durations.”

But rainfall intensity alone does not explain
the city’s �ooding problem, Srinivas argues.
Even rainfall totals of around 11 cm recorded in
some pockets of Hyderabad on Tuesday are not
extraordinary from a meteorological perspec-
tive, he says.

The �ooding, in many ways, is a billion-year-
old geological legacy with a 25-year-old urban
twist. The rocks and hills that once de�ned the
landscape may have given way to modern con-
crete towers, but the slopes and natural drainage
patterns remain. Unlike the relatively �atter
parts such as Charminar, Secunderabad, Nam-
pally, Balanagar, Khairatabad, Musheerabad and
Marredpally, western Hyderabad is shaped by a
dense network of hills, valleys and natural chan-
nels. On Tuesday evening, rainwater raced
through these gradients and pooled under �yov-
ers, along roads and around commercial hubs.

“The �ooding is due to the di�erence between
high-elevation and low-lying areas. Water natu-
rally �ows from higher ground to the plains. Ear-
lier, much of this water drained into Durgam
Cheruvu,” says Hari Sarvothaman, guest faculty
at the Centre for Earth, Ocean and Atmospheric
Sciences, University of Hyderabad.

“But now o�ce and residential buildings have
come up along the natural pathways, blocking
water �ow and causing �ooding in low-lying
areas. Gentle slopes and plains have been built
over, and permissions (for construction) have
been granted by urban planning authorities
without respecting geological contours,” adds
Sarvothaman, who has studied �oods in Hydera-
bad, including the deluge of August 2000.

The root of the problem, he says, goes back to
the birth of Cyberabad itself. 

As Hyderabad hopped onto the IT bandwagon
in the late 1990s, Cyberabad emerged as the ci-
ty’s �agship technology hub. The Cyberabad De-

velopment Authority, created on January 20,
2001, was tasked with developing a “model en-
clave commensurate with the concentration of
such institutions”. 

Cost of building against contours

Renowned architectural consultancy Vastu Silpi
Consultants helmed by B.V. Doshi prepared the
master plan, zoning framework and building reg-
ulations. Conceived around the area’s natural to-
pography, the plan included two high-density
corridors with a matching grid. Cyber Towers
had already come up in 1998 while the master
plan came into e�ect from October 29, 2001.

Nearly 25 years later, the city is paying the
price for design �aws, omissions and hubris, say
critics. While a master plan existed, geologists
were not part of the planning process. And then
there were modi�cations in the plan itself. A 2013
government order, for instance, redesignated a
proposed 24-metre CDA Master Plan road passing
through parts of Gopanpally and Manikonda as a
residential-use zone. This change occurred close
to the areas that witnessed �ooding on Tuesday
evening.

The consequences become evident during in-
tense rainfall events. A community note pre-
pared by IMD’s Srinivas states, “A 5-cm rainfall
event over one square kilometre generates
around 50,000 cubic metres of water, or nearly

50 million litres,
equivalent to ap-
proximately
10,000 water tank-
ers being emptied
simultaneously on-
to the urban ter-
rain.” 

With concrete
surfaces and paved
compounds in-
creasingly replac-
ing permeable
ground, natural
absorption is se-

verely restricted, causing runo� to rapidly ac-
cumulate, and leading to �ooding depths of 60
cm to 100 cm and widespread tra�c disruption,
it reads.

Srinivas believes that urban �ooding is not an
unavoidable consequence of climate change but
a manageable infrastructure challenge. His blue-
print proposes a four-month strategy involving
public awareness campaigns, compliance win-
dows for larger properties, digital veri�cation
mechanisms, targeted audits and penalties for
continued non-compliance.

On June 9, however, the city had little time to
respond. The downpour began around 5 p.m.,
just as lakhs of employees across the IT corridor
were leaving their o�ces and entering the road
network. Within minutes, water began accumu-
lating at vulnerable locations even as tra�c vol-
umes surged across western Hyderabad.

Queues built up at key places including Biodi-
versity Junction, Cyber Gateway, Hitec City Main
Road and the IKEA �yover before spilling onto
connecting roads and �yovers across Cyberabad.
By 6 p.m., the IT corridor had slipped into near-
complete gridlock. With more employees conti-

nuing to pour onto the roads, the congestion dee-
pened by the minute. 

“It took me four hours to cover just three kilo-
metres from Hitec City to Gachibowli. Mindspace
Road was a literal swimming pool,” recalls a com-
muter. Another spent nearly two hours and 15 mi-
nutes on a 1.8-km journey from Raidurg Metro
station to IKEA.

Struggle to untangle a gridlock

According to Cyberabad Tra�c DCP S. Sheshadri-
ni Reddy, authorities had little opportunity to in-
tervene once the scale of the crisis became clear.
“By the time we realised what was happening, all
the vehicles were already on the road. There was
no chance to put in diversions,” she says.

An advisory urging staggered o�ce timings
was issued around 4.30 p.m., but it was too late.
“We did not have an accurate forecast and the
authorities were caught o� guard,” Reddy adds.

The congestion proved so severe that even
emergency response teams and personnel tasked
with clearing waterlogging and restoring tra�c
struggled to reach a�ected locations. Reddy her-
self took more than 90 minutes to travel from Mi-
yapur to Gachibowli despite using internal roads. 

“What happened that night was essentially �-
re�ghting after the situation had already deve-
loped,” she says.

An hours-long tra�c gridlock in an Indian city
is no longer a story con�ned to local newspapers.
As Hyderabad and Telangana aggressively pursue
Global Capability Centres and global investment,
such episodes travel far beyond city limits, shap-
ing perceptions of the city’s infrastructure and
resilience.

Cyberabad Municipal Corporation Commis-
sioner G. Srijana acknowledges that the event
had exposed vulnerabilities despite monsoon
preparedness meetings held earlier this month.
She, however, rejects suggestions that the rainfall
was moderate, and describes it as a cloudburst-
like event that dumped nearly 57 mm of rain
within an hour. “We had a reality check on Tues-
day; I should admit that,” she says, adding that
while vulnerable locations had been identi�ed on
paper, the June 9 rain o�ered important lessons
in real-world conditions.

While accepting public criticism, Srijana main-
tains that several locations drained faster than
they did during previous rain events. However,
the presence of a water stagnation point for a few
minutes can translate into tra�c congestion last-
ing several hours, she notes.

New vulnerabilities

The rain also revealed new �ood-prone locations.
In some instances, engineering interventions ap-
peared to have shifted the problem rather than
eliminated it. Drainage works near Nectar Gar-
den, for example, addressed �ooding in one
stretch but resulted in waterlogging behind it.
“We have learned our lesson, and we are taking
corrective actions,” she says.

Can anything be done about Hyderabad’s re-
curring �ooding? Sarvothaman laughs at the
question. “Perhaps they can create trenches near
the foothills and drain the water to lower lying
catchment areas. But where will they �nd land to
create trenches,” he asks.

Congestion cascade: Tra�ic crawls on the perpetually congested Gachibowli stretch in Cyberabad. The IT corridor was among the worst a�ected after June 9 evening’s downpour triggered widespread waterlogging and a massive tra�ic gridlock. FILE PHOTO

When monsoon clogs
Hyderabad’s tech heart
A billion-year-old terrain, a 25-year-old master plan and decades of urbanisation later, the city’s IT corridor still

dreads the rain. On Tuesday, a brief but intense downpour exposed the fault lines beneath Cyberabad’s

gleaming skyline, trapping more than three lakh vehicles in a massive gridlock and raising fresh questions about

drainage, planning and infrastructure. Serish Nanisetti, Siddharth Kumar Singh and Lavpreet Kaur

decode why Cyberabad remains so vulnerable to �ooding

O�ce and
residential
buildings have
come up
along natural
pathways,
blocking
water �ow
and causing
�ooding in
low-lying
areas. Gentle
slopes and
plains have
been built
over, and
permissions
for
construction
have been
granted
without
respecting
geological
contours.

HARI
SARVOTHAMAN,
Geologist

By the time we realised
what was happening, all
the vehicles were
already on the road.
There was no chance to
put in diversions.

S. SHESHADRINI REDDY,
DCP (Tra�c), Cyberabad
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The rupee surged 67 paise to close at 95.18
against the greenback on Friday as global oil
prices fell sharply after U.S. President Donald
Trump indicated an imminent deal with Iran. A
�rm trend in domestic equity markets and a
weaker American currency also supported the
rupee, forex traders said. At the interbank
foreign exchange, the rupee opened at 95.40 and
traded in the range of 94.95-95.53 before settling
at 95.18, up 67 paise from its previous close. PTI

Rupee surges 67 paise 
against ‘weaker’ U.S. dollar

INBRIEF
�

In what could serve as a major boost to India’s
nuclear energy ambitions, the Finance Ministry
in an order on Thursday, waived customs duty
on speci�c imports required for spurring
generation of nuclear energy. Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman had announced extending
the basic customs duty exemption on imports
necessary for nuclear power projects up to 2035.
The latest order takes retrospective e�ect,
extending relief to imports made between April 1,
2019 and January 31 this year.

Govt. waives duty on nuclear
power equipment imports

S
olar energy projects
that are on the books
and waiting for im-

plementation, may be im-
pacted by the approved list
of cell manufacturers
(ALCM) for solar cells that
came into e�ect on June 1.

According to the ap-
proved list of module ma-
nufacturers (ALMM) order
issued in 2019, solar photo-
voltaic module manufac-
turers should use solar PV
cells only from those listed
under the ALCM.

The introduction of
ALCM may create several
challenges for the Indian
solar industry as it has
come into e�ect without
ensuring adequate domes-
tic cell manufacturing ca-
pacity, said C. Narasimhan,
president of the Indian So-
lar Association.

India’s module manu-
facturing capacity has
reached approximately
190 GW, whereas domestic
solar cell manufacturing
capacity is only around 25
GW. India’s annual solar in-
stallation requirement is
estimated at about 50 GW.
With domestic cell manu-
facturing capacity substan-
tially lower than demand, a
supply de�cit is likely to
emerge, he told The Hindu.

Data of projects that are
awaiting installation in dif-
ferent States are not availa-
ble publicly. And, the

ALCM order for solar PV
cells has come into e�ect
just 12 days ago. “However,
it has an impact on both
prices and availability,”
said Mr. Narasimhan.

Prior to the implemen-
tation of mandatory dom-
estic cell sourcing require-
ments, solar module
manufacturers were able
to procure solar cells from
international markets
though the Basic Customs
Duty on it is 20%. 

It is learnt that imported
solar cells are reportedly
available at approximately
₹5 per watt. The price of
domestically manufac-
tured solar cells is said to
be in the range of ₹13 per
watt, he said.

The resulting high costs
would ultimately have to
be absorbed by project de-
velopers, investors, elec-
tricity consumers, distri-
bution companies,
commercial and industrial
consumers, or the govern-
ment through various sup-

port schemes, he said.
With the mandatory

Domestic Content Require-
ment (DCR), many EPC
and manufacturing com-
panies may face closure as
module availability will be-
come an issue, he added.

Residential rooftop so-
lar installations are going
on with DCR cells because
consumers get subsidy un-
der PM Surya Ghar. 

Commercial installa-
tions or solar park deve-
lopment projects contri-
bute 70% of the total
installation and will be af-
fected, Mr. Narasimhan
said.

Further, insu�cient cell
availability may lead to un-
derutilisation of module
manufacturing facilities.

“While there are cases
in courts regarding this is-
sue, the government
should look at a phased im-
plementation of the ALCM
till the cell production ca-
pacity comes to at least 100
GW,” he added.

Mandate on solar cell
manufacturing may
hit projects on books

Low voltage: Phased implementation of the ALCM has been sought

till the cell production capacity comes to at least 100 GW. AFP

Approved list of cell manufacturers given e�ect without ensuring

adequate domestic cell manufacturing capacity, says solar association

M. Soundariya Preetha
COIMBATORE

Seeking to curb the recent
“extraordinary” increase
in sales of petrol and die-
sel, the government, in an
order late on Thursday,
barred industrial and com-
mercial consumers from
purchasing petrol and die-
sel from retail outlets and
directed them to source
the fuels only from dedi-
cated supply channels. 

Additionally, the go-
vernment also directed re-
tail outlets not to dispense
more than 200 litres of die-
sel in a day to either a con-
sumer or a vehicle. The
same cannot be resold, ac-
cording to the order.

The directive would be
in force for 90 days unless
revoked before the stipu-
lated date. 

In a statement on Fri-
day, the government un-
derlined that the latest di-
rective sought to arrest an
“uneven extraordinary de-
mand growth” in some re-

tail outlets that is stem-
ming from consumers of
bulk diesel increasingly
turning to State-owned oil-
marketing companies’ re-
tail outlets.

“This is driven by indus-
trial and direct or institu-
tional and commercial
consumers, who have
been shifting their pro-
curement from their dedi-
cated consumer pumps to
retail outlets due to the dif-
ference between bulk and
retail diesel prices,” the
statement read.

Bulk diesel is about ₹40

per litre more expensive
than the one sold at retail
outlets.

Further, according to
the government, there has
been about 58% decline in
sale of diesel among priv-
ate oil marketing compa-
nies in May this year —
from the same period last
year — owing to compara-
tively higher prices at their
pumps.

Privately-owned oil mar-
keting companies imme-
diately pass on the elevat-
ed pressure onto the �nal
consumer of retail fuels
sold at their pumps unlike
State-owned companies.

State-owned compa-
nies’ retail pumps in 80
districts have witnessed
more than 30% growth in
sale of diesel during the
same period, the govern-
ment added.

“Blatant instances of
procurement of large
quantities of diesel in jerry
cans, and its resale have
come to the notice of the
government,” it said.

Govt. bars bulk buyers from
retail purchase of petrol, diesel
Saptaparno Ghosh
NEW DELHI

Procurement of large quantities

of diesel in jerry cans had come

to the government’s notice. 

Investors were elated after
oil prices plummeted 2.5%
to $88.1 levels on hopes of
a peace deal between Iran
and the U.S. Benchmark
Nifty and Sensex rose over
2% to 23,622.90 and
75,527.95 points on Friday.

Nifty opened at
23,412.55 points, 1.22%

above the previous day’s
close, and traded at about
23,350 before the day’s
close. Sensex, too, saw a si-
milar pattern.

All sectoral indices im-
proved, with some gaining
up to 3% or more. Most
stocks that traded in the
session advanced, suggest-
ing a broad-based rally.

“The sharp market re-
covery suggests that inves-

tors are beginning to price
in a more favourable geo-
political outcome. While a
formal agreement remains
pending, the moderation
in crude oil prices and ru-
pee gain have improved
the near-term outlook for
domestic equities,” said
Siddhartha Khemka, Head
of Research, Wealth Man-
agement, Motilal Oswal Fi-
nancial Services Ltd.

Investors upbeat as oil becomes
cheaper on hopes of peace deal

Ashokamithran T.
MUMBAI

The NCLT has dismissed
an insolvency petition �led
by Empire Transport Ser-
vices Ltd. (ETSL) against
Noida Metro Rail Corpora-
tion observing that there
were ‘genuine’ pre-existing
disputes between the par-
ties over service quality,
contractual obligations
and payment deductions.

The Allahabad Bench of
NCLT rejected ETSL’s plea
seeking initiation of Corpo-
rate Insolvency Resolution
Process (CIRP) against Noi-
da Metro Rail Corporation
(NMRC) under Section 9 of
the Insolvency and Bank-
ruptcy Code (IBC).

ETSL approached NCLT
claiming operational dues
of about ₹7.09 crore arising
from a bus operators pact
signed with NMRC.

NCLT rejects
insolvency
plea against
Noida Metro

Press Trust of India
NEW DELHI

Indian groups represent-
ing alcohol giants Diageo,
Pernod Ricard, Heineke-
nand Carlsberg, accused
Telangana of breaching ac-
counting rules over dues it
owes them totalling almost
$400 million. India’s big-
gest beer-consuming state
by volume, like many oth-
er local governments in In-
dia, requires liquor �rms
to supply only to State-run
depots, which then sell to
retailers, forcing the �rms
to rely on State govern-
ments for payment.

The system has long
soured relations with big
drinks companies and last
year, Telangana o�cials
acknowledged they owed
money to liquor �rms
without giving reasons for
the delayed payments.

Global liquor
�rms chase
Telangana for 
$400 mn dues 

Reuters
NEW DELHI

SpaceX rose 11% in its Nas-
daq debut on Friday, lifting
its valuation to about $1.96
trillion as investors piled
into the world’s largest IPO
and bought into Elon
Musk’s sprawling empire
spanning rockets, satellite
communications and AI to
Wall Street.

The stock opened for
trading at $150 compared
with the IPO price of $135
per share. The deal was be-
ing closely scrutinised be-
cause of the stakes for the
IPO market, which some
bankers said could face dif-
�culties if SpaceX shares
close below Thursday’s
pricing level.

With SpaceX widely
viewed as a dress rehearsal
for a new generation of
mega-listings, market par-
ticipants will also be watch-
ing for signals on investor
appetite ahead of forth-

coming IPOs for AI heavy-
weights Anthropic and
OpenAI.

The landmark listing ce-
mented Mr. Musk’s status
as the �rst trillionaire ever
and propelled SpaceX into
the ranks of the world’s
most valuable companies -
even though the �rm post-
ed a loss of nearly $5 bil-
lion last year and generat-
ed only a fraction of the
revenue brought in by si-
milarly valued tech giants.

SpaceX opens 11%
higher on Nasdaq

A billboard of SpaceX visuals at

the Times Square, U.S. 

Reuters

NLC India has emerged as the preferred bidder
for a Vanadium, Titanium and Aluminous
Laterite block in Telangana. “NLC India Limited
is declared as preferred bidder for Parvathapur
Vanadium, Titanium and Aluminous Laterite
block of Sanga Reddy, Telangana, subsequent to
the Critical and Strategic mineral blocks
e-auction held on June 11 by the Union Ministry of
Mines,” the company said in a �ling on Friday.

NLC wins Telangana 
critical minerals’ block bid

Estonian government o�-
cials and business execu-
tives are expressing greater
interest in cooperating
with India in defence and
trade, even as the Baltic
country, with a population
of 14 lakh, works to streng-
then its position amid the
Russia-Ukraine war.

“India is one of the most
interesting markets, be-
cause the population is still
growing for a long time,”
Ahti Kuningas, Secretary-
General of Estonia’s Minis-
try of Economic A�airs and
Communications said in a
brie�ng last month to visit-
ing journalists. 

“You de�nitely have to
be more present there.”
Mr. Kuningas listed areas
such as ‘wood chemistry,
machinery, drones… and
then a little piece of chips’

where cooperation could
be possible.

Sigrid Rajalo, director of
the Ministry’s Economy
and Technology Depart-
ment, pointed out to engi-
neering and ICT as �elds in
which Indian students
“found their way to our un-
iversities.” Foreign Minis-
ter Margus Tsahkna added
Estonia could serve as a
“gateway to the European

Union” for Indian �rms.

E-residency
Mr. Tsahkna endorsed Es-
tonia’s e-residency pro-
gramme as a way for more
entrepreneurs to access
global markets. 

Medical cooperation
Priit Salumaa, founder of
Better Medicine which
builds AI solutions for ra-
diologists, said he travelled
to the AI Impact Summit in
Delhi in February with the
Estonian President’s dele-
gation. 

Stating he had held dis-
cussions with incorporat-
ing his �rm’s technology in
Indian hospitals, he said a
key policy adjustment ap-
plied to U.S. and U.K.
would help �rms like his.

(The author was in Tal-
linn at the invitation of the
Estonian Ministry of Fo-
reign A�airs.)

Estonia, industry eye trade,
defence ties with India

Aroon Deep
TALLINN

A bee sits on a dandelion flower

in a park on a sunny day in

Tallinn, Estonia. AP

Nestle India on Friday re-
jected allegations that in-
sects were found in its
MAGGI noodles product,
after a news agency report-
ed India’s food regulator
had taken cognisance of
social media complaints
and issued notice to the
consumer goods company.

Nestle India said in a
statement that the concern
was raised from an unveri-
�ed social media account
and that the account hol-
der did not respond to re-
peated requests for the
sample.

Testing of a reference
sample from the same
batch at an independent
laboratory noti�ed by the
Food Safety and Standards
Authority of India (FSSAI)
found no infestation, Nes-
tle India said.

Nestle India
says no
infestation in
its noodles

Reuters

SAP would deploy 200 AI
agents as part of its work-
force by end of this year,
said Manos Raptopoulos,
global president,cCustom-
er success – Europe, APAC,
Middle East & Africa.

The company deployed
more than 50 domain-
speci�c Joule Assistants
across �nance, supply
chain, procurement, hu-
man capital management
and customer experience.

End-to-end process
“These assistants will auto-
mate end-to-end processes
by orchestrating a subset
of over 200 specialised

agents to execute precise
tasks,” he said.

AI was the backbone of
the Autonomous Enter-
prise and in SAP, AI was

grounded in deep industry
context and rich business
semantics, said Mr.Rapto-
poulos, also member of the
extended board, SAP SE.

“This means, AI truly
understands the process-
es, and data of your specif-
ic industry.As this embed-
ded intelligence becomes
core to operations, organi-
sations become more
adaptive, resilient and fu-
ture-ready,’ he said while
delivering a keynote ad-
dress at SAP Now AI Tour.

Agentic AI returns 
SAP forecast agentic AI re-
turns in India were project-
ed to grow �vefold to $14.4
billion. Overall, AI ROI in
India would rise from 22%
to 39% in two years and
the country ranked second
worldwide in strategic ap-
proaches to AI investment,
the German enterprise

software �rm said.
SAP also disclosed In-

dian enterprises were ra-
pidly moving beyond AI ex-
perimentation to
value-driven implementa-
tion—positioning them-
selves as global leaders in
enterprise-wide adoption.

Re�ecting this momen-
tum, Indian organisations
plan to invest $25.9 million
in AI with spending expect-
ed to grow by 45% over
next two years, as per a
study conducted by SAP in
collaboration with Oxford
Economics.

The data also showed
that from experimentation
to execution, AI took
centre stage in India Inc.
For instance, 71% of Indian

businesses have de�ned AI
strategy aligned with busi-
ness goals. AI supports
33% of business tasks glo-
bally and likely to rise to
51% over next two years.

Embed AI into core
In his address, Manish Pra-
sad, president and MD,
SAP Indian Subcontinent,
said, “India stands at the
forefront of one of the
most signi�cant technolo-
gy shifts of our time — and
our survey shows organisa-
tions are not waiting on the
sidelines. Customers are
moving decisively beyond
experimentation, embed-
ding AI into the core of
their business and making
it a strategic priority.”

This momentum, he
said, combined with In-
dia’s strong digital founda-
tion, deep talent pool, and
vibrant innovation ecosys-
tem, uniquely positioned
the country not just to
adopt AI at scale but lead
the next wave of enterprise
transformation and de�ne
how AI delivers real busi-
ness value globally.

According to the compa-
ny’s senior leadership,
SAP’s vision of the Autono-
mous Enterprise focuses
on helping organisations
bring together Arti�cial In-
telligence, data, and busi-
ness processes to drive
more connected, trusted
and responsible business
outcomes at scale.

SAP to deploy 200 Arti�cial Intelligence agents in ’26
Mini Tejaswi
BENGALURU

Leading player: The country ranked second worldwide in strategic

approaches to AI investment, according to SAP. REUTERS

Tata Motors Passenger
Vehicles Ltd said it will in-
crease prices of its passen-
ger vehicle portfolio, in-
cluding both internal
combustion engine (ICE)
and electric vehicles (EVs)
by up to 1.5% from July 1,
marking its second hike in
three months after the
company raised prices of
its ICE vehicle range from
April 1 amid escalating cost
pressures due to the ongo-
ing West Asia con�ict-led
disruptions.

Tata Motors to
hike prices of
cars, SUVs by
up to 1.5%

Press Trust of India
NEW DELHI
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A
key surveillance
tool seen as vital in
preventing terror

attacks in the United States
and catching foreign spies
is set to expire Friday after
congressional e�orts to
temporarily extend it
failed in bipartisan fash-
ion. It’s a signi�cant lapse
for the programme known
as Section 702, and even as
President Donald Trump
nominates a new National
Intelligence Director more
palatable to both Republi-
cans and Democrats than
his initial pick, it’s unclear
how soon lawmakers — set
for recess — would be able
to revive the spy
programme.

Still, there may not be
an immediate drop-o� gi-
ven that a court order from
March authorised these go-
vernment surveillance
powers to remain in e�ect
for another year. 

The provision is a part
of the Foreign Intelligence
Surveillance Act, known as
FISA, and grants American
spy agencies sweeping
powers to collect and exa-
mine the communications
of foreigners located out-
side the United States with-
out �rst getting a warrant. 

U.S. o�cials see the law
as an invaluable national
security tool that has
helped disrupt potential
acts of terrorism, yielded
valuable insight into ran-
somware attacks on critical
infrastructure and contri-

buted to the killing of al-
Qaida leader Ayman al-Za-
wahri in a 2022 drone
strike. The law was passed
in 2008 as an e�ort to cod-
ify key aspects of a prede-
cessor spy programme
created by President Ge-
orge W. Bush’s Republican
administration.

Since then, o�cials
across administrations of
both major political parties
have warned that without
the law the government
won’t be able to collect
crucial intelligence over-
seas. The periodic need to
reauthorise the law has
prompted protracted de-
bate in Congress well be-
fore this year, including
discussion over whether
additional guardrails are
needed to protect the pri-
vacy of Americans and
their personal data.

That’s because when
the government eaves-
drops on foreigners

abroad, it also sweeps up
the communications of
American citizens and oth-
ers in the U.S. who are in
contact with those surveil-
lance targets.

Civil liberties advocates
have raised concerns over
revelations that FBI ana-
lysts over the years have
improperly queried the
vast repository of intelli-
gence collected through
the programme for infor-
mation about Americans,
including related to the Ja-
nuary 6, 2021, riot at the
Capitol by a mob of Trump
supporters and the racial
justice protests of 2020, as
well as about state and fed-
eral political �gures.

Some of those advo-
cates have said the govern-
ment should be required to
have a warrant before exa-
mining communications
collected from Americans.
U.S. o�cials have said that
a warrant would be legally

unnecessary and overly
cumbersome and that cor-
rective measures have
been implemented to re-
duce the number of im-
proper queries. Complicat-
ing the debate is the
unlikely political alliances
it has produced, uniting a
coalition of lawmakers
sceptical of government
surveillance that includes
both privacy-minded liber-
al Democrats and Republi-
cans who still regard the
intelligence community
with suspicion over the in-
vestigation of ties between
Russia and Mr. Trump’s
2016 Republican presiden-
tial campaign.

Democrats balked when
Mr. Trump picked Bill
Pulte to serve as acting na-
tional intelligence director
and refused to support a
FISA extension until the se-
lection was withdrawn.
Pulte, a Trump loyalist
with no known national se-

curity experience, has set
o� alarms by using his
perch as director of the
Federal Housing Finance
Agency to facilitate du-
bious mortgage fraud in-
vestigations of perceived
Trump adversaries.

A House vote this week
that would have tempora-
rily extended the pro-
gramme collapsed, with 19
Republicans and nearly all
Democrats rejecting the
temporary measure, 198-
218. A Senate e�ort to ap-
prove its own versions also
failed. After those votes,
Mr. Trump announced he
was tapping Jay Clayton, a
U.S. attorney in Manhattan
who previously served as
chairman of the Securities
and Exchange Commis-
sion, as his permanent
pick for Director of Nation-
al Intelligence, or DNI. The
pick was warmly received
on Capitol Hill, but it was
not enough to break the
impasse before Friday’s
scheduled expiration.

Programme renewed
Connecticut Rep. Jim
Himes, the top Democrat
on the House Intelligence
Committee, said that he
has “known and respect-
ed” Mr. Clayton for de-
cades and that had he been
tapped a week ago, “lots of
pain might have been
avoided.”

“His intelligence, tem-
perament and deep com-
mitment to public service
will make him a terri�c
DNI,” Mr. Himes said.

Republican Arkansas

Sen. Tom Cotton, chair-
man of the Senate Intelli-
gence Committee, and Io-
wa Sen. Chuck Grassley,
chairman of the Senate
Judiciary Committee, have
warned the Trump admi-
nistration to prepare “for a
potential signi�cant gap in
foreign intelligence
collection.”

The expiration is likely
to be the �rst meaningful
lapse of Section 702 since it
was created more than 15
years ago. In 2024, the Se-
nate barely missed its mid-
night deadline before vot-
ing to approve a Bill that
was then signed by Presi-
dent Joe Biden, a Demo-
crat, creating a brief lapse.

Despite the lapse,
there’s no expectation of
any immediate drop-o� in
intelligence collection as
the U.S. hosts a series of
events this summer with
potential national security
concerns, including the
World Cup and festivities
surrounding the 250th
birthday of the nation. 

A March opinion from
the secretive Foreign Intel-
ligence Surveillance Court
certi�ed the programme’s
renewal for another year,
meaning that Section 702’s
authority is expected to re-
main intact for months.

Even so, it’s conceivable
that without congressional
reauthorisation, a telecom-
munications company or
Internet service provider
could challenge the go-
vernment’s ability to com-
pel it to cooperate with its
demands for surveillance.

With key U.S. surveillance programme
expiring, fate of Section 702 uncertain 

Act under review: Speaker Mike Johnson briefs reporters at U.S. Capitol in Washington on Thursday

after the House did not extend FISA Section 702 surveillance powers ahead of Friday’s deadline. AFP

Section 702 grants U.S. spy agencies powers to gather communications of foreigners without warrant; however, over the years, activists have raised

concerns that the security tool has been misused for info on citizens, including in relation with 2021 Capitol hill riot and 2020 racial justice protests 

Associated Press
WASHINGTON

Japan’s �agship H3 rocket successfully blasted o�
on Friday, live footage showed, months after its
previous mission to put a geolocation satellite into
orbit ended in failure.

The H3 was developed to boost the internation-
al competitiveness of Japan’s rocket industry, and
the country’s space agency has come under pres-
sure to increase the success rate of launches. 

The rocket has been mooted as a rival to Spa-
ceX’s Falcon 9, and could one day deliver cargo to
bases on the moon. On Friday, the rocket — which
was carrying six small satellites — lifted o� at 9:53
a.m. (0053 GMT) from Tanegashima Space Center
in southern Japan.

“The second-stage combustion, action control
and trajectory are all normal,” the Japan Aeros-
pace Exploration Agency ( JAXA) said in a live You-
Tube broadcast, about six minutes after blast-o�.

The satellites loaded onto the rocket included
Tokyo University of Science’s “Umitsubame”,
which observes earth and other targets with a
high-performance camera, and Shizuoka Univer-
sity’s “Shiraito”, which is testing space debris cap-
ture technology, according to JAXA.

Designed for “high �exibility, high reliability,
and high cost performance”, JAXA had toasted
�ve successful launches of the H3 before Friday,
but there have been two failures, including the
last one in December.

H3 project manager Makoto Arita said prior to
lift-o� that the latest attempt was “crucial for our
comeback” following December’s failed mission,
in which a second-stage engine terminated pre-
maturely. The space agency is targeting up to
eight H3 rocket launches a year, according to a
JAXA o�cial.

Following earlier
setbacks, Japan’s
H3 rocket lifts o� 

H3 rocket No. 6 being launched from Tanegashima Space

Center in Kagoshima Prefecture, Japan, on Friday. AFP

Agence France Presse
TOKYO

Massive cuts to interna-
tional aid have put the
world’s response to HIV
“in peril”, the UN’s top
AIDS o�cial warned Fri-
day, as a new report re-
vealed the scale of disrup-
tion to HIV prevention
e�orts. 

Last year, the new admi-
nistration of U.S. President
Donald Trump — with help
from then-adviser Elon
Musk — dismantled the
world’s largest aid agency,
the United States Agency
for International Develop-
ment USAID), and slashed
global funding.

Countries including the
U.K., France and Germany
followed his lead in slash-
ing aid funding, leaving hu-
manitarian organisations

reeling and severely im-
pacting e�orts against dis-
eases such as HIV that par-
ticularly a�ect the world’s
poorest and most vulnera-
ble people.

“This is the most serious
disruption in the HIV res-
ponse since the world
came together to �ght this
disease,” UNAIDS execu-
tive director Winnie Byany-

ima told AFP. The signi�-
cant progress the world
was making against HIV
had already been stalling,
but “it is now in peril be-
cause of sudden cuts,” she
said.

It will take time for the
full impact of these fund-
ing cuts to become clear —
but there are already signs
that hard-fought gains are

being reversed, Ms. Byany-
ima added.

In the countries most af-
fected by HIV — most of
which are in sub-Saharan
Africa — HIV testing rates
under a major programme
decreased by 22%, the re-
port said.

“By the nature of this
disease, new infections
will show up in the follow-
ing years, not immediate-
ly,” Ms. Byanyima said.

She called for the world
to show “global solidarity”
to bring an end to a “virus
that knows no borders”.

The report was released
ahead of a UN General As-
sembly meeting on HIV
and AIDS starting on June
22, where member states
are expected to adopt a
political declaration to
guide the world’s response
over the next �ve years.

Massive cuts to international aid put
�ght against HIV ‘in peril’, warns UN
Agence France Presse
PARIS

Proactive step: People at the launch of a rollout programme for

Lenacapavir, a drug used to treat HIV, in Secunda, South Africa. AP

Holding ground

Furious youth: Student protesters tear down a police barricade during a rally against fuel price hike, ine�icient government spending, and

military involvement in civilian a�airs in Jakarta, Indonesia, on Friday. AP

In a new blow to the Krem-
lin’s narrative that Moscow
is winning the 4-year-old
war in Ukraine, Kyiv’s forc-
es have targeted supplies
to Crimea, triggering the
worst fuel crisis on the
Black Sea peninsula since
it was illegally annexed by
Russia in 2014.

The persistent attacks
re�ect the growing intensi-
ty and e�ciency of Uk-
raine’s drone strikes and
have caught Russia o�-
guard and struggling for a
response.

As the country marks
the Russia Day national ho-
liday on Friday, signalling
the start of summer vaca-
tions, the gas shortages are
threatening to cause furth-
er disruptions to the tou-
rism-dependent region

with its beaches and
resorts.

In a rare public acknow-
ledgment, the Kremlin has
recognised the scope of
the problem and promised
to address the issue
quickly.

Ukraine’s successes
have highlighted its ability
to in�ict painful damage to
Russia and change the
course of the con�ict while
Moscow’s advances recent-
ly have ground to a near
halt. On Thursday, Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Uk-
raine reached its 1,569th
day, surpassing the dura-
tion of World War I.

Control of Crimea
Crimea has been a jewel in
Russia’s imperial crown
since it was seized from
Turkic-speaking Tatars in
the 18th century after Mos-

cow defeated the Ottoman
Empire. Soviet leader Niki-
ta Khrushchev transferred
Crimea from Russia to Uk-
raine in 1954 when both re-
publics were part of the
USSR. When the Soviet Un-
ion collapsed in 1991, the
diamond-shaped peninsu-
la became part of newly in-
dependent Ukraine.

Russia kept a naval base
in Sevastopol, and when a
Moscow-friendly Ukrai-
nian President was ousted
by a popular uprising in
February 2014, Russian
President Vladimir Putin
sent in troops to overtake
Crimea. Weeks later, Mos-
cow annexed the peninsu-
la following a referendum
that most of the world re-
fuses to recognise.

Soon afterward, a Mos-
cow-backed separatist in-
surgency erupted in east-

ern Ukraine, and �ghting
there raged with varying
intensity until the Febru-
ary 2022 invasion. Russian
troops concentrated in Cri-
mea quickly seized large
parts of southern Ukraine
early in the war and se-
cured the land route to the
peninsula.

Since early in the war,
Ukraine has �red missiles

and drones to try to dis-
lodge Moscow’s hold on
the territory. The Ukrai-
nian military sank several
Russian warships in the
Black Sea and at their Cri-
mean bases, crippling Mos-
cow’s naval capability and
forcing it to redeploy its
�eet to Novorossiysk.

Ukraine also methodi-
cally targeted munitions

depots, air�elds and Mr.
Putin’s prized asset, the
Kerch Bridge linking Cri-
mea to Russia.

Since the Kerch Bridge
attacks, Russia has chan-
nelled most fuel and other
supplies along the highway
and railroad via the occu-
pied territories along the
Sea of Azov coast. Those
shipments were interrupt-
ed last month, when Ukrai-
nian drones hit fuel trucks
on the highway, leaving be-
hind dozens of burning
vehicles. Other relentless
strikes hit re�neries, oil de-
pots and pipelines deep in-
side Russia, hurting its oil
exports and causing dom-
estic fuel shortages.

Calculated attacks
The Washington-based In-
stitute for the Study of War
noted the synergy between

periodic fuel shortages
from Ukrainian strikes be-
fore, but this crisis is the
worst since its 2014
annexation.

Social networks have
been abuzz with requests
and advice on where to
�nd fuel, and authorities
launched a hotline for tou-
rists who have found them-
selves trapped.

While fuel shipments
over the Kerch Bridge long
has been suspended for se-
curity reasons since the
Ukrainian attacks, fuel also
has been carried by ferries.
Those shipments are ex-
pected to increase.

Kremlin spokesperson
Dmitry Peskov acknow-
ledged the Crimean fuel
shortages earlier this week
and promised that “mea-
sures were being taken” to
deal with them.

the longer-range attacks
and those disrupting sup-
plies to Crimea and other
occupied regions.

“The long-range strike
campaign is therefore re-
ducing Russia’s production
capacity, while the mi-
drange strike campaign is
hurting Russia’s ability to
transport the gasoline Rus-
sia is still able to produce,”
it said in an analysis.

Making maters worse,
Ukrainian drones this
week repeatedly hit the
Chonhar Bridge, which
links mainland Ukraine
and Crimea over a shallow
strait. It’s not immediately
clear how the fuel disrup-
tions will a�ect Russian
military operations, but re-
sidents of Crimea and oth-
er occupied territories are
keenly feeling the blow.

The peninsula has had

Associated Press

Ukraine hits fuel supplies to Crimea, sparking crisis on Russian-held peninsula

Caught in a war: Ukraine’s drone strikes on fuel supplies to Crimea

threaten further disruption to the tourism-dependent region. AP
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Ghana midfielder Thomas Partey will not take part in the World Cup

Group L game against Panama in Toronto on Wednesday after his

visa application to Canada was refused. “FIFA can confirm that

player Thomas Partey will be unable to travel from Ghana’s base

camp in Boston to Canada,” FIFA said in a statement.

Partey out of Panama game after
Canada visa application refused

ENTRY DENIED

GETTY IMAGES
X

New Tottenham Hotspur signing Marcos Senesi completed a dream

24 hours when the 29-year-old central defender was called up to the

Argentina World Cup squad to replace Leonardo Balerdi, who

su�ered a leg injury earlier this month. Senesi had an outstanding

season for Premier League side Bournemouth. 

Defender Senesi takes Balerdi’s
place in the Argentina squad

CHANCE OF A LIFETIME

FILE PHOTO
X

Japan captain Wataru Endo was ruled out of the World Cup with

injury and announced his international retirement on Thursday. The

Liverpool midfielder pulled out of the tournament after failing to

recover from a foot injury, and was replaced by Borussia

Monchengladbach’s Shuto Machino. 

Japan captain Endo ends his 
int’l. career after injury setback

HOPES BELIED

FILE PHOTO
X

Brito, a centre-back who was part of Brazil’s 1970 World

Cup-winning team, died at 86. The Brazilian Football Confederation

announced that Brito passed away on Thursday. Brito played 61

games from 1964 to 1972, including one at the 1966 World Cup,

while forming a strong defence alongside Wilson Piazza.

Brazil’s 1970 World Cup winner
Brito passes away aged 86

A SAD DAY

FILE PHOTO: GETTY IMAGES

M
exico began its
World Cup party
with a dominant

2-0 victory over nine-man
South Africa on Thursday
as the biggest edition of the
global football showpiece
kicked o� at the iconic Az-
teca Stadium.

Julian Quinones (ninth)
scored the opening goal of
the tournament and vete-
ran striker Raul Jimenez
(67th) added a second,
helping the co-host make a
smooth start to its quali�-
cation bid from Group A. 

South Africa, mean-
while, never looked like
spoiling the opening day
�esta, and �nished with
only nine men after Sphe-
phelo Sithole and Themba
Zwane were sent o�.

The Mexican-coloured
red, green and white
smoke from pre-game �re-
works had barely dissipat-
ed before Quinones �red
his team into the lead,
drilling a low shot through
the legs of South Africa
goalkeeper and captain

Ronwen Williams. 
A deafening roar cas-

caded down from the
stands of the Azteca, the
footballing cathedral that
became the only stadium
to host games at three dif-
ferent World Cups.

Nervousness
South Africa coach Hugo
Broos had warned his
players to be ready for the
intimidating atmosphere

created by a 80,824 crowd
at the imposing concrete
arena. But they looked to
have a bad case of stage
fright as Mexico’s fans
greeted each completed
pass with a raucous chorus
of “Ole!” in the opening
minutes.

Sithole seemed particu-
larly a�ected, being caught
in possession while trying
to play out from the back
before Quinones’ goal. 

Sithole’s miserable af-
ternoon ended with a 49th-
minute dismissal after he
bundled over Mexico’s
Brian Gutierrez when he
was clean through on goal.

Mexico rammed home
its advantage in the 67th
minute with a �ne counter-
attack culminating in Ro-
berto Alvarado crossing for
Jimenez to nod home at
the far post. 

Things got worse for

South Africa in the 84th
minute when Zwane was
dismissed after a VAR re-
view for �inging an arm in-
to the face of Alvarado.

Late drama
There was still time for late
drama as Mexican defen-
der Cesar Montes was
shown a red card for a
clumsy challenge on Khuli-
sa Mudau on the edge of
the penalty area.

Quinones and veteran striker Jimenez engineer a 2-0 victory in a match that sees three straight red cards

FIFA WORLD CUP

Co-host begins with a Mexican
wave, eases past South Africa 

Agence France-Presse
MEXICO CITY

Precise and perfect: Quinones breaches the last line of the South African defence to drill home the first goal. AP

Group A: Mexico 2 (Quinones 9,
Jimenez 67) bt South Africa 0.
South Korea 2 (Hwang In-beom
67, Oh Hyeon-gyu 80) bt Czechia
1 (Krejci 59).

THE RESULTS
�

South Korea got its World
Cup campaign o� to a win-
ning start as it beat Czechia
2-1 on Thursday after �nal-
ly converting some of the
many chances it created.

Until the 80-minute
mark, it seemed that the
Czechs would punish the
Koreans’ wastefulness, but
substitute Oh Hyeon-gyu
scored the decisive goal.

Son Heung-min’s Ko-
reans had dominated the
�rst half but was unable to
�nd the net. The former
Tottenham star blasted

one e�ort over the bar be-
fore making a driving run
to his left and evading two
Czech defenders only to
shoot the ball wide.

An entertaining second
half began with the Czechs
scoring against the run of
play. Ladislav Krejci rose at
the front post to power a
header past Korean goal-
keeper Kim Seung-gyu.

Hwang In-beom �nally
made the Korean pressure
pay with a clever equaliser
as he faked a shot and then
caressed the ball over
Czech ’keeper Matek Kovar
on 67 minutes.

The Czechs had a goal
disallowed before Hwang
added to his goal an assist,
crossing from the right for
Oh to slot home.

When the �nal whistle
sounded after a frantic end
to the game, Son sank to
the turf in joy.

Korea will face Mexico
on June 18, while the
Czechs will play the South
Africans on the same day.

Cleverly done: In-beom’s dummy floors the Czech defence as he scores Korea’s opener. REUTERS

Agence France-Presse
GUADALAJARA

South Korea gets the better of
Czechia, makes a strong start

The road to the World Cup
is built on promises. Some
come from history, others
from possibility. When Bra-
zil and Morocco walk onto
the pitch in East Ruther-
ford, they bring both. One
carries �ve stars and two
decades of unful�lled ex-
pectations, while the other
arrives as the standard-
bearer of African football’s
most ambitious
generation.

Huge task
Their meeting is shaped as
much by what came before
as by what lies ahead. Bra-
zil has entrusted Italian
Carlo Ancelotti with end-
ing the title drought, once
unthinkable for the most
successful nation in World
Cup history. 

Morocco arrives carry-
ing the momentum of a
semi�nal run that changed
perceptions of what Afri-
can football could achieve,
and the challenge of prov-
ing that breakthrough was
the beginning rather than
the peak.

Few opening games car-
ry this much intrigue. Bra-
zil arrives in North Ameri-
ca with familiar
expectations and unfami-
liar circumstances. 

Ancelotti is the �rst fo-
reign coach to lead the Se-

lecao at a World Cup, en-
trusted with ending a
24-year wait. His side re-
mains rich in attacking ta-
lent, with Vinicius Junior
and Raphinha expected to
shoulder much of the crea-
tive burden, while Neymar
continues his recovery
from a calf injury.

Ancelotti has sought to
make Brazil more direct,
more structured and less
dependent on moments of
personal brilliance.
Whether that evolution

can survive the intensity of
tournament football will
become clearer against
one of the most disciplined
sides in the competition.

Tough opponent
The Atlas Lions are no lon-
ger outsiders capable of
surprising opponents.
They are African cham-
pions and semi�nalists
from the last World Cup, a
team now expected to
compete with the very
best. The transition from

Walid Regragui to Mo-
hamed Ouahbi has added
an attacking dimension to
the team. While Morocco’s
defensive resilience re-
mains intact, Ouahbi has
encouraged a more adven-
turous approach, placing
greater emphasis on pos-
session and attacking com-
binations. Much will de-
pend on Paris
Saint-Germain’s Achraf Ha-
kimi, whose ability to in-
�uence both penalty areas
makes him one of the
game's most exciting
talents.

Brazil will look to ex-
ploit space quickly through
Vinicius and Raphinha,
while Morocco will at-
tempt to compress the
mid�eld and attack
through Brahim Diaz and
Hakimi. The duel between
Brazil’s celebrated attack
and Morocco’s compact
defensive structure pro-
mises to be one of the most
engaging match-ups of the
group stage.

With Scotland and Haiti
still to come in Group C,
neither side can a�ord an
early stumble. A victory
would provide momentum
and breathing space, while
a defeat would bring im-
mediate scrutiny. For two
nations harbouring ambi-
tions far beyond the group
stage, the World Cup be-
gins with a test worthy of
the occasion.

Stern test for Ancelotti’s Brazil in
intriguing clash against Morocco
Ayon Sengupta
NEW JERSEY

Lethal weapon: Coach Ancelotti will have big expectations from

forward Raphinha. AFP

Qatar takes on Switzerland
in the FIFA World Cup on
Saturday, eager to shake o�
the pressure of expecta-
tion. It comes in as back-to-
back Asian champion with
an urgent need to make
amends for a dismal debut
as the host nation of the
2022 tournament.

Qatar’s 2022 unravelling
was unprecedented, losing
all three matches and scor-
ing once. 

However, after rebound-
ing to defend its Asian Cup
title and qualifying easily
for this World Cup, it needs
a strong showing to earn
any credibility on the glo-
bal stage. 

It might have hoped for
a more gentle introduc-
tion, with the resurgent
Swiss unbeaten in compet-
itive matches since late
2024 following an impres-
sive Euros run.

“We have to accept the

fact that we will play
against Switzerland �rst,
and we have to be ready to
do our best against a very
strong team,” Qatar’s Span-
ish coach Julen Lopetegui
said.

“We know our real reali-
ty, and that the competi-
tors are better than us. But
this does not mean surren-
dering ... it requires us to
be ready in order to

achieve our ambition and
dream of being a strong
contender.” 

With a squad of players
mainly from its domestic
league, Qatar has a cohe-
sive unit that has been for-
midable in Asia but could
struggle to fend o� higher-
level opposition in a Group
B that also includes Bosnia
and host Canada.

Against Switzerland, its

fate could rest on defensive
organisation and condi-
tions that will ensure top
goalscorer Almoez Ali and
twice Asian Player-of-the-
Year Akram A�f can get in-
to the game.

Switzerland has stuck
with the same group from
the last World Cup, and
will include emerging ta-
lent like Dan Ndoye and
versatile newcomer Johan
Manzambi in attack, sup-
ported by the dependable
Granit Xhaka, Manuel
Akanji and Ricardo Rodri-
guez. 

Switzerland’s record in
reaching World Cups is
matched only in Europe by
Germany, France, Spain,
England and Portugal, yet
a quarter�nal has eluded it
for seven decades with a
string of round-of-16 exits.

Switzerland should ad-
vance from the group with
ease, though coach Murat
Yakin is taking Qatar se-
riously, considering it “the
big unknown”.

Swiss challenge for ‘big unknown’ Qatar
Reuters
SANTA CLARA

�

Sunday’s FIFA World Cup
2026 fixtures

Group B

Qatar vs. Switzerland, 00.30 a.m.
Group C

Brazil vs. Morocco, 3.30 a.m.
Haiti vs. Scotland, 6.30 a.m.

Group D

Australia vs. Turkiye, 9.30 a.m.
Group E

Germany vs. Curacao, 10.30 p.m.
The day and time(s) pertain to

India

What’s happening? Embolo, Okafor and Xhaka during a lively

interaction at a Swiss training session. AP
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t is di�cult to be a Brazilian footballer. It
is more di�cult to be a talented Brazilian
footballer.

After the legendary Pele �red the
South American nation to three World Cup tri-
umphs in four editions (from 1958 to 1970),
playing a leading role in at least two of those,
every potentially great player who wears the
Selecao shirt has been asked just one existential
question — can you win the World Cup?

Romario in 1994 and Ronaldo in 2002 an-
swered this emphatically, leading Brazil to its
fourth and �fth titles respectively. Ronaldinho
(in 2006) and Kaka (in 2006 and 2010) were
put through the wringer, but could not add to
the collection of World Cup trophies.

King in Waiting

From then on, the burden of resurrecting Bra-
zil has been Neymar’s. Ever since he broke out
as a prodigious 17-year-old at Santos and cap-
tured the imagination of his country, he has
been Brazil’s ‘King in Waiting’.

There were four trophy-�lled seasons at Bar-
celona, and then the record €222 million move

to Paris Saint-Germain that liberated him from
Lionel Messi’s colossal shadow at the Catalan
giant.

But circumstances back in Brazil have been
such that Neymar is yet to be coronated. In the
time since that magical night in Japan in 2002,
when Ronaldo buried the ghosts of the 1998 �-
nal loss to France by leading his side to a 2-0
win over Germany, Brazil has reached just one
semi�nal — at home in 2014.

That was the �rst of Neymar’s three appea-
rances at the quadrennial extravaganza. He
played admirably until the quarter�nals but a
lower-back injury ended his tournament, and
he watched helplessly on television the 7-1 hu-
miliation that eventual champion Germany dis-
hed out.

In 2018, Belgium’s golden generation proved
too good for Brazil as it crashed out in the quar-
ters. In the 2022 last-eight clash versus Croatia,
Neymar started and �nished a brilliant move
from mid�eld to put Brazil ahead in extra-time,
only for his teammates to exhibit a severe lack
of game awareness and ultimately lose on
penalties.

For the maverick footballer, who is now 34,
the North American sojourn will in all proba-
bility be the last chance saloon — a fourth at-
tempt at claiming the elusive title.

Neymar, however, has to come to terms with
the altered reality of him no longer being the
leading man. Zinedine Zidane was also 34
when he led France to the �nal in 2006. Messi
is 38 and Cristiano Ronaldo 41, and both are
still synonymous with their out�ts.

Neymar, though, is no longer central to his
country’s identity. He is still Brazil’s biggest
star, scorer of a record 79 goals (two more than
Pele), but is neither the fulcrum nor the con-
ductor who was once at the centre of every sig-
nature move on the �eld.

In fact, there was a real danger of Carlo An-
celotti — the �rst foreign coach in Brazil’s histo-
ry, brought in to instil a culture of collectivism
and tactical discipline — side-stepping him alto-
gether, for Neymar had featured in just four �x-
tures after the 2022 World Cup.

His last outing for the national team was in
October 2023, a World Cup quali�cation tie
against Uruguay during which he ruptured the
anterior cruciate ligament and meniscus in his
left knee and was out of action for a year.

He made a comeback in October 2024, only
to injure his hamstring and spend more time
out. Al Hilal, the Saudi Arabian club he joined
in August 2023, terminated his contract in Ja-
nuary 2025, and Neymar returned to Santos.

Flashes of his old self

The spell at his boyhood club has been mixed,
with only �ashes of his old self visible. There
have been multiple spells on the sidelines; in
2026, he has only competed in eight matches.
Leading into the World Cup he has again been
waylaid by a calf injury.

The question now is how much of the old
Neymar remains and what facets Ancelotti can
tap into. At his pomp, Neymar was a �am-
boyant footballer and a glorious combination
of pace, precision and trickery.

His close control and dribbling skills were
such that the ball appeared glued to his feet,
and such was the velocity he could gather in his
�rst three-four steps that most opponents
struggled to keep up.

Now that he is well into the third decade of
his life, speed is no longer his ally. He is not as
sharp as before. But set-piece delivery is still
part of his muscle memory.

Considering that he would have had more
rest than his Europe-based teammates, he can
be a real threat if called upon to play short ca-
meos, especially at the business end.

Neymar’s popularity among his peers was al-
so a factor in his selection. For long, Ancelotti
maintained that he would only pick those who
were fully �t. But here, there appears to be an
ever-so-slight departure as Ancelotti himself
pointed to the “a�ection the group has for him
[Neymar]” and how he can help “create a bet-
ter atmosphere”.

The Italian, who has coached high-pro�le
clubs such as Real Madrid, Bayern Munich, Pa-
ris Saint-Germain and Chelsea, is among the
best man-managers around and known to
prioritise harmonious dressing rooms.

Pragmatic in his approach, Ancelotti has
mostly shaped tactics according to the person-
nel at hand. At the same time, he has not al-
lowed individual egos to disturb the shared eth-
os of his teams. “He has the same role, the same
obligation as the other 25,” he said about Ney-
mar. “He might play; he might not; he might be
on the bench and come on.”

In South America, footballers cater to height-
ened demands. With the best players from the
continent almost always leaving for greener
pastures in Europe, there is an expectation

from the fans for them to do well in national
colours.

Messi might have had one of the greatest ca-
reers at Barcelona, but the whole of the Argen-
tine population fully warmed up to him only in
the aftermath of the 2022 success in Qatar.

It has been no di�erent for Neymar. He
helped Brazil win the 2013 Confederations Cup
and clinch its �rst Olympic gold in football at
Rio 2016. Both were at home but they still did
not endear him to the public completely.

Failure and scrutiny

With every failure at the World Cup and Copa
America, the scrutiny grew. Minor acts of petu-
lance were overblown; every breath was ana-
lysed; every step was scrutinised; something as
simple as a haircut was also not spared. In the
battle of perception, he mostly lost.

“Those who have been with me through it all
know that it was di�cult, it was hard,” Neymar
said about his latest selection. “But after hear-
ing my name on the list, [it felt like] all the sa-
cri�ces and all the e�ort was worth it. We’re in
this together as Brazil heads for a sixth World
Cup title.”

The big question is: can a Brazilian ensemble
deliver what a solo Neymar couldn’t?

Neymar carries the burden of Brazil’s
resurrection into the last chance saloon
The 34-year-old is no longer central to his country’s football identity, but still is its biggest star. After three failed

attempts at claiming the sport’s most prized trophy, he will again be confronted by the existential question asked

of every great in a Selecao shirt: can you win the World Cup?

Those who
have been
with me
through it all
know that it
was di�cult,
it was hard.
But after
hearing my
name on the
list, [it felt
like] all the
sacri�ces
and all the
e�ort was
worth it

NEYMAR

He has the same role, the same obligation as
the other 25. He might play; he might not; he
might be on the bench and come on

CARLO ANCELOTTI
Brazil head coach

N. Sudarshan
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E
ven as cut-throat competition gives
elite athletics meets an elevated status,
tales of camaraderie pleasantly break
the monotony by adding a human ele-

ment to them.
Enduring visuals of Mutaz Essa Barshim and

Gianmarco Tamberi sharing the men’s high
jump gold medal at the Tokyo Olympics in 2021,
Belgian steeplechaser Tim Van de Velde sacri�c-
ing his own position to help Colombia’s Carlos
San Martin �nish the race at the 2025 World Ath-
letics Championships, and Robson De Oliveira
and Aaron Beggs carrying an exhausted Ajay Ha-
ridasse over the line at this year’s Boston Marath-
on evoked impromptu appreciation from specta-
tors in recent times.

Tight contests, tight bonds

However, such instances are not restricted to in-
ternational athletics alone. Top-level competi-
tions in India have also seen �ne examples of
keen contests and close companionship. The re-
cently held Federation meet at Birsa Munda Sta-
dium, Morabadi, Ranchi, featured high-level per-
formances as well as excellent displays of
comradeship among athletes.

The close duel between female long jumpers
Ancy Sojan and Shaili Singh, the intense rivalry

between national record holder Gurindervir
Singh and Animesh Kujur in the men’s 100m,
and the battle of one-upmanship between train-
ing partners and eventual joint national record
holders Dev Meena and Kuldeep Kumar in the
men’s pole vault do not necessarily mean they
are bitter opponents o� the �eld. Rather, they
o�er exceptional case studies of bonding bet-
ween athletes.

For Ancy, who wholeheartedly cheered for
her closest competitor Shaili in the background
prior to the latter’s attempts, rivalry is not equiv-
alent to enmity.

“I don’t consider my competitors as enemies.
I just see them as friends. I always cheer for
them. Because they are focused, they also try
hard. So I wanted to motivate Shaili and help her
do her best. That’s why I cheer for her. It is a
good thing to cheer for your rivals,” says Ancy,
who won the event.

Gurindervir is delighted that his mouthwater-
ing showdowns on the track with Kujur, which
are built on a strong foundation of brotherhood,
bring eyeballs to athletics.

“I have been waiting for this for a long time.
Our sport, sprinting, and athletics should get vis-
ibility. Every person enjoys watching a rivalry.
When Animesh runs well, I feel that I have to run
better. I have to do more hard training. When I
run well, Animesh feels that he has to train even
harder. We get motivation from each other,” says
Gurindervir, who became the �rst Indian to go
below 10.10 seconds when he won gold.

“We are good friends. We are room-mates. We
are brothers. We are competitors. When we
train, we are training partners. When we go out,
we are friends.”

Gurindervir’s coach James Hillier feels such
healthy competition — the national record
changed hands twice in the semi�nals before
Gurindervir’s historic 10.09s run in the �nal —
augurs well for sprinting in the country. 

“It’s a great rivalry, and in a way it probably

helped Gurindervir that Animesh broke the re-
cord [10.17] in the semi�nals [clocking 10.15 with-
in minutes of Gurindervir breaking Kujur’s pre-
vious record of 10.18]. It took a bit of the
limelight o� him and the pressure was sort of
back on Animesh. It’s really bringing Indian
sprinting down [in terms of time],” says Hillier.

Coming from the same stable, Madhya Pra-
desh Athletics Academy (MPAA), pole vaulters
Meena and Kuldeep are brothers in arms. They
train together under coach Ghanshyam Yadav,
carry their poles and travel together while chal-
lenging each other to the best of their ability. Ul-
timately, the success one achieves makes the
other happy, as they believe their teamwork will
help them attain excellence. Coincidentally, the
two were tied at 5.45m and shared the new na-
tional record at Ranchi.

“We will continue to �ght with each other so
that we can raise the level,” says Meena.

Kuldeep, who joined the MPAA a year ago,
was welcomed by the already established Mee-
na, as he saw that pushing the mark alone
was a di�cult task for him.

Victory through harmony

“We will do better in the fu-
ture. It is a very technical
sport. We are working on
it. We are learning more
and more with each pass-
ing day. If we learn and im-
prove, it will be very good for
both of us. We �ght during our
training. We �ght during
competitions. We support
each other. We go ahead of
each other. We are good
friends. We should work to
bring laurels for the country,”
says Kuldeep.

While complementing each
other, they have no hesitation in
appreciating each other’s
strengths.

“Dev’s technique is good. I think
his competition mindset is good. I
won’t say mine is bad either. I give

him a good �ght,” says Kuldeep.
“Kuldeep has a powerful body. I have got

speed,” notes Meena.
Their coach Ghanshyam Yadav loves his two

obedient trainees. “They are training together
and competing with each other. Their communi-
cation with me is very good. If you say something
to them, they will listen to you. They are training
together and using the same pole,” says Yadav.

Acknowledging the media’s role in highlight-
ing the plight of his wards while travelling with
poles on a train in January and making their lives
a little easier, Yadav dreams of guiding Meena
and Kuldeep to greater glory and transforming
pole vault into a well-known sport in India.

“We are trying to take the pole vault to a new
height. Like Neeraj Chopra, who highlighted ja-
velin by shining at the Olympics, we also want to
take pole vault to that level,” says Yadav.

If the Federation meet was full of high-class
performances and great camaraderie, it also had
an aberration in the form of an undesirable feud
between 40-year-old Olympian Sandeep Kumar
and 18-year-old promising athlete Nitin Gupta in
the men’s 10,000m racewalk.

After Gupta won the race comfortably, beat-
ing second-placed Sandeep, the two Army ath-
letes, who train under di�erent coaches, ex-
changed pleasantries and posed for
photographs.

However, in a behind-the-scenes tussle for
success, Sandeep �led a complaint against Gupta
for receiving assistance from fellow competitors
during the race. In the end, Gupta was disquali-
�ed for breaching World Athletics technical rules
and Sandeep was crowned champion.

While di�erent coaches present at the venue
had varied opinions about the episode, it ex-
posed intra-departmental competitiveness
which not only created an unfriendly environ-
ment but also ended up being a disheartening
experience for an emerging talent.

Of course, one can draw parallels to such inci-
dents of bitter rivalry in international athletics
over the decades, including Sebastian Coe ver-
sus Steve Ovett at the 1980 Moscow Olympics
and Mary Decker versus Zola Budd at the 1984
Los Angeles Olympics.

Grace under pressure

No matter how much athletes push
themselves to the limit and put

their composure through stern
tests, instances of compa-
nionship, a genuine emotion

prevailing in humanity, will
always outnumber exam-

ples of bitter competi-
tiveness not only in

track and �eld but also in
sport at large.

As the 2026 calendar gears up
for more intensity, with events
such as the Commonwealth
Games and Asian Games promis-
ing top-class action, one can only

hope to see an atmosphere of fel-
lowship in a world divided by 

con�icts.

The beauty and bene�t
of comradeship in
cut-throat athletics
Rivalries need not be bitter and damaging. When

done right, they can push both athletes to heights

they could not have achieved alone. They also add a

life-a�rming tone to high-stakes competition. Such

duels are not restricted to the international stage. The

recent Federation meet in Ranchi showcased

level-raising battles, underpinned by genuine

camaraderie I don’t
consider my
competitors
as enemies. I
just see
them as
friends. I
wanted to
motivate
Shaili [Singh]
and help her
do her best.
That’s why I
cheer for
her

ANCY SOJAN
2022 Asian Games
long jump 
silver medallist

Every person enjoys watching a rivalry.
[Animesh Kujur and I] are good friends. We
are room-mates. We are brothers. We are
competitors

GURINDERVIR SINGH
100m national record holder

Y.B. Sarangi

A IN-XCM
YK

The NASCAR Truck Series is evi-
dence that human beings will
race almost anything for sport,
even if the only seeming ration-
ale for it is, ‘Won’t it be cool?’

This image from Tennessee’s
Nashville Superspeedway sup-

ports that line of thinking. Crit-
ics of pickup truck tracing might
contend, however, that that has
more to do with the photogra-
pher than the sport itself. But
the series has fans, cult status
and even pop culture cache. 

The lowest of NASCAR's
three divisions, the Truck Series
features drivers speeding

around circuits in light-duty
trucks with an enclosed cabin
and a roofless cargo bed at the
back.

The boxy shape of the cab
doesn’t have the cutting-edge
aerodynamics of stock cars, but
that merely adds to the series’
goofy charm. 

The idea of racing pick-up

trucks reportedly formed in the
early 1980s, as a learning aid for
trainee drivers, but has come a
long way since. 

Most of the series’ first driv-
ers were racers who had not
made it big. In later years,
though, it has also become a
place for NASCAR Cup veterans
without a ride to make a living.

Niche sport
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GAME THEORY

GURINDERVIR SINGH AND ANIMESH KUJUR 

DEV MEENA AND KULDEEP KUMAR

GIANMARCO TAMBERI AND MUTAZ ESSA BARSHIM

TIM VAN DE VELDE AND 

CARLOS SAN MARTIN
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