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RAJESH KUMAR n New Delhi

Rekha Gupta-led BJP government
in Delhi on Saturday approved
the ‘Mahila Samridhi Yojana’ a
welfare scheme aimed at provid-

ing monthly financial assistance of ̀ 2,500
each to poor women, with a Budget allo-
cation of `5,100 Crore. Opposition Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP) slammed the delay
in fulfilling the promise made in the run
up to the Assembly elections last month.

Announced on International Women’s
Day, the decision was taken at a Cabinet
meeting chaired by the Chief Minister
Rekha Gupta. The scheme will be over-
seen by a committee of three ministers led
by Gupta. It is estimated that 20-25 Lakh
women will benefit from the scheme.

The formal announcement was made
by BJP National President JP Nadda at an
event organised by the BJP Mahila

Morcha at Jawaharlal Nehru stadium to
mark the Women’s Day after the Delhi
Cabinet meeting at Delhi Secretariat. 

The Delhi government, in a statement
following the announcement, said a
committee of three ministers Parvesh
Sahib Singh Verma, Kapil Mishra and
Ashish Sood has been formed for imple-
mentation of the scheme. The commit-
tee will also decide the criteria and other
things of the scheme.

The scheme will leverage advanced
technology to ensure transparency, effi-
ciency, and seamless disbursement of
financial benefits. Aadhaar-based e-
KYC will be used. The application
process is linked to the Aadhaar num-
bers of the applicants. Eligible applica-
tions are required to provide details such
as name, location, address and bank
account linked with the Aadhaar card,
along with information about family

members.
“This initiative is a step towards ful-

filling our promise to the women of
Delhi. By providing direct financial
assistance, we are ensuring economic
security, greater independence and
empowerment for women across the city.
This scheme is not just a financial ben-
efit but a commitment to building a
stronger, more self-reliant community of
women in Delhi,” it added.

The eligible beneficiaries should be the
residents of Delhi and should be between
the ages of 18-60, with a family income
less than `3 Lakh per annum and are
non-tax payers. 

The scheme cannot be availed by gov-
ernment employees or any individual
already getting financial help from other
schemes run by the government like
widow pension, old age pension or any
similar assistance.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n New York/
Washington

US President Donald Trump said
that India has agreed to cut its tar-
iffs “way down” as he reiterated his

claim that the country charges America
massive tariffs that make it difficult to sell
products there.

“Our country, from an economic
standpoint and financial standpoint and
a trade standpoint, has been absolutely
ripped off by almost every country in the
world,” Trump said in remarks from the
Oval Office on Friday.

“Canada, Mexico and then you just go
right down the line. India charges us mas-
sive tariffs, massive, you can’t even sell
anything into India. It’s almost, it’s almost
restrictive. It is restrictive. We do very 
little business inside,” he said.

“They’ve agreed, by the way, they
want to cut their tariffs way down now
because somebody’s finally exposing
them for what they’ve done. And the
same thing with China, same thing
with a lot of other countries, and the
EU has been a terrible abuser of this

country,” Trump added. Trump’s com-
ments came following Commerce
Minister Piyush Goyal’s visit to the US
for trade talks with his counterpart
Howard Lutnick. 

This was the third time this week that
Trump has criticised the high tariffs
charged by India. 

On Thursday, Trump said India is a
very high-tariff nation and reiterated that
reciprocal tariffs on countries that impose
levies on American goods will kick in on
April 2. In his address to the joint session
of Congress on Tuesday, the first of his
second term in the White House, Trump 
criticised the high tariffs charged by India
and other countries and termed them as
“very unfair”. 

Addressing lawmakers from the US
Capitol, Trump announced that recipro-
cal tariffs will kick in next month.

In the past, Trump has called India a
“tariff king” and a “big abuser”. 

Last month, during a joint press 
conference with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in the White House, Trump 
said that India has “been very strong 
on tariffs”.

GIRISH SHARMA n Bhopal

In a move that has intensified political
debates and ideological clashes,
Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister

Mohan Yadav has vowed to introduce the
death penalty for those found guilty of
forced religious conversions. The
announcement, made on International
Women’s Day, underscores the BJP’s esca-
lating campaign against what it terms ‘love
jihad’, a controversial narrative alleging a
conspiracy to convert Hindu women
under the pretense of marriage.

“Our government is committed to pro-
tecting our daughters from forced 
conversions. Such individuals have no right
to live in society. Through the Religious
Freedom Act, we are working towards
introducing the death penalty for those
guilty of such crimes,” Yadav declared,
making it clear that his administration
intends to take stringent action against 
religious conversions deemed coerced.

The Congress, has strongly criticised
the move, with party MLA Arif Masood
accusing the BJP of exploiting religious
sentiments and selectively targeting
minority communities. “Is the govern-
ment trying to alter the very essence of
the Indian Constitution? If forced conver-
sion is a concern, the law should apply
equally to all religions. However, BJP’s
pattern of targeting a particular commu-
nity is evident. There are multiple cases
of missing girls from various religious
backgrounds in Bhopal alone, yet the
focus remains singularly on Muslims,”
Masood argued.

Legal experts and civil rights activists
have also raised concerns over the pro-
portionality of the proposed punish-
ment. While the existing Madhya Pradesh
Religious Freedom Act, enacted in 
2021, already imposes strict penalties
including up to 10 years imprisonment
and an `50,000 fine the proposed amend-
ment could set a precedent for capital
punishment in cases of religious conver-
sion, a move that has little legal precedent
in democratic societies.

Death penalty for
forced conversion
in Madhya Pradesh

Mahila Samridhi Yojana
gets green signal in Delhi

Elderly woman’s
flight journey turns
into nightmare

RAJESH KUMAR n New Delhi

What should have been a routine
journey for an 82-year-old
woman turned into a nightmare

at Indira Gandhi International Airport
(IGIA) in Delhi. In a tragic incident, the
elderly passenger, the widow of a decorat-
ed Lieutenant General, landed in the
ICU after suffering a brain stroke, follow-
ing a fall at Terminal 3, after she was
allegedly denied a wheelchair which was
pre-booked with Air India.

She is being treated for potential brain
bleeds. The victim’s granddaughter, Paraul
Kanwar, alleged that no first aid was
administered at the airport and that, after
eventually being provided with a wheel-
chair, her grandmother was allowed to
board the flight with a bleeding lip and
head injuries. The family now says she has
been in the ICU for two-days, with the left
side of her body showing signs of weak-
ness. The incident happened on March 4
at the Delhi airport, and the passenger later
boarded the flight to Bengaluru.

Family alleged when a wheelchair was
arranged by the airliner it was too late and
passenger boarded without a medical
check-up. The flight crew provided ice
packs and alerted the Bengaluru airport
medical team, where she was given two
stitches upon arrival. Family has lodged
complaints at DGCA and Air India and
awaiting action.

Air India responded amid public out-
rage and claimed that at no point was the
wheelchair or any assistance denied to the
passenger. Issuing a detailed statement after
investigating the incident, Air India on
Saturday said the family members accom-
panying the passenger had reported at the
PRM (Person with Reduced Mobility) desk
located near Air India’s ticketing office less
than 90 minutes before the scheduled time
of departure to request for a wheelchair.

“Due to the unprecedented peak
demand at that hour, a wheelchair could
not be made available within the 15 min-
utes that the passenger’s relatives spent
waiting for it,” the airline said, adding that
the claims of having waited for an hour for
the wheelchair are baseless.

On their own accord, the passenger
decided to walk along with those accom-
panying her. She unfortunately suffered a
fall in the airport premises. Upon notic-
ing the incident, officials of the Delhi
Airport, as well as the airport doctor
immediately attended to her. 

“Upon reaching Bengaluru, the guest
was escorted by our staff for further med-
ical attention. At no point was the wheel-
chair or any assistance denied. Air India’s
staff cooperated with the guests through
their journey. We have reached out to the
guest’s family and pray for her wellbeing,”
the airline said.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n Ahemdabad

Prime Minister Narendra Modi on
Saturday said his government
has given topmost priority to

women’s safety and framed stricter laws
and rules to prevent crimes against
them, besides making a provision for
capital punishment to those indulging
in heinous crimes like rape.

The Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS),
which replaced the colonial-era crim-
inal law (Indian Penal Code), has
strengthened the legal provisions relat-
ed to women’s safety and made filing
of complaints easier and delivery of 
justice faster, he said.

Addressing a huge gathering at

Vansi Borsi village in Navsari district
of Gujarat on International Women’s
Day, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
said that India is walking on the path
of women-led development for rapid
progress of the country. A security
cover comprising only women police
personnel was deployed at the event to
mark International Women’s Day.

“When a girl returns (home) late,
her parents ask questions. But they
don’t do the same when a boy comes
late...They should do it. In the past
decade, we have given women’s safe-
ty the highest priority, and in order to
prevent crimes against them, we have
made stricter rules and laws,” the PM
said.

Women empowerment
is soul of India: PM Modi

BISWAJEET BANERJEE n Lucknow

Amid the row over Holi celebra-
tions in two important cities of
Uttar Pradesh — Aligarh and

Sambhal — the State administration is
keeping a strict vigil as the issue gained
political traction, with BJP MP Satish
Gautam declaring, “No one can stop
anyone from celebrating Holi inside
Aligarh Muslim University (AMU). If
any Hindu student faces trouble, I am
there to help.”

Gautam insisted that no permission
was required for Holi celebrations
anywhere. When asked about the
potential conflicts, he made a strong
remark, saying, “Agar koi mar peet
karega to usay oopar pahuncha diya
jaiga.”

The Sambhal local administration
has urged both Hindus and Muslims to
respect each other’s sentiments and also

appealed to people to avoid forcibly
applying colours on those who do not
wish to participate in the Holi celebra-
tions. The controversy erupted after the
administration slotted a time distrib-
ution for the celebrations of Holi after
which the Namaaz can be offered.  

AMU finds itself at the centre of a
debate as Holi celebrations return to the
campus amid controversy. Following
demands from Hindu students and
political pressure, the AMU adminis-
tration has announced that Holi can be
celebrated “freely” at the Non-Resident
Students Centre (NRSC) Hall on 
March 13 and 14.

The controversy erupted when a
right-wing group accused the
University of denying Hindu students
permission to hold a ‘Holi Milan’ 
function on campus, even as institu-
tions like Jamia Millia Islamia (JMI)
allow Holi celebrations.

Holi infused with political
colours in Aligarh, Sambhal

Delhi CM Rekha Gupta speaks during a felicitation programme organised to mark International Women’s Day at Jawahar Lal Nehru Stadium PTI

Prime Minister Narendra Modi during the launch of development works in Navsari, Gujarat PTI

Prime Minister Narendra Modi during a meeting with US President Donald Trump at the White
House in Washington PTI

India agreed to cut tariffs
‘way down’: Donald Trump



RAIPUR | SUNDAY | MARCH 9, 2025
NATION 02

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

The orientation program for newly
elected MLAs has been rescheduled
to  March 18. 

The two-day program will be inaugu-
rated by Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla and
will serve as a crucial learning platform
for the newly elected representatives. 

Earlier, Delhi Assembly Speaker
Vijender Gupta met Lok Sabha Speaker
and formally invited him to inaugurate
the program.

The orientation program aims to
familiarise MLAs with legislative proce-
dures, parliamentary conduct, and gov-
ernance practices. 

Through interactive sessions, expert
discussions, and knowledge-sharing
forums, the program will equip them with

essential insights into their roles and
responsibilities, ensuring their effective
participation in the legislative process.

Speaking about the initiative, Speaker
Gupta emphasised the importance of
preparing legislators for their responsi-
bilities. 

He stated, “This orientation program
is designed to empower newly elected
MLAs with the necessary knowledge and
skills to function effectively in the
Assembly. It will help them understand
parliamentary procedures, legislative
drafting, and the significance of construc-
tive debates.”

The rescheduled orientation program
will be held on March 18 and 19, mark-
ing a significant step toward strengthen-
ing the democratic and legislative frame-
work of the Assembly.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

To mark International Women’s
Day, the National Capital Region
Transport Corporation (NCRTC)

on Saturday organised a series of engag-
ing programs across the Namo Bharat
corridor and its headquarters, recognis-
ing the invaluable contributions of
women to society. 

Women and girl students actively 
participated in these activities, making 
the celebration both meaningful 
and memorable. On this occasion, the
women’s coach of Namo Bharat trains was
decorated with balloons, creating a fes-
tive atmosphere. Women passengers
enjoyed interactive quiz games, with
winners receiving gifts from NCRTC.

To add a touch of delight, chocolates
were distributed to all female travelers,
who expressed their appreciation for the
thoughtful gesture. 

Meanwhile, women employees operat-
ing Namo Bharat trains celebrated the day
by cutting a cake at the Crew Control
Center at Sahibabad station.

At Ghaziabad Namo Bharat station,
national and international medal-winning

athlete Dr Richa Sood graced the event
as the chief guest. According to the
NCRTC’s press statement, Richa shared
insights into her journey in the world of
sports, her academic achievements and
her strategies for overcoming challenges. 

The students also enjoyed a ride on the
Namo Bharat train alongside Dr Sood,
making the event even more special.

The celebrations continued at NCRTC
headquarters, Gati-Shakti Bhawan, INA,
Delhi, where Shalabh Goel, MD NCRTC
personally met with women employees
and commended their contributions. 

He remarked, “Women are not just the
backbone of NCRTC and the Namo
Bharat Project, but also key to building
a sustainable and progressive future.
Their dedication enables us to provide an
accessible, comfortable, fast, safe and reli-
able transport system that enhances the
quality of life for millions of women. We
honour and appreciate their hard work
not just on International Women’s Day,
but every day.”

The event also featured activities such
as a poster-making competition on gen-
der equality and the “Master Chef of
NCRTC” contest. 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) and
Congress on Saturday launched a
scathing attack on the BJP-led

Delhi government, accusing it of failing
to deliver on its election promise of pro-
viding `2,500 per month to women
before International Women’s Day.

Criticising the BJP-led Delhi govern-
ment, the Leader of Opposition Atishi
called Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
guarantee a “jumla” and alleged that the
saffron party had misled voters.

“The women of Delhi are waiting to
see ̀ 2,500 messages on their phones. The
BJP government has proved that Prime
Minister Narendra Modi lied to them. I
am sure, like this promise, all others will
also be proven false,” Atishi said at a press
conference. 

However, the Leader of Opposition
claimed that instead of starting disburse-
ments, the government has only formed
a four-member committee.

Earlier in the day, referring to a poll
promise by the BJP, Leader of Opposition
Atishi on Saturday said that women in
Delhi are waiting for `2,500 to be 
credited to their accounts.

In a video on X, Atishi said, “During
election campaign, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi had promised `2,500 to

all the women by March 8. It has not yet
been received.” Mahila Samridhi Yojana
was one of the key poll promises in BJP’s
manifesto during the Delhi Assembly
election. The scheme promised to pay
`2,500 per month as financial assistance
to women in the national capital. Posting
an International Women’s Day wish, the
former chief minister said Delhi women
must be waiting for it today. 

“All the women of Delhi are staring at
their phones today, waiting for the mes-
sage of the money being deposited in their
bank accounts,” Atishi said.

“I hope PM Modi fulfils his promise,
and it does not turn out to be just a 
jumla (false claim),” she added.

Delhi Congress president Devendra
Yadav also came down heavily on the BJP
government saying as expected, the BJP
Government in Delhi backed out of its
election promise of giving ̀ 2,500 to every
woman in Delhi under the ‘Mahila Smriti
Yojna’ scheme to empower women resi-
dents of the Capital, which it had
promised to implement on International
Women’s Day on March 8.

Yadav said Delhi Government would
give this amount only to a limited num-
ber of women with very strict qualifying
criteria, which  in effect, will   benefit less
than 10 per cent of  the over 71 Lakh
women voters in the Capital, who had
overwhelmingly supported the BJP in the
Assembly elections. He said that the Chief
Minister also did not make any mention
about providing cooking gas cylinder for
`500 with prices of every daily use item
soaring to sky high. Ahead of the Delhi
Assembly elections, Prime Minister Modi
had assured that once the BJP government
was formed, the scheme would be
approved in the first cabinet meeting, and
funds would start reaching women’s
accounts by March 8 (Women’s Day).

Earlier in the day, Delhi Chief Minister
Rekha Gupta announced that the state
cabinet had approved the Mahila
Samriddhi Yojana, allocating `5,100
Crore for its implementation.  

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

The BJP leaders have hailed the
decision to approve the ‘Mahila
Samridhi Yojana’. Senior BJP

leader and Union Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh hailed the Delhi govern-
ment’s decision to launch the Mahila
Samridhi Yojana of giving `2,500 finan-
cial assistance to poor women. 

“I congratulate PM Modi and CM
Rekha Gupta that before coming to this
event her Cabinet approved the `2,500
per month Mahila Samridhi Yojana for
women in Delhi,” he said.

BJP MP from South Delhi, Ramvir
Singh Bidhuri has congratulated the
Delhi BJP government for implement-
ing the Mahila Samridhi Yojana and
demanded an apology from the Leader
of Opposition Atishi for spreading lie for
the past few days. 

Bidhuri said that the BJP government
has fulfilled two big promises of its man-
ifesto within a fortnight. 

Ramvir Singh Bidhuri said, “On
behalf of the manifesto committee, we
congratulate the BJP government for this
great work. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi had promised the women of
Delhi that the Mahila Samridhi Yojana
will be implemented on March 8 and as
per Modi ji’s guarantee, this scheme has
been implemented.”

BJP National General Secretary
Dushyant Kumar Gautam slammed

Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) for question-
ing the BJP’s commitment, challenging
them to address Arvind Kejriwal’s unful-
filled promise of providing `1,000
monthly assistance to Punjab women.

Delhi  BJP President  Virendra
Sachdeva welcomed the announcement
made by Chief Minister Rekha Gupta
regarding a `5,100 Crore provision for
the Women’s Honor Scheme in the
2025-26 Budget and the formation of a
four-member committee to establish
rules and registration for the distribu-
tion of the honorarium. 

He said that the scheme has been
implemented barely two weeks after the

government formation as the party is
committed to fulfill all the promises
made before the assembly elections. 

Sachdeva attacked the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP) over its failure to fulfill
promises of transferring `1,000 to the
women of Punjab. 

Hitting back, Sachdeva said, “Instead
of asking us for a day’s account, Atishi
should answer us about the `1,000 for
those 37 months. The government has
been formed in Punjab for 37 months—
where is the money? There is an AAP
government there; why don’t you speak
on that? Why is Arvind Kejriwal 
acting dumb, and why doesn’t Bhagwant
Mann speak on this? Why don’t you
speak after announcing `1,000 for the
sisters of Punjab?”

Further attacking AAP leaders, he
added, “It has only been a few days since
our government was formed, and gov-
ernments do not run with urban
Naxalism. Governments run by rules
and law. Our Chief Minister and our
ministers are looking after the work.”

The BJP had made the `2,500 per-
month promise a key part of its cam-
paign for the Delhi Assembly polls
held in February, surpassing the AAP
offer of `2,100 per month. 

The strategy paid off as the saffron
party secured a sweeping victory, win-
ning 48 of the 70 seats and returning to
power in Delhi after a gap of more than
26 years.

Nadda credits women for BJP’s victory in Assembly polls
PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

BJP national president JP Nadda on
Saturday thanked women for the
victory of the saffron party in the
Delhi Assembly polls, saying it

would have been impossible without their
blessings and support.

Addressing a Mahila Diwas program
hosted by the Mahila Morcha of the party
at Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium, Nadda said
the BJP, under the leadership of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, has ensured
women’s empowerment in various fields.

“I thank the women of Delhi for play-
ing a big role in forming BJP’s government
in Delhi. This victory was not possible
without their support and blessings,”
Nadda said, greeting the women on
International Women’s Day,

The Delhi Cabinet has approved an allo-
cation of `5,100 Crore for implementing
the Mahila Samridhi Yojana, under which
women in the national capital will receive
`2,500 each per month, he announced at
the event.

He congratulated the women of Delhi
over the approval of the scheme and 
asserted that the work for women’s 
empowerment has now begun in the
national capital. 

Delhi Chief Minister Rekha Gupta and
other senior leaders were also present at
the event.

“It has been BJP’s policy to promote
women and their empowerment. We are
marching ahead with the aim of 
women-led development.”

“The vision of Atmanirbhar Bharat
and Viksit Bharat is not possible until we
create self-confidence among the women
of the country,” Nadda said.

The BJP national president asserted that
the party has the maximum number of
women MPs in both the Lok Sabha and the
Rajya Sabha. 

In 13 BJP-ruled states, there is now one
Chief Minister and two Deputy Chief
Ministers who are women, he said.

On the occasion of International
Women’s Day, all arrangements, including
tents, sound systems, hall decoration,
stage management, catering, and media
coordination, were handled entirely by
women teams.

He stated that the Prime Minister has
worked for women’s empowerment
through various initiatives, believing that
no country can progress if its women are
not honoured and respected. 

He noted that BJP’s commitment to
women’s empowerment is reflected in its
leadership with two female Deputy Chief
Ministers in other states and now a
woman Chief Minister in Delhi. This is
only possible in the BJP.

Delhi Chief Minister Rekha Gupta,
addressing the gathering, said the BJP has

risen above symbolism under the Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s leadership 
and empowered women through 
various initiatives.

“If Nirmala Sitharaman will present the
budget of the country, Rekha Gupta will

present the Budget of Delhi,” she said,
asserting that the BJP has worked to ensure
that women leaders in the party rise to the
highest decision-making positions.

“Such courage to take this significant
decision could only be shown by the BJP.

There could be no greater honour shown
to women,” she stated, citing her appoint-
ment as Chief Minister of Delhi.

Gupta promised to fulfill every commit-
ment made to the women of Delhi,
including building pink toilets and estab-

lishing One-Stop Centers for women in
distress. She expressed gratitude for the
overwhelming support and appreciation
she has received since her appointment and
credited the BJP’s courage and vision for
this historic step.

Gupta asserted that her government will
work for the holistic empowerment of
women and their well-being. 

“We will work for the safety and pros-
perity of the women in Delhi,” she said,
adding that one-stop centres at the district
level will be set up to provide help to
women, including police assistance, legal
counseling and more.

She highlighted plans for enhancing
women’s safety, including increasing 
the number of pink police stations, 
Pink PCR vans, and deploying more
women constables. 

She also announced the construction of
One-Stop Centers for women facing
harassment and pink public toilets 
across the city.

She also asserted that the BJP govern-
ment will fulfill all the promises it made
to the people in the party’s Sankalp Patra
for the recent Assembly polls.

Delhi BJP President Virendra Sachdeva
also extended his wishes on Women’s Day
and expressed hope that the double-
engine government would accelerate
Delhi’s development, which has been
stalled for the last 10 years.

BJP national president JP Nadda alongwith Delhi CM Rekha Gupta PIONEER PHOTO

BJP hails ‘Mahila Samridhi Yojana’ AAP, Congress criticise BJP for missing
welfare promise, calls it PM’s ‘jumla’

Leader of Opposition Atishi addresses press
conference in New Delhi PTIUnion Defence Minister Rajnath Singh PTI

Women are society’s backbone, says Delhi CM

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

Delhi Chief Minister Rekha Gupta on
Saturday said women are the back-
bone of society and are contribut-

ing tirelessly to healthcare and education.   
Speaking at an Equality Walkathon

organised by Fortis Hospital Shalimar Bagh
on International Women’s Day, she reiter-
ated the government’s commitment to the

‘Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao’ campaign,
stressing that empowering women through
education and healthcare was key to the
overall societal growth.

The Chief Minister said, “Women are
the backbone of our society, contributing
tirelessly across diverse fields be it 
healthcare, education, business, or 
public service”. 

“They should prioritise their health and

overall well-being. Together, let us build
a future where gender equality is not just
a goal but a lived reality,” she added. 

Gupta said, “We started the ‘Save the
Daughter’ campaign, and today, we have
reached the ‘Empower the Daughter’
campaign. We must focus on making
daughters self-reliant. There should be no
difference between sons and daughters. As
a father figure, Narendra Modi has given
great respect to this daughter, and I am
thankful for it. If we provide someone with
good health, consider their life improved,”
Rekha Gupta added.

The Chief Minister also praised Prime
Minister Narendra Modi for uplifting
women through the Ujjwala Yojana,
adding, “Today, with the double-engine
government in Delhi, we are providing
excellent healthcare services in all Delhi
hospitals. Government hospitals should
have good facilities so that people do not
need to rush to private hospitals.
Thousands of Jan Aushadhi Centers have
been opened across India.”

Gupta also stressed the need for provid-
ing better educational opportunities as well
as health and well-being to women, which
can help them march forward in their lives.

“Reiterating the government’s message
of ‘Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao, Beti Badhao’,
I would like to say that the society must
progress by prioritising the education of

daughters - not just for their academic
growth, but also for their overall well-
being,” said the Chief Minister, while also
highlighting the need for the national
Capital to get good health services.

“Delhi should become the most devel-
oped health hub in the country. Every cit-
izen should get convenient medical ser-
vices, and no one should be deprived of the
right treatment,” she said. 

Highlighting women’s vital contributions
across fields, she urged them to prioritise
their health and well-being. “Together, let
us build a future where gender 
equality is not just a goal but a lived 
reality,” she added.

The walkathon, which saw the partici-
pation of around 400 people, aimed to pro-
mote gender equality and equal opportu-
nities for women. 

Themed ‘Accelerate Action for Gender
Equality’, the event featured banners and
placards advocating women’s rights. 

A ‘Women’s Empowerment Programme’
was also held, featuring a panel discussion
with doctors on women’s health challenges,
workplace equality, and inclusive growth.

Earlier Gupta interacted with people at
her residence as they gathered to meet and
greet her. 

People gathered at her residence and
extended their wishes by giving small
plants and bouquets. 

Rekha Gupta attends ‘Equality Walkathon’ organised by Fortis Hospital in Shalimar Bagh PIONEER PHOTO

Newly elected MLAs’ orientation
program rescheduled to March 18

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n New Delhi

Monica stands tall as the only
woman traffic inspector among
her 49 other male peers in Delhi

police, ready to take up challenges that
come her way while discharging her duty
on the streets of the national capital.

Monica believes that the emotional
quotient that women bring to the table
helps them solve people’s queries and prob-
lems more efficiently. 

“Men are brought up to act tough, and
hence, when people reach out to male offi-
cers, a lot of them do not consider it a
problem, saying it is a problem everyone
faces. However, women officers listen to
them carefully and try to resolve it as soon
as possible,” she said.

Five years into her service, a colleague
allegedly slammed her for asking for
leave because her daughter was sick.
“Why do you want equality when you can
sit at home and cook for the family?” he
said.

However, she made it her mission to not
let these things get to her and took up
many challenging roles, including that of
an inspecting officer (IO) in northeast
Delhi, where she handled more than 250
cases of POCSO and rape.

She claimed she was pregnant when she
was handling these cases and had to visit
court regularly.

“Some would be generous enough to
offer me to sit. However, many times I used
to stand throughout the day while handling
such sensitive cases. But I did it because

becoming a mother made me realise how
important the work that I am doing is. If
I can’t bear the thought of my child or
daughter being in pain, how can I let any-
one else’s children go through the same,”
she added. Monica also added that she
owed her career to the support of the three
men in her life - her husband, father and
younger brother - who helped her become
financially independent and empowered.

“While there are people who do not
understand women and their problems,
men in my life have always pushed me to
stand on my own feet. My father motivat-
ed me to join the services and become
independent. My brother always sup-
ports me in all my decisions and my hus-
band helps me in the household as much
as possible, so I can do my duty without

any worries,” she said.
However, she admits the police depart-

ment has a lot to work on so that more
women can serve the nation without hav-
ing to go through any additional trouble.
She recalls it was hard to find a female
washroom in events till three years ago.

“They used to make one washroom,
which male inspectors used and one for
officers. We would have to hold it or go
somewhere far. It was only after the com-
plaints by women officers that changes
started to come and they made one more
for us with a female signboard on it,” she
said. She also explained how menstruat-
ing officers are unable to speak about their
problems to their peers or superiors as they
are mostly male and the lack of basic
amenities create more disadvantages.

Delhi’s only woman traffic inspector advocates for equality

NCRTC celebrates Women’s Day
with engaging programs 
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STAFF REPORTER n
RAIPUR

Chhattisgarh Chief Minister
Vishnu Deo Sai on

Saturday e-transferred Rs
650.31 crore to bank accounts
of Mahtari Vandan beneficia-
ries.

The event held at Science
College Ground in Raipur
marked the occasion of
International Womens’ Day.

The occasion also commem-
orated the completion of one
year of the scheme, which was
launched on March 10, 2024.

This was the thirteenth
installment of the scheme
which benefits around 70 lakh
women in the state.

A press communiqué said
that under Mahtari Vandan
Yojana, financial assistance of
Rs 1,000 per month i.e. Rs
12,000 per annum had been

given to married women
directly in their bank accounts
through DBT.

The benefit of this scheme is
available to married women, a
resident of Chhattisgarh, aged
more than 21 years as on
January 1, 2024.

Apart from married women,
widowed, divorced, abandoned
women are also eligible to
avail the benefits of the
scheme.

The objective behind
the scheme is to eliminate
discrimination against women
in the society on the basis
of gender, inequality and lack
of awareness among women
in the state and also to
improve their health and
nutrition level.

This scheme also promotes
women empowerment and
economic self-reliance, the
communiqué said.

Mahtari Vandan installment
disbursed as Women’s Day gift

Rs 650.31 crore e-transferred to 70 lakh women

STAFF REPORTER n
RAJNANDGAON

On the occasion of
International Women’s

Day, the first ever woman
police station of Rajnandgaon
district was inaugurated by
the Chhattisgarh Assembly
Speaker Raman Singh on
Saturday.

It will specifically deal with
crimes against women and will
provide convenience to the
victim women, Rajnandgaon
Superintendent of Police Mohit
Garg told the Pioneer.

With the presence of female
officers and staffers, the victims
can easily express their issues
without hesitation, he added.

The objective behind open-
ing it is to empower women
and ensuring their safety, the

official said.
Assistant Sub-Inspector,

Gitanjali Sinha has been made
in-charge Station House

Officer besides two head con-
stables, three constables and a
home guard in the newly inau-
gurated police station.

On the occasion, Singh hon-
oured the women officers and
employees for their works of
excellance.

Apart from this, he also
flagged-off a women bike rally.

R’gaon gets its first woman police station

STAFF REPORTER n
DANTEWADA

The ‘TEDx Dantewada’ a
brainstorming programme

held in Dantewada district
emphasised the need for
platforms to promote new ideas
and bring positive change
to rural areas, an official
communique in this regard
said on Saturday.

Inspirational speakers from
various fields shared their sto-
ries related to struggle, innova-
tion, and social change.
Hundreds of students from
Dantewada and surrounding
districts participated in this
workshop.

On the occasion, India’s first
double-amputee mountaineer,
Chitra Sen Sahu, shared his
journey and his experience of
touching heights like the
Everest.

Similarly, Asian Games kick-

boxing silver medallist
Niranjali Soni expressed her
views on the challenges of
being a female athlete and the
role of mental strength in

sports.
While, Padma Shri awardee

social worker, Phulbasan Bai
Yadav, spoke about organising
and empowering more than

200,000 rural women through
education and other initia-
tives.

Meanwhile, Discussions
were also held on organic farm-
ing, connecting tribal farmers
to urban markets, new models
of community-based educa-
tion and alternative learning.

STAFF REPORTER n
RAIPUR

Hidayatullah National Law University
(HNLU), Raipur, organized its 8th

Convocation on Saturday at a private hotel
in Raipur and conferred degrees to 161 stu-
dents.

A press communiqué from the univer-
sity said that the grand ceremony had seen
the conferring of degrees to 161 students
of B.A. LL.B. (Hons.), out of which 125 stu-
dents received their degrees in person and
26 students in absentia.

Additionally, 90 students of LL.M. grad-
uated, with 57 students receiving their
degrees in person and 30 students in
absentia. A Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.)
degree was also awarded to a scholar for

their exemplary research contribution.
The Convocation was participated by

Justice P.S. Narasimha, Judge, Supreme
Court of India, and Member, Executive
Council, HNLU, who served as the Chief
Guest and delivered the convocation
address.

He emphasized the significance of legal
education in nation-building and the role
of young legal professionals in upholding
constitutional values.

One of the highlights of the convocation
was the awarding of 36 gold medals to out-
standing students, including 10 coming
from UG and 3 from PG for their excep-
tional academic performance.

The prestigious medals awarded, includ-
ed Chancellor’s gold medal, University gold
medal for the best outgoing student.

KOREA : Women in Korea district are
taking care of nutritional needs by
providing nutritional foods to
Anganwadi centres, an official
communique said on Saturday. Jyoti
Mahila Self-Help Group consisting of 20
housewives, which supplies nutritional
laddu made of ragi, sattu, jowar, and
millets to over 500 Anganwadi centres.
Actually, these laddu is nutritionally
useful to pregnant women and lactating
mothers so this is provided  to them for
their nutritional needs. Group President
Savita Singh said that they had started off
by making small products but later they
switched to making laddu in greater
quantity to fulfill the nutritional
demands of the district. For this, the
group got a loan of Rs 1.50 lakh and and
government is encouraging them to do
so, Savita said.

‘TEDx Dantewada’ emphasises promoting
new ideas to uplift rural areas

Inspirational
speakers from
various fields
shared their

stories related
to struggle,

innovation and
social change

HNLU convocation: 161
students conferred degrees

Women take care of
nutritional needs in

Korea district

It will
specifically

deal with
crimes against

women and
will provide

convenience to
the victim 
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PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

Marking International Women’s
Day, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s social media handles

were taken over by a group of extraordi-
nary women who have excelled in diverse
fields, from chess to science to rural entre-
preneurship and financial empowerment
to accessibility and inclusive development.

Each of them shared their journeys,
highlighting the power of India’s ‘Nari
Shakti’ and the strides being made towards
a more inclusive and empowered nation.

Chess grandmaster R Vaishali, farmer-
entrepreneur Anita Devi, nuclear scien-
tist Elina Mishra, space scientist Shilpi
Soni, accessibility advocate Anjlee
Agarwal, and rural entrepreneur Ajaita
Shah took over Prime Minister Modi’s
social media accounts on International
Women’s Day.

Vaishali, who has been playing chess
since the age of six and is the sibling of
grandmaster Praggnanandhaa, encour-
aged young girls to follow their dreams.
“Playing chess has been a learning,
thrilling, and rewarding journey for me.
But there is more. I want to give a mes-
sage to all the women out there, especial-
ly the young girls Follow your dreams, no
matter the hurdles. Your passion will
power your success,” she wrote from
Modi’s account on X. She also emphasised
family support, acknowledging her par-
ents and brother for their encouragement.

Bihar’s Anita Devi, a farmer-entrepre-
neur, shared her journey of self-reliance
and rural empowerment. She narrated

how her venture, Madhopur Farmers
Producer Company Limited, has created
livelihood opportunities for hundreds of
women in her village.

“The women working with me are not
just earning a living but also gaining con-
fidence and self-respect. Economic inde-
pendence strengthens women’s social
status,” she posted. With the recent
announcement of a Makhana Board, she
is now exploring opportunities in
makhana (fox nut) production to expand
rural entrepreneurship.

Scientists Elina Mishra and Shilpi Soni
highlighted the importance of women’s
participation in science, urging more
women to pursue careers in nuclear and
space technology. 

“India is the most vibrant place for sci-
ence, and thus, we call upon more women
to pursue it,” they wrote. Mishra, a
nuclear scientist, has worked on projects
involving proton accelerator technology
and medical applications for remote
healthcare.

Soni, a space scientist with ISRO for 24
years, has contributed to over 35 commu-
nication and navigation missions, includ-
ing India’s indigenous space technology
advancements. Anjlee Agarwal, an advo-
cate for universal accessibility, called for
a stronger push towards a more inclusive
India under the ‘Sugamya Bharat’ initia-
tive. “Let’s ensure that every woman, every
individual, can navigate their life with dig-
nity and independence,” she posted.

With over three decades of experience,
Agarwal has led accessibility audits and
policy advocacy efforts to improve infra-

structure for persons with disabilities.
Ajaita Shah, founder and CEO of Frontier
Markets, delivered a message on financial
empowerment and rural entrepreneurship
for women.

“A financially empowered woman is a
confident decision-maker, independent
thinker, architect of her own future, and
a maker of modern India!” she said. She
emphasised technology’s role in women’s
financial inclusion and skilling, highlight-
ing the ‘Meri Saheli’ app as a tool support-
ing rural women entrepreneurs.

After their messages, PM Modi reflect-
ed on their inspiring journeys. “Since
morning, you’ve all seen inspiring posts
by extraordinary women sharing their
own journeys and inspiring other women.
These women belong to different parts of
India and have excelled in different areas,
but there’s one underlying theme the
prowess of India’s Nari Shakti. 

Their determination and success
remind us of the boundless potential

women hold. 
“Today and every day, we celebrate their

contributions in shaping a Viksit Bharat,”
he said in a post on X. PM Modi, in his
Women’s Day message, paid tribute to
‘Nari Shakti’ and reaffirmed his govern-
ment’s commitment to women empow-
erment through various schemes and pro-
grammes. “We bow to our Nari Shakti on
#WomensDay! Our government has
always worked to empower women,
reflecting in our schemes and pro-
grammes. 

Today, as promised, my social media
properties will be taken over by women
who are making a mark in diverse fields!”
he posted on X before handing over his
social media account for the day. This is
not the first time the prime minister has
taken such an initiative. 

In 2020, on Women’s Day, he handed
his social media accounts to seven women
achievers, giving them a global platform
to inspire others.

PM’s social media features extraordinary women 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

President Droupadi Murmu on
Saturday underscored the need for
increased participation of women
in the workforce as the country

moves towards becoming the world’s
third-largest economy.

Speaking on the occasion of
International Women’s Day at a national
consultation organised by the Women and
Child Development Ministry, Murmu
emphasised that providing equal opportu-
nities in education and employment is cru-
cial for achieving this goal.

“As India progresses towards becoming
the world’s third-largest economy, the par-
ticipation of women in the workforce must
increase at the same pace,” she said. 

She stressed that a “self-reliant, indepen-
dent and empowered woman” is key to
building a ‘Viksit Bharat’.

“The vision of a Viksit Bharat is our col-
lective aspiration and we must work
together to achieve it,” she said, urging
everyone to support women at every step
towards self-reliance and success.
Highlighting the contributions of Indian
women, Murmu said, “Our daughters are
making immense contributions in realis-
ing the dream of a Viksit Bharat.

It is imperative that society provides
them with an even better environment to
progress.” She called for creating a society
where every girl and boy feels safe and is
free to make independent life choices with-
out fear. “We must build an ideal society
where no child, be it a son or daughter, hes-
itates to travel alone or live independent-
ly at any time,” she said, adding that a cul-
ture of respect for women will foster a pro-
gressive social environment and enhance
national confidence.

On the challenges women face in bal-
ancing work and family, Murmu ques-
tioned the perception that women may be
less committed to their jobs due to child-
care responsibilities.

“Is not society responsible for the well-
being of the children who will shape our

future?” she asked. She emphasised that a
mother’s effort in raising responsible cit-
izens should be recognised and respected
rather than seen as a limitation.

“A mother, through her dedication,
can shape her children into ideal citizens,”
she said. President Murmu marked 50
years of International Women’s Day cele-
brations, acknowledging the remarkable
progress of women in this period.

“There is no doubt that women have
made unprecedented strides over the last
five decades. My own journey from a mod-
est background in Odisha to Rashtrapati
Bhavan is a testament to the opportunities
for equality and social justice available to
women in India,” she said. She expressed
confidence that examples of successful
women would continue to multiply. She
commended the government’s continued
efforts toward women’s empowerment,
highlighting initiatives like the ‘Nari
Shakti Vandan Adhiniyam’, which provides
reservation for women in Parliament and
state assemblies. 

“This is a historic step towards women’s
political empowerment,” she said.

The President also spoke about econom-
ic empowerment schemes such as self-help
groups and the ‘Lakhpati Didi’ pro-
gramme that aim to enhance financial
independence among women. 

“The Namo Drone Didi scheme is
another example of how women are being
equipped with technical skills and finan-
cial stability,” she said.

Murmu called for a collective shift in
mindset, emphasising that women and
men are equal partners in progress.

“In our tradition, both Shiva and
Shakti hold equal importance one cannot
exist without the other. 

If one wheel of a chariot does not func-
tion properly, how will the chariot move
forward?” she said. 

She urged society to recognise and sup-
port women’s potential. 

“Whenever we have honoured the tal-
ent of women, they have never disappoint-
ed us,” the President said.

Droupadi Murmu speaks during inaugural session of ‘Nari Shakti Se Viksit Bharat’ in New Delhi PTI

Enhance female workforce
for economic growth: Murmu

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

In a veiled reference to China and
Pakistan, Army Chief General
Upendra Dwivedi on Saturday said

there is a “high degree of collusivity,”
which must be accepted. “What it means,
as far as I am concerned, the two-front
threat is a reality,” he said regarding prox-
imity between China and Pakistan.

During the session, he fielded a broad
range of questions about the army’s pre-
paredness for the future, lessons from
ongoing conflicts, the situation in
Bangladesh, and at the Line of Actual
Control (LAC) and the Line of Control. 

“Now, the second thing that you have
brought out is collaboration or the rela-
tionship between our western neighbour
and Bangladesh.

“As far as I am concerned, since I have
said that the epicentre of terrorism is in
a particular country, they have a relation-
ship with any of my neighbouring coun-
try, I should be looking worried, because
as far as I am concerned, the terrorism
route can be used from that country also,
which is my major concern as of today,”
General Dwivedi said, when asked about
reports suggesting growing proximity
between Pakistan and Bangladesh.

The General said it was “too early” to
take a call on the role of Bangladesh, where
a change in government may bring about
a change in the relationship between it and
India.

“Because as far as I am concerned, I am
very clear, the present military to military
relationship is very strong. And, we
exchanging note on regular basis, to
avoid any kind of a misgiving,” he added. 

He was also asked how the Indian Army
looked at the Pakistan-China equation.

“What we have to understand is that.
We have to be very clear that there is a
high degree of collusivity, which we must
accept. 

In terms of the virtual field, it’s nearly
100 per cent, in terms of physical, I would
say most of the equipment there is of
Chinese origin,” the Army Chief said.

“So, this is the situation as of today, as
far as collusivity is concerned. 

What it means, as far as I am concerned,
the two-front threat is a reality for me,” 
he said. In January 2021, the then Army
Chief General MM Naravane too said that
when it comes to Pakistan and China, “the
threat of collusivity cannot be wished
away.”

General Dwivedi also spoke about the
situation along the LAC in eastern Ladakh
since the Special Representative-level
(SR-level) meeting in December 2024, fol-
lowing an agreement that was finalised
between the two countries last year.

I think assassin’s mace has lived through
its life. 

It may not be more relevant today. And,
if you see, as far as the terrain of the
Himalayas is concerned, the terrain plays
a very favourable role as far as India is con-
cerned.

“The second issue is, you may have

superiority in anything, but what is
important is at the point of application, are
you able to amass that kind of resource
application, strength and the impact
which is required,” he said. “I think that
way, Indian Army is adequately poised to
take care of that,” he said.

The Army Chief, however, called for
“coexistence, cooperation and coordina-
tion” to opine it was not good for the
countries to engage in a war. 

“Is the war in interest of both the coun-
tries? The answer is no. So, what we are
looking at is, how can we harmonise. The
situation as of today, and manage it till the
diplomatic situation come out,” he said.

The last Working Mechanism for
Consultation and Coordination on India-
China Border Affairs (WMCC) and SRs
meeting took place in December. 

After that, the foreign secretary again
went to China to witness a “lot of posi-
tive signalling” from both sides. 

The next Working Mechanism for
Consultation and Coordination on India-
China Border Affairs (WMCC) meeting
should be taking place soon, he said.

On a query on the Depsang and
Demchok areas, the General said the sec-
ond and third rounds of patrolling have
taken place, and both sides are cooperat-
ing with each other.

“We inform each other, there is no issue
at all. Grazing, which was required to be
carried out, has been opened up.
Whenever there is some kind of a differ-
ence, they immediately contact each
other resolve the issue and get over it,” he
added.

On the current situation along the Line
of Control (LOC), the Army Chief said
that since 2018, terrorist-related incidents
were down by 83 per cent, as has recruit-
ment been. 

The footfall of Amarnath yatris has
increased to five Lakh, he said.

He said that 60 per cent of terrorists
neutralised by Indian armed forces last
year were of Pakistan origin. 

Of the remaining in the valley and south
of Pir Panjal, about 80 per cent are
Pakistani terrorists, he added.

“So, there is no let up as far as western
adversary is concerned,” the Army Chief
General Upendra Dwivedi said. 

All the same, the general batted for
“friendly relations” with the neighbour
and peace in that country, as well as its
transformation from the “epicentre” of ter-
rorism to a stable nation.

He added, “I keep saying, we are always
prepared. We will be assertive, but we’ll be
only aggressive in case we are forced to.”
On the role of women in the army, the
General said, “Yesterday, only I have
given the sanction for the Territorial Army
to induct women.

And we want this number to increase.
Changes that you will see will be gradual.”

On the Agnipath scheme, the Army
Chief Upendra Dwivedi said, “Let me
assure the countrymen that this scheme
is proving to be a great success. Creme de
la creme coming to us.”

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

Health Minister JP Nadda on
Saturday said the Centre is
focused on providing healthcare

that is preventive, curative, palliative and
rehabilitative. Inaugurating the third
“International Symposium on Health
Technology Assessment (ISHTA 2025)”
at Bharat Mandapam here, Nadda
emphasised the vision and commitment
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi in
strengthening India’s healthcare system
and ensuring accessible and affordable
healthcare for all.

He highlighted the critical role of
Health Technology Assessment (HTA) in
advancing evidence-based policymak-
ing to build an efficient, equitable and
high-quality health system, aligned 
with the goals of Universal Health
Coverage (UHC).

Nadda highlighted that the “govern-
ment is focused on providing healthcare,
which is preventive, curative, palliative
and rehabilitative”. He informed that the
Centre has laid an emphasis on prima-
ry, secondary as well as tertiary health-
care. He noted that 22 state-of-the-art
AIIMS have been established till now

and there has been a substantial increase
in the number MBBS and MD seats,
along with a rise in the training of para-
medic and nursing staff.

Nadda said the Union government will
add 75,000 seats in the medical sector,
with 30,000 seats already created last year.
The health minister noted that HTA India
resource centres are spread over 19 states
and these serve as an important mecha-
nism for priority setting and have helped
immensely in achieving various health
goals, such as for tuberculosis (TB)
detection, optimising healthcare costs and
incorporating evidence-based data in
national health programmes.

On the occasion, Nadda released sev-
eral key resources, including the Open
Real-Time PCR Kit for Diagnosis of
Pulmonary Tuberculosis (Quantiplus
MTB FAST Detection Kit developed by
Huwel Lifesciences), the HTA
Technologies Compendium, the HTA
Costing Database as well as the Patent
Mitra initiative.

“With the launch of these flagship ini-
tiatives, our country is taking a significant
leap towards supporting our innovators.
This platform is designed to provide cru-
cial support to scientists, researchers

and institutions, ensuring that their
ground-breaking works are protected
through patents and made available to the
public through seamless technology
transfer,” he said.Nadda also highlighted
that the “Medical Education Patent Mitra”
initiative of the Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR) aligns with the Med
Tech Mitra initiative, a testament of the
ICMR’s commitment to advancing 
medical innovation.

He concluded his address by saying that
HTA helps in reinforcing the Centre’s
commitment to providing inclusive,
affordable, equitable and accessible health-
care for all. “HTA will play an important
role in the realisation of Viksit Bharat by
2047, as envisaged by our prime minis-
ter,” he said.The event was organised by
the Department of Health Research
(DHR), Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare, Government of India, in collab-
oration with the World Health
Organization (WHO) India Country
Office and the Centre for Global
Development (CGD).

This year, the theme of the sympo-
sium was “Bridging Evidence to Policy:
Health Technology Assessment for
Affordable Healthcare”.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

Congress on Saturday asked Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to take
Parliament into confidence on

United States (US) President Donald
Trump’s claims that India has agreed to
cut its tariffs.

The Opposition party’s general secre-
tary, communications, Jairam Ramesh
asked whether the interests of Indian
farmers and manufacturers are being
compromised. “Commerce Minister
Piyush Goyal is in Washington DC to talk
trade with the Americans. Meanwhile,
President Trump says this,” he said in a

social media post.
US President Donald Trump said India

has agreed to cut its tariffs “way down”
as he reiterated his claim that the coun-
try charges America massive tariffs that
make it difficult to sell products there.
“What has the Modi Government agreed
to? Are the interests of Indian farmers and
of Indian manufacturing being compro-
mised? The PM must take Parliament into
confidence when it resumes on March 10,”
Ramesh said. Both houses of Parliament
will meet on Monday as the second part
of the budget session resumes. In the
video shared by Ramesh, Trump is heard
saying, “Our country, from an econom-

ic standpoint and a financial standpoint
and a trade standpoint, has been absolute-
ly ripped off by almost every country in
the world Canada, Mexico, and then you
just go right down the line.”

“India charges us massive tariffs. You
can’t even sell anything in India. It is
restrictive. We do very little business
inside. They’ve agreed. By the way, they
want to cut their tariffs way down now
because somebody is finally exposing
them for what they’ve done,” Trump goes
on to say in the clip.

Trump has been threatening several
countries with reciprocal trade tariffs ever
since he assumed charge as US President.

Army Chief highlights
‘high degree of collusivity’
with China and Pakistan

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n New Delhi

The world’s first commercial space
surveillance satellite, capable of
tracking objects as small as five

centimetres orbiting the Earth, was
commissioned on Saturday as it cap-
tured images over South America, the
Bengaluru-based start-up Digantara
said. Digantara had launched the space
surveillance satellite Space Camera for
Object Tracking (SCOT) on January 14
aboard SpaceX’s Transporter-12 rock-
et. The satellite started operations on
Saturday. “Space just ran out of hiding
spots,” the start-up said in a post on X.

In a statement, the company said the
SCOT satellite achieved first light on
Saturday and its inaugural image while
passing over South America a breath-
taking view of Earth’s limb, with the city
of Buenos Aires glowing against the
planet’s curvature.

“SCOT’s first image is more than a
technical milestone, it’s a symbol of our
team’s resilience and unwavering com-
mitment to safeguarding Earth’s orbits
for generations to come,” said Digantara
CEO Anirudh Sharma.

Nadda emphasises on comprehensive healthcare

World’s first
commercial
space satellite
launched

Congress urges Centre to address
Trump’s tariff claims in Parliament 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n Jaipur

Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla said on
Saturday that consensus and dissent
are the strengths of democracy, but

planned disruption in Assemblies and
Parliament are not appropriate for demo-
cratic values. Birla reiterated that
Legislative institutions must become cen-
ters of discussion and dialogue to ensure
accountability to the public. He was
addressing public representatives and
other dignitaries at the launch of the
‘Constitution Club of Rajasthan’. 

The event was also attended by Chief
Minister of Rajasthan Bhajanlal Sharma,
Speaker of Rajasthan Vidhan Sabha
Vasudev Devnani, Union Minister of State
for Agriculture, Bhagirath Choudhary,
MPs, MLAs and other dignitaries. Lok
Sabha Speaker remarked that the
Constitution Club is not just a building,
but a platform to guide democratic dis-
course, thoughtfulness, and policy-mak-
ing. He added democracy is not confined
to elections but advances through contin-
uous dialogue and consensus. 

Birla hoped that the club will elevate
policy-making and good governance to
new heights. He mentioned that the con-
cept of the Constitution Club in Delhi was
conceived in 1947 during the drafting  of

the Constitution where the need for a plat-
form for informal discussions and poli-
cy dialogues was felt. Birla noted that the
Constitution club in Rajasthan will also
become a key center for democratic dia-
logue and debate, providing legislators
with an opportunity to openly discuss
ideas, policies and governance. 

Observing that the Constitution of
India is not just a compilation of laws,

but a guide for the entire world, Birla said
that over the past 75 years, many trans-
formative changes have occurred under
its guidance. 

Saying that meaningful dialogue and
healthy debates must take place in
Parliament and Assemblies, Birla under-
lined that personal allegations and delib-
erate disruptions are against the core
spirit of democracy. 

Planned disruption not appropriate for
democratic values: Lok Sabha Speaker 

Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla, Rajasthan CM Bhajanlal Sharma at the launch of Constitution Club of
Rajasthan in Jaipur PIONEER PHOTO

Prime Minister Narendra Modi PTI
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PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n Ahmedabad

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi on
Saturday said there was a need
to filter out leaders and work-
ers from his party who were

working for the BJP and warned of strict
action, even removals.

Addressing party workers on the sec-
ond day of his two-day Gujarat visit, the
party’s first job was to separate two
groups of Congress workers and leaders
ones who carry the party ideology in
their hearts and stand with the public and
the others who were cut off from the pub-
lic, “half of whom are with the BJP”.

Rahul’s visit to the state is focused on
the 2027 Assembly polls, for which he has
hinted at a major overhaul in the party’s
state unit and assured a strong plan to
defeat the BJP. “There are two types of
people in the Gujarat Congress leader-
ship and among workers. Those who are
honest with people, fight for them,
respect them and have the ideology of the
Congress in their heart. And the others
who are cut off from the people sit far
away, do not respect them, and half of
whom are with the BJP,” he said.

The Leader of Opposition in the Lok
Sabha said the party’s first job should be
to filter these two groups, even if it means
taking strict action of removing people.
Till the two groups are separated, the
people of Gujarat will not believe in the
party, he said.

“For our district, block presidents
and senior leaders, the party should find
a place in their hearts. They should carry
Congress in their blood. Put the issue of

winning and losing the elections aside.
As soon as we do that, the people of
Gujarat would like to join our organisa-
tion, and we will open the door for them,”
said Rahul. 

He claimed that the people of the state
are trapped, and the diamond, textile and
ceramic industry is in shambles. “Look
at farmers of Gujarat. They are scream-
ing for a new vision. The vision of the last
20-25 years has failed, and Congress can
provide this vision easily. But this is not
possible unless these two types of peo-
ple are filtered,” he said.

He said Gujarat wants to move forward
but is unable to see the way ahead, and
the Congress is unable to show it the way.
“I am not speaking out of shame or fear,
but I want to put this before you - we are
unable to show Gujarat the way,” Gandhi
said. He pointed out that Congress has
been out of power in Gujarat for over
three decades, and whenever he visits the
state, the discussions revolve around elec-
tions. “But the question is not about elec-
tions. Unless we fulfil our responsibili-
ties, the people of Gujarat will not let us
win the elections. And we should not ask

the people to give us the government till
we fulfil our responsibilities. The day we
have fulfilled our responsibilities, I can
guarantee that all the people of Gujarat
will support us,” he said.

Rahul said Congress has not been able
to fulfil expectations Gujarat had from its
leaders for the last 30 years. Gujarat gave
the Congress its original leadership, way
of thinking, fighting and living in
Mahatma Gandhi, he said.

“Without Gandhi, Congress would
not have been able to get independence
for the country,” he said, adding that
Sardar Patel, one of the five greatest lead-
ers of the Congress, also hailed from
Gujarat. He said there is no shortage of
leaders in Congress at the district, block,
and senior levels, but “they are chained”.

“Our leaders, including me, will have
to go amidst the people of Gujarat, lis-
ten to their voices, what they expect from
me, what we can do for them - for their
education, health, and future. We are here
to listen to you,” Rahul said.

He said the party could come to
power in the state if it manages to
increase its vote share by 5 per cent, cit-
ing the example of Telangana, where it
managed a 22 per cent increase in the
vote share. The upcoming All India
Congress Committee (AICC) session is
scheduled to be held in Ahmedabad on
April 8 and 9. It will be held in the state
after 64 years.

In the 2022 Gujarat assembly elections,
the Congress won only 17 of the 182 seats
in the state. However, the party’s strength
in the House dropped to 12 after the res-
ignation of five MLAs.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n Chennai

Over 100 officer cadets, including
women were commissioned into
the Indian Army on Saturday, at

the end of a passing out parade held at
the Officers Training Academy (OTA).
A spectacular military parade at the
revered Parameswaran Drill Square of
OTA marked the passing out ceremony
of officers of Short Service Commission
and equivalent courses, a Defence press
release said.

“A total of 133 Officer Cadets and 24
Officer Cadets (Women) were commis-
sioned into various Arms and Services of
the Indian Army, embodying the spirit
of duty and sacrifice. Additionally, Five
Foreign Officer Cadets and Seven
Foreign Officer Cadets (Women) from
five Friendly Foreign Countries success-
fully completed their training, fostering

bonds of camaraderie and cooperation
across international borders,” it said.

The Passing Out Parade was
reviewed by Lieutenant General
Johnson P Mathew, Chief of Integrated
Defence Staff, New Delhi. He also pre-
sented the sword, OTA gold medal and
other awards to various cadets.

“The Reviewing Officer, in his address,
lauded the Officer Cadets and OTA staff
for their exemplary achievements,
exhorting the newly commissioned offi-
cers to uphold the cardinal military val-
ues of ‘Selfless Service to the Nation’ and
steadfast pursuit of excellence in all
endeavours,” the release said.

Following the parade, the Pipping
Ceremony symbolised a solemn vow as
the newly commissioned officers pledged
allegiance to the Constitution of India
and committed to safeguard the nation
at all costs, it added.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Imphal

Apeace march conducted by a
Meitei body was stopped in
Manipur’s Imphal West district

on Saturday as the programme coin-
cided with the government’s initiative
to resume inter-district bus services to
ensure free movement of people,
police said.

Security forces stopped the proces-
sion, taken out by the Federation of
Civil Society Organisations at Sekmai,
some 18 km from Imphal, and asked
the organisers to join the government’s
free movement initiative.

Members of the Meitei body insist-
ed that free movement means travel by
anybody and demanded that they be
allowed to go in the vehicles arranged
by them. “If they (volunteers) wanted
to participate in the free movement ini-
tiative, they may go through the vehi-
cles arranged by the government,” a
police officer said.

Federation of Civil Society
Organisations President T Manihar
said, “The purpose of the march is to
bring peace in the state. If the govern-
ment is not in a position to allow the
free movement of the public, what is the
need for making the announcement?”

The inter-district bus services
resumed on Saturday after Union
Home Minister Amit Shah had recent-
ly directed security forces to ensure free
movement of people on all routes in
Manipur from March 8 and also called
for strict action against those creating
obstructions.

Chairing a meeting to review the
security situation of the northeastern
state, he said the Centre remains fully
committed to restoring lasting peace in
Manipur and is providing all necessary
assistance in this regard.

This was the first such meeting held
after the imposition of the President’s
rule in the northeastern state, which has
been witnessing ethnic violence since
May 2023.

Over 250 people have lost their lives
in the violence.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n Itanagar

The Arunachal Indigenous Tribes’
Forum (AITF) has appealed to peo-
ple to restrain themselves, amid

prevailing tension over the framing of
rules under a state’s law relating to the
freedom of religion.

AITF, an apex body of organisations of
indigenous tribes, claimed that protests,
including hunger strikes by members of
the Arunachal Christian Forum (ACF)
and rallies by the Indigenous Faith and
Cultural Society of Arunachal Pradesh
(IFCSAP) recently, threaten peace and
development in the state.

The Arunachal Pradesh Freedom of
Religion Act (APFRA), 1978, has been a
contentious issue, particularly among
Christian groups.  The IFCSAP and the
state government argue that the law is cru-
cial to preserving indigenous culture and
faith, whereas the ACF contends that it
discriminates against Christians.

The AITF has appealed to “political
parties, ACF, IFCSAP, and the public to
refrain from making provocative state-
ments that could escalate tensions”.  It
encouraged all stakeholders to engage
constructively in the rule-framing 
process by providing inputs through
appropriate discussions.

The indigenous tribes’ forum also
urged the state government to circulate
the draft rules for public feedback to
ensure a participatory approach.

The Gauhati High Court had, in
September last year, directed the state gov-
ernment to frame rules under Section 8
of the Arunachal Pradesh Freedom of
Religion Act (APFRA), 1978, within six
months. As the budget session of the 8th
Legislative Assembly commenced in
Itanagar, the Christians forum staged a
massive protest in Borum on Thursday.

More than 20,000 Christians from
across the state gathered to oppose the
implementation of APFRA, which has

remained dormant for 46 years.
Arunachal Pradesh Congress Committee
(APCC) general secretary and spokesper-
son Kon Jirjo Jotham reaffirmed the
party’s commitment to protecting the
rights of minorities, including Christians
and indigenous people.

“The BJP government should initiate
a dialogue between the Arunachal
Christian Forum and other stakeholders
to resolve the issue amicably,” Jotham
urged.  He emphasised that any attempt
to undermine secular and democratic val-
ues would be strongly opposed.

Additionally, AITF announced plans to
form a consultative committee to study
the draft rules and gather inputs from
community-based organisations through
a joint consultative forum (JCF). 

“The committee will seek inputs from
community-based organisations and
deliberate on the matter through the JCF
for wider consultation,” AITF general sec-
retary Tapi Tai said.

Arunachal tribes’ calls for restraint amid
tension over freedom of religion law rules

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Patna

The Bihar government has decided
to constitute a state-level ‘task
force’ headed by the chief secretary

to monitor action taken by authorities to
prevent and eradicate child marriages in
the state. According to the National
Family Health Survey (NFHS)-5, 
Bihar has the second-highest rate of 
child marriage in the country, following
West Bengal.

The report said 40.8 per cent of women
in the state get married before turning 18.
However, only 19 cases were registered
under the provisions of the Prohibition of
Child Marriage Act (PCMA) between
2020 and 2024.

“We are working on a focused interven-
tion to curb child marriage in communi-
ties and geographical areas with a high-
er prevalence of the practice. The Bihar
government has decided to constitute a
state-level ‘task force’ to monitor the
actions taken by authorities to prevent and
eradicate child marriages in the state,”
chief secretary Amrit Lal Meena said on
Saturday. Police and other agencies have

been instructed to effectively handle
cases related to the PCMA and take strict
action against those involved in such ille-
gal practices, he added.

“The task force will regularly monitor
the actions taken in this regard,” he said.

The state government is implementing
a multipronged strategy to combat child
marriage, which includes stricter enforce-
ment of the law, empowering girls through
education, and raising awareness through
JEEViKA (the state-level women’s socio-
economic empowerment programme), he
said. Additionally, the government has
introduced a 35 per cent reservation for
women in government jobs and 50 per
cent reservation at all levels in Panchayati
Raj Institutions (PRI) and Urban Local
Bodies (ULB), the chief secretary added.

“Economic empowerment and girls’
education are key pillars of our strategy
to reduce child marriage. Establishment
of high schools in all gram panchayats and
the budget announcement for setting up
degree colleges in each block will signif-
icantly contribute to reducing child mar-
riages. We are also in the process of cre-
ating a separate cadre of officers to pre-

vent and handle child marriage 
cases. These officers, appointed at sub-
division and district levels, will be called
‘Child Marriage Protection Officers,’”
Meena added.

Echoing a similar view, Harjot Kaur
Bamhrah, additional chief secretary of the
social welfare department and chair-
man-cum-managing director of the
Women and Child Development
Corporation (WCDC), said, “Under the
leadership of Chief Minister Nitish
Kumar, the state government is taking sev-
eral initiatives to prevent child marriage
and empower women. These initiatives
include the creation of a state-level task
force and a separate cadre of officers ded-
icated to addressing child marriage cases.”

She added that detailed guidelines are
being framed to ensure effective coordi-
nation between the Special Juvenile Police
Unit (SJPU) and Child Marriage
Prohibition Officers (CMPO) to tackle
child marriages in the state.

“The integration of legal enforcement
with community-based awareness pro-
grammes is essential to preventing child
marriages in Bihar,” Bamhrah emphasised.

While speaking, Jehanabad district mag-
istrate Alankrita Pandey said, “Necessary
measures are being taken to prevent child
marriages in the district. We are first iden-
tifying pockets prone to child marriages
in Jehanabad and engaging local commu-
nities to prevent them. As part of our
community engagement initiatives, we
frequently organise awareness camps in
rural areas to inform people about the
consequences of child marriage and its
grave impact on the health of both child
brides and their children.”

Similarly, Rohtas district magistrate
Udita Singh said, “As part of the Beti
Bachao, Beti Padhao campaign, the dis-
trict administration organises interactive
meetings with girl students (of class 9) in
government schools every Saturday at the
block and panchayat levels. During these
meetings, we educate them about the con-
sequences of child marriage. Additionally,
we have introduced an incentive pro-
gramme for informers who report cases
of underage marriage to the authorities.
If the information provided is verified to
be true, the informer will receive a cash
reward of up to `5,000.” 

Bihar to constitute ‘task force’ to eradicate child marriages

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n Hyderabad

The Enforcement Directorate (ED)
has seized a business jet parked at
the Hyderabad airport as part of a

money laundering investigation against a
Hyderabad-based company and its pro-
moters who allegedly duped numerous
investors in a ̀ 850 Crore Ponzi “scam”, offi-
cial sources said on Saturday.

The money laundering case stems from
a Cyberabad police FIR against Falcon
Group (Capital Protection Force Pvt Ltd),
its CMD Amar Deep Kumar and some
others, the sources said. 

It is alleged that the Falcon Group “col-
lected” `1,700 Crore from investors for
high returns through a “fraudulent” invoice
discounting investment scheme.
`850 Crore, out of the total funds, was

re-paid leaving a total of 6,979 investors
unpaid, according to the sources. 

Kumar, the sources said, fled the coun-
try using this jet. He or his company could
not be contacted immediately for a
response on the charges. Officials from
the ED’s Hyderabad office found that the
8-seater business jet ‘N935H Hawker
800A’ (owned by a company of Kumar)
landed at the Rajiv Gandhi International
airport located in the Shamshabad area
on Friday.

A search of the jet, purchased for about
$1.6 Million (about `14 Crore) in 2024,
was conducted by ED officials on Friday
under the Prevention of Money
Laundering Act (PMLA) and they also
recorded the statement of the crew and
some “close associates” of Kumar present
there, the sources said.

The ED sought a general declaration
about the jet’s movement from the
Customs department after which it was
found that Kumar along with another per-
son left the country onboard the said air-
craft on January 22. 

Cyberabad Police has arrested the vice
president and director of the company as
part of its investigation, the sources said.

BISWAJEET BANERJEE n Prayagraj

The Maha Kumbh has ended. The
grand spectacle of faith, where
millions gathered to cleanse their

sins in the sacred waters, has faded into
memories. But for 869 families, the
echoes of separation still linger in the air. 

Their loved ones came to Prayagraj
with them-only to vanish into the end-
less waves of the crowd.

The lost and found center in the
Kumbh Mela area, once bustling with des-
perate voices and hopeful eyes, now
stands eerily quiet. Posters of missing peo-
ple flutter in the soft breeze, their faces
staring blankly at the passersby. Some of
these papers have rewards scrawled
across them, as if money could bridge the
unbearable distance between families.

One such face is that of Gyarsa Mali.
His son, Dhanvesh, still clings to hope.
The last he heard of his father was when
he set out from home to take a holy dip
in the Sangam. 

Somewhere between the chaotic rail-
way station and the sacred waters, he dis-

appeared. “We haven’t left Prayagraj
since he went missing,” Dhanvesh says
over the phone. “He must be here. He has
to be here. We even made a video, ask-
ing him to come back.” His voice breaks,
carrying the weight of days spent search-
ing, waiting, and whispering prayers
into the wind.

A few steps away on the same wall there
is another poster, it reads-Preeti Kishore.
A 45-year-old woman from Bihar, she
came with her husband, Dr Neeraj Pankaj,
on February 20. A moment of separation
in the crowd, a slipping hand in the surge
of devotees, and she was gone. “I searched
everywhere,” Dr Pankaj says, his voice
tired, hollow. “Somebody told me many
lost people end up in Chitrakoot. So, I
went there too. But there’s still no sign of
her.” His words carry a desperation that
only those who have lost someone in a sea
of millions can understand.

Ajay Pandey, a 60-year-old man, was
last seen at Naini railway station on
February 16. He had come to Prayagraj
with his family for the sacred bath. 

But in the journey back, the crowds

swallowed him whole. Now, his family
pleads with folded hands, asking
strangers, authorities-anyone-to help
them find the missing piece of their lives.

And then there’s Rekha Dwivedi.
Unlike the others, she was found. But no
one came to take her back. 

Now abandoned, she spends her days
in a shelter home in Araili, watching the
door, waiting for a son who will never
return. Her husband, a well-known 
figure in Prayagraj, has turned away. Her
sons, settled and secure, refuse to let her
back into their homes. For them, 
she is an old chapter they do not wish 
to re-read.

The Maha Kumbh saw over 66 Crore
pilgrims in 45 days. A lost and found cen-
ter was set up to reunite separated fam-
ilies, and for many, it worked. More than
35,000 missing people were registered,
and most were reunited. 

But for those 869 families still search-
ing, still hoping-the festival has not yet
ended. It lingers in their grief, in their
restless nights, in the silent prayers they
whisper into an indifferent sky.

Maha Kumbh ends: 869 families still in search for lost loved ones

Missing girls from Kerala’s Tanur
found in Maharashtra, man held

ED seizes

business jet at

Hyderabad

Airport in Ponzi

Scam Case

Over 100 cadets, including 24
women graduate from OTA

Devotees gather during Maha Kumbh Mela in Prayagraj in Uttar Pradesh PTI

Cadets celebrate during their passing out parade at the Officers Training Academy in Chennai 
on Saturday PTI

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
Malappuram (Kerala)

Ayouth was taken into custody on
Saturday in connection with the
case of two girl students gone

missing from Tanur a couple of days ago
and were later found in Maharashtra,
police said. Rahim Aslam, a native of
Edavanna and a suspect in this case was
detained upon his arrival here from
Mumbai on Saturday morning. 

Police officials stated that they would
interrogate him and if he was found to
have been involved in the case he would
be formally arrested. 

The missing girls were located near
Lonavala in Maharashtra on Thursday
night and are currently in police safety.
They are expected to be brought back by
noon, police said. 

Following legal formalities, including
recording their statements and present-
ing them before the Child Welfare

Committee, the girls will be handed over
to their parents, police added.

A police team from Kerala was dis-
patched to Maharashtra on Friday to
bring them back. 

The girls were handed over to the
Kerala police team, which includes
women officers, and they are on their way
to Tanur after completing all formalities,
police said. The exact reason behind their
travel to Maharashtra remains unknown,
police added. TV channels aired footage
of the girls visiting a hair salon after
reaching Panvel in Maharashtra. 

Both students studying Class 12 in a
government higher secondary school,
had left home on Wednesday to attend
an examination but never appeared for
it, police had stated earlier. Their school
teachers informed their families, prompt-
ing them to file a missing complaint with
Tanur police. During the investigation,
police traced the girls’ mobile phone loca-
tions to Maharashtra.

Peace march
stopped in
Manipur by
security forces

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi addresses party workers and pre-civil elections candidates in
Ahmedabad PTI

Need to filter out those Congress leaders
who work for BJP, says Rahul Gandhi
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PRESS TRUST OF INDIA Deir Al-Balah 

Foreign ministers from Muslim
nations on Saturday rejected calls
by US President Donald Trump to

empty the Gaza Strip of its Palestinian

population and backed a plan for an
administrative committee of Palestinians
to govern the territory to allow recon-
struction to go ahead. The foreign min-
isters gathered in the Saudi city of
Jeddah for a special session of the

Organisation of
I s l a m i c
Cooperation to
address the situa-
tion in Gaza, at a
time when the 7-
week-old ceasefire
between Israel and
Hamas has been
thrown into doubt.

In a statement
put out Saturday,
the gathering
threw its support
behind a plan to
rebuild Gaza put
forward by Egypt
and backed by
Arab states, includ-
ing Saudi Arabia
and Jordan, aimed
at countering
Trump’s call. The
OIC groups 57
nations with large-
ly Muslim popula-
tions.

Without specifically mentioning
Trump, the ministers said they rejected
“plans aimed at displacing the Palestinian
people individually or collectively … as
ethnic cleansing, a grave violation of
international law and a crime against
humanity”.

They also condemned “policies of star-
vation” that they said aim to push
Palestinians to leave.

The OIC also reinstated Syria as a
member of the grouping.

Syria was removed from the OIC in
2012 over then-President Bashar Assad’s
brutal crackdown on opposition protests.
After some 14 years of civil war, Assad
was ousted in December by Islamist-led
insurgents who since have created a tran-
sitional government.

The ceasefire that began in mid-
January brought a pause in Israel’s cam-
paign of bombardment and ground
offensives in Gaza aimed at destroying
Hamas after its October 7, 2023 attack
on southern Israel.

The ceasefire’s first phase saw the
release of 25 Israeli hostages held by mil-
itants in Gaza and the bodies of eight
others in exchange for the freeing of
nearly 2,000 Palestinians imprisoned by
Israel.

But an intended second phase of the
deal — meant to bring the release of

Muslim nations reject Trump’s call to empty Gaza Strip

remain-
i n g

hostages and a lasting truce
and full Israeli withdrawal
from Gaza — has been
thrown into doubt.

Israel has balked at entering
negotiations over the terms of
the second phase.

Instead, it has called for
Hamas to release half its
remaining hostages in return
for an extension of the cease-
fire and a promise to negotiate
a lasting truce. Since Sunday,
Israel has barred all food, fuel,
medicine and other supplies
from entering Gaza for some
2 million people, demanding
Hamas accept the revised deal.

At the same time, Trump
has called for Gaza’s popula-
tion to be resettled elsewhere
permanently so that the United
States can take over the terri-
tory and develop it for others.
Palestinians have rejected calls
to leave.

The ministers at the OIC
gathering supported an

Egyptian-backed proposal that
an administrative committee
replace Hamas in governing
Gaza.

The committee would work
“under the umbrella” of the
Palestinian Authority, based in
the West Bank. Israel has
rejected the PA having any role
in the Gaza Strip, but has not
put forward an alternative for
post-war rule in the territory.

Under the ceasefire, Israeli
forces have pulled back to a
zone along Gaza’s edges.

Early Saturday, an Israeli
strike killed two Palestinians in
Gaza’s southernmost city of
Rafah, the Palestinian Health
Ministry said. The Israeli mil-
itary said it struck several men
who appeared to have been fly-
ing a drone that entered Israel
from Gaza.

Israel’s military offensive
has killed over 48,000
Palestinians in Gaza, mostly
women and children, accord-
ing to Gaza’s Health Ministry,
which does not say how many
of the dead were militants.

The campaign was triggered
by Hamas’ October 2023
attack, in which militants
killed some 1,200 people,
mostly civilians, inside Israel
and took a total of 251 people
hostage.

Most have been released in
ceasefire agreements or other
arrangements. Hamas is
believed to still have 24 living
hostages and the bodies of 34
others.



with clubs to have female ambassadors inside sta-
diums on matchdays, when they help to promote
inclusivity, equality 
and diversity.

“We create a supportive atmosphere for all fans
and raise awareness of the campaign through fan
engagement, social media, and community out-
reach,” Morel told The Associated Press. “We also
make sure that safe zones are ready (in stadiums).”

Her Game Too has seven ambassadors in Ligue
1 and three in Ligue 2. They wear visible pins and
distribute flyers. Morel knows what a distressing
matchday experience feels like. In April last year,
she and other female Paris Saint-Germain sup-
porters endured “abusive” body searches while
entering Barcelona’s stadium for a Champions
League match.

“We work to ensure that football matches are
a safe and welcoming environment for all fans,
especially women,” Morel told The AP. “Sexism
and abuse are not tolerated.”

Government backs project
Lise Ducrocq, the LFP communications and cor-
porate brand manager, first came up with the
WO=MAN motto.

“It’s very inspiring to be part of such a big pro-
ject led by a woman,” Morel said. “All the clubs

were very excited.”
French sports minister Marie Barsacq attend-

ed the game and held up the jersey, surrounded
by girls.

“It’s a great project to encourage (female) spec-
tators to come,” Barsacq told DAZN. “We need
women and men to go to stadiums together.”

Jerseys worn by the players will be sold from
Monday with profits going to the three partner
organisations working with LFP. Match balls will
be signed and auctioned on Ligue 1’s digital plat-
forms. Ligue 2 side Red Star, which plays in the
Paris suburbs, went a step further with another
message: “TRUST’Her” on the front of the jer-
sey for Friday night’s game against Amiens.

Elsewhere, French supermarket chain
Intermarché and the French Football Federation
are continuing to promote amateur women’s soc-
cer at grassroots level. Their programme is
called “Sensationnelles,” a play on words combin-
ing Sensational and “Elles” (the feminine pronoun
for they’).

Soccer presenter Laure Boulleau and former
international lineswoman Manuela Nicolosi are
involved in it. Nicolosi was part of a trio of female
officials for a Ligue 1 game in 2023, along with
trailblasing referee Stéphanie Frappart and
lineswoman Élodie Coppola.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Dubai

Former India head coach Ravi
Shastri has picked India as the
favourites in Sunday’s Champions
Trophy summit clash against New

Zealand but pointed out that the advan-
tage will be miniscule, given that the
Black Caps are a formidable side.

India, who have played all their match-
es here, stormed into the final with an 
all-win record, and defeated Australia 
in the semifinal. 

New Zealand, who finished second
behind India in Group A after losing their
league match, secured their spot in the
final with a one-sided win over South
Africa in the second semifinal in Lahore.

“If there is one team that can beat
India, it’s New Zealand,” Shastri said in
‘The ICC Review’. “So India start as
favourites but only just,” he said referring
to the final, which will be a rematch of
the 2000 Champions Trophy title clash,
where New Zealand triumphed by four
wickets in Nairobi.

The 62-year-old, who has seen both
teams evolve over the years, picked four
players from the New Zealand squad 

who could make a difference in the 
high-stakes final.

He singled out Rachin Ravindra, call-
ing him “immensely talented”, Kane
Williamson for his “stability and calm-
ness like a saint”, and captain Mitchell
Santner, whom he described as an “intel-
ligent” leader who can influence the game
alongside Glenn Phillips, who could be
the X-factor for the team.

Shastri also highlighted Virat Kohli’s
current form as a potential game-
changer, while also acknowledging
Will iamson’s abil ity to seize 
crucial moments.

“Now (on) current form, Kohli. When
these guys get hot and you let them get
their first 10 runs, then they’re trouble.
Whether it’s Williamson, whether it’s
Kohli,” Shastri said.

“So from New Zealand, I would say
Williamson. To an extent, Ravindra, he
is a fabulous young player.”

“But these guys when they smell 
the coffee and you let them, in a final, 
get to that 10-15, then they are doubly 
dangerous” Shastri said.

Ravindra, at just 25, has already accu-
mulated five centuries in ICC 50-over

tournaments — the youngest to achieve
the feat.

“I just like the way he moves in the

crease,” Shastri said. “There’s an element
of fluency, which is fabulous to see. He’s
either forward, he’s back, he’ll cut, he’ll

sweep it, play the quicks well and he’s got
a very good temperament.

“You don’t get hundreds in big tourna-
ments like this just like that. You’ve got
to have something up your sleeve, and I
think he’s immensely talented.”

Apart from his batting prowess, for-
mer skipper Williamson’s leadership and
calm demeanour make him a vital asset
for New Zealand in the final.

The veteran has been in red-hot form
with scores of 81 against India and 102
in the semifinal versus South Africa.

“He’s very stable and there’s an element
of calmness, a no-nonsense element
about him the way he goes about his job,”
Shastri said.

“He’s like a saint, a sage, just sitting,
meditating. Lot of people look at the big
shots, I look at the way he moves in the
crease. There is an element of fluency.

“Joe Root when he’s batting at his best.
He’s forward, back. Kohli (as well).
When people move in the crease, the
footwork is sound.

“It’s a joy to watch. And then with their
experience, their talent, the volume of
runs they’ve got, doesn’t matter what for-
mat they play,” added Shastri.

Shastri also made special mention of
Santner, who has impressed in his first
ICC event as New Zealand captain.

“He’s an intelligent man. And I think
this captaincy suits him,” Shastri said. “It
just adds that edge to him as a batter, as
a bowler, as a cricketer.

“So I think it’s a smart move by New
Zealand opting for that and just the way
he goes about his job, like I said, he’s a
good reader of the game, is an intelligent
bloke and should be there for some time
for New Zealand.”

Shastri also didn’t hold back his admi-
ration for Phillips’ ability to turn a
match around single-handedly as he
also picked him as one of the Player-of-
the-Match contenders alongside India’s
Axar Patel and Ravindra Jadeja.

“Player of the Match, I would go for an
all-rounder,” he said in The ICC Review.
“I’ll say Axar Patel or Ravindra Jadeja
from India.

“From New Zealand, I think that
Glenn Phillips has something up. He
might just show flashes of brilliance in
the field. He might come and smash a
cameo of 40, 50 and probably surprise
you by taking a wicket or two.” 

Ravi Shastri picks India as favourites against New Zealand 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Dubai

Days after cricketer Mohammed
Shami was criticised for not
observing roza (fast) in the month

of Ramzaan during the ICC Champions
Trophy (CT) semi-final match against
Australia, veteran lyricist Javed Akhtar
voiced his support for the bowler asking
him to pay no attention to “reactionary
bigoted idiots”.

Shami, who is part of the Indian squad
for the ongoing ICC Champions Trophy
tour, was spotted consuming an energy
drink as the match was underway in
Dubai on Tuesday. 

After the visual of the lead pacer went
viral on social media, the national presi-
dent of the All India Muslim Jamaat,
Maulana Shahabuddin Razvi Barelvi, said
Shami had committed a sin by not fast-

ing during the Islamic holy month of
Ramzaan. Akhtar, known for openly
voicing his opinions, advised the cricketer
to ignore all the negativity and praised his
performance in the game. 

Shami saheb, do not give a damn to
those reactionary bigoted idiots who
have any problem with your drinking
water in a burning afternoon at a cricket
field in Dubai. 

“It is none of their business. You are one
of the great Indian team that is making us
all proud My best wishes to you and 
our whole team,” he wrote in an X 
post on Friday.

India emerged victorious in Tuesday’s
match, becoming the first team to quali-
fy for Sunday’s final. The Men in Blue will
fight it out with New Zealand to claim the
Champions Trophy for the third time
(2002 and 2013). 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Lausanne

Thomas Bach says he feels a rare calm
in his final weeks as IOC president
even as a “new world order” gains

speed ahead of the 2028 Los 
Angeles Olympics.

Bach led the International Olympic
Committee through two locked-down
Games in a global pandemic and several
affected by Russian doping and military
aggression, among other crises.

His successor will be elected March 20
and inherit an IOC financially secure with
future Olympic hosts that today look stable
and reliable.

Still, the biggest event for the next IOC
president — the LA Summer Games —
could yet challenge Bach’s faith in the
Olympics’ power to unite the world in peace-
ful competition and mutual acceptance.

“We have a new world order in the mak-
ing, and this making… will not happen
without rumbling,” Bach said this 
week, without criticising US President
Donald Trump.

Signature Bach policies have been gender
parity and inclusive acceptance of all 206

national teams, plus refugee athletes. Political
neutrality is an ideal Bach clings to even 
as Trump has warned of denying visas
to athletes based on the government’s 
gender interpretations.

“I am also convinced that President
Trump and his administration will fully sup-
port the Olympic Games,” Bach told 
The Associated Press in a rare interview 
at IOC headquarters.

“He likes sport, so there I don’t see a risk.”
The American people, Bach added, “appre-
ciate and love that the Games are about sport
but they are about more than sport. They
will want to welcome the athletes from all
over the world.”

The IOC has defended female boxers
Imane Khelif and Lin Yu-ting — the Paris
Olympic gold medalists. Both had been dis-
qualified from the 2023 world champi-
onships run by the Russian-backed
International Boxing Association, which said
they failed eligibility tests.

“These two women boxers have been
born as women, they have been raised as
women, they have competed as women and
nobody ever claimed even that they are
transgender,” Bach said in AP’s 

interview. “What happened there was a
Russian-led misinformation campaign
which then distorted the truth, the facts and
now we have this unfortunate situation that
these two athletes are considered to be trans-
gender. But. They. Are. Not.”

Before the Paris Olympics, Bach warned
of “deeply disturbing” trends, including “nar-
row self-interests trumping the rule of law.”

“What I see is very heated discussion in
the United States,” Bach told the AP. “But
this is for the citizens of the United States
to have. Our values are very clear and on
those values the Olympic Games are based.”

Pandemic and Russian doping
Bach’s presidency since 2013 saw two
Games impacted by Covid-19; one shad-
owed by Korean political tensions; several
affected by Russian doping and military
aggression; and one almost implode with a
chaotic local organising team in Rio de
Janeiro that pulled the IOC into vote-buy-
ing allegations.

“I’m experiencing the first period during
my presidency where I do not have an exis-
tential problem of the Olympic Games or
the Olympic Movement on my desk,” Bach
said. The 71-year-old German lawyer and
1976 Olympic gold medalist in fencing leaves
office in June. “I am fit and very happy 
in great health.”

Future commercial deals
A key decision early in Bach’s presidency was
extending NBC’s broadcast rights in the U.S.
Through 2032. Renewing or finding a new
partner is a big decision for the next pres-
ident. Bach suggested a free-to-air network
is important.

“You can say of streaming, They are pay-
ing such a lot of money, let’s go for stream-
ing.’ But what does it mean for our values?”
Bach said. “The Olympic Games has to be
accessible to everybody and not only the

ones that can afford it. This balance you 
have to find.”

Diplomatic skills
Bach and predecessor Jacques Rogge were
Olympic athletes who rose to represent the
IOC with various heads  of state.

“That is one of the privileges as IOC pres-
ident is that you get everybody on the
phone,” Bach said. “I haven’t experienced any
situation where somebody would have
said, I am not interested to talk.” The late
Henry Kissinger “gave very valuable advice”
in real-world diplomacy.

Spy target?
Bach’s potential as a future Olympic leader
was clear from 1981 when he and Sebastian
Coe, a candidate to succeed him, helped rep-
resent athletes at a key IOC meeting in
Baden-Baden, West Germany. He later
worked for Horst Dassler and Adidas who
reportedly were monitored for the Stasi, East
Germany’s secret police.

Asked if there was a Stasi file on him, Bach
said, “Not that I knew. I cannot imagine.”

Bach had warm relations with Russian
President Vladimir Putin during the 2014
Sochi Winter Games. Bach and the
Olympics have been targets of Russian mis-
information, cyber attacks and deep fake
videos during the past decade of sanction-
ing the state-backed doping scandal and fall-
out from the invasion of Ukraine.

Cleaning up voting
Bach’s legacy includes changing how hosts
are picked. No more blockbuster contests
vulnerable to vote-buying.

“The atmosphere was just not clean, not
sober. It put the whole credibility of the IOC
in doubt.” There were no allegations of
wrongdoing in how the French Alps,
Brisbane and Salt Lake City were selected
as hosts of the Olympics from 2030-2034.

IOC president sees ‘new world order’ ahead of LA Olympics

Javed Akhtar ask Shami to
not pay attention to criticism

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Paris

Every player in the top two divisions of men’s soccer in France
will have “WO=MAN” written on the back of their jerseys instead
of their names this weekend.

The French league initiative, centred around International Women’s
Day on Saturday, started on Friday with Toulouse’s home game against
Monaco, which finished 1-1. The initiative was continuing on Saturday
and Sunday with the other teams in Ligue 1 and Ligue 2 as part of
the league’s fight against sexism.

“The message resonates as a strong statement,” the LFP said in a
statement. “Highlighting the importance of gender equality, not only
on the field, but also in the stands.”

LED panels around the pitches will display “WO=MAN” at all games
and official match balls have the motto written on them. Match broad-
casters DAZN and beIN SPORTS will raise awareness with halftime
messages.

Making stadiums safer for women
The French league has been working all season to make stadiums

safer for women in conjunction with three organisations — The
Foundation for Inclusive Sport, Her Game Too and Colossus with feet
of Clay — and with six pilot clubs: Toulouse, Rennes and Auxerre in
Ligue 1 and Metz, Paris FC and Troyes in Ligue 2.

Among the measures in place are a system for reporting sexual and
gender-based violence and a support and protection procedure in case
of incidents, including post-incident monitoring.

Anoush Morel, the director of Her Game Too in France, has liaised

French soccer to have ‘WO=MAN’ written on jerseys
to mark International Women’s Day

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n New Delhi

Unfazed by the evolving chess land-
scape, reigning world champion D
Gukesh is open to compete in all

formats but asserted that while freestyle
chess brings excitement, the classical chess,
with its rich history, will always hold the
greatest significance.

With two distinct sets of chess enthusi-
asts emerging — one supporting freestyle
and the other the showing loyality to clas-
sical — concerns have been raised about
a potential split in the sport. Gukesh, who
beat Ding Liren to become world champi-
on last year, sees no reason for division.

“I do not think much about it. Freestyle
is exciting, and I’m happy to play it. But it’s
too early to say where it’s going. We have
had just two serious tournaments in
freestyle so far,” he said at the ‘India Today
Conclave 2025’.

“I wish freestyle becomes big, but I don’t
see it taking over standard chess. The 
history and legacy of classical chess give it
more value. The World Championship
cycle still holds the biggest
importance for now.”

“Freestyle is a great addition to classical,
rapid, and blitz. But yeah, we just have to
see how it works. I’m open to all,” said
Gukesh who has confirmed his participa-
tion for the Paris leg of Freestyle Chess
Grand Slam Tour slated from April 7-14.
World No 1 Magnus Carlsen, Gukesh are

among the top 12 GMs who have con-
firmed participation for the Paris leg
boasting a prize purse of $750,000. 

German rising star Vincent Keymer won
the first Grand Slam in Weissenhaus.

Parents do not have to think about
money anymore
Gukesh’s rise to the top was anything but
easy. Just a few years ago, his family relied
on the generosity of friends to support his
international tournament expenses.

“I remember my parents’ friends spon-
soring me to play tournaments abroad. It
was quite difficult at that time, and we had
a lot of help from very, very nice and self-
less people. Now, the last year was finan-
cially very good for us,” he recalled.

The change in circumstances has
brought relief not just to him, but more so
to his family, he added.

“I think it means a lot to me that my par-
ents don’t have to think about money any-
more. We can lead a comfortable life, not
struggle like before.” With 13 Indian play-
ers in the top-100, Indian chess is experi-
encing an unprecedented boom post-
COVID 19. Gukesh credits much of this to
the legendary five-time former world
champion Viswanathan Anand.

“One of the biggest contributions, with-
out a doubt, is what Vishy sir has been
doing. Not just his achievements and
inspiration, but also his efforts through the
WestBridge Anand Chess Academy.”

I’m open to all formats, but classical
chess brings excitement: Gukesh
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What was the biggest challenge you faced 
as a woman in fashion, and how did you
overcome it?

When I started in fashion, there were few refer-
ence points to learn from. Initial resources were

mostly archival-vintage textiles, antique 
jewellery, cinema costumes. Early on, I relied
on old PCs and historical clothing to under-
stand design. Eventually, I discovered Indian
museums as a valuable resource for learning

and inspiration. But what truly shaped 
me was working closely with artisans,
understanding their craft, their tech-
niques. As my understanding grew, cre-
ating became easier.
Do you feel fashion today

empowers women more than
before, or do societal
expectations still shape how
women dress?
After seeing the Oscars and the

Vanity Fair party, I under-
stand that boldness is real
now. When I began work-
ing, I was called ‘Dare-Bare

Dhaka.’ Looking back, what
I once considered bold is now
wearable fashion. But
empowerment, in my view,
is not about revealing
choices - it’s about accep-
tance. True empower-
ment is allowing women
to dress as they choose,
free from judgment.
How has your
creative vision
evolved from your
first collection 
to now?

My early years were
shaped by studying
historical fashion,
museum archives,

and cinema cos-

tumes. But over time, direct
interactions with artisans gave
me a deeper, more hands-on
understanding of craftsman-
ship. Today, my work blends
those influences, tradition, her-
itage, and modernity.
If you had to describe the
journey of women in fashion
through one design element,
what would it be and why?

If I had to find a common
thread, it might be shoes;
the way women walk for-
ward, step by step.
Footwear symbolises
progress, movement,
and the journey
women have taken
to claim their space
in the industry.

Fashion is often seen as a world of glamour, but
behind the shimmering fabrics and runway
lights lies a space built stitch by stitch, fight by
fight. Unlike industries where power is open-

ly contested, fashion subtly shapes narratives, dictating
not just style but identity.

Speaking to Payal Jain, Dolly J, and Rina Dhaka, it’s
clear that success is about talent and persistence. They
stepped into a field where men historically controlled
the business, yet instead of pushing against a system,
they built their own. They transformed fashion into a
canvas for empowerment, where clothes become state-
ments of strength, identity, and evolution. Their stories
remind us that fashion is resilience threaded into every
design, a reflection of those who refused to be stitched
into the background.

Have you ever felt the need to fight for your
space in a male-dominated industry?
Fashion offers freedom, yet top brands are still led
by men. As in finance or banking, women must work
harder to prove their worth. Early on, I knew I need-
ed a strong voice and identity. Inclusivity, sustain-
ability, and craft revival have been my focus, espe-
cially supporting women artisans. Success and fail-
ure have shaped me, and I wouldn’t change a thing.
If you designed an outfit symbolising women’s
journey in fashion, what would it look like?
My work would tell a story of purpose, strength,
faith, and transformation. It would celebrate crafts-
manship, bridging tradition and the struggles
women face in a man’s world. My retrospective Soul
of a Woman interprets a woman’s facets-her strug-
gles, emotions, and triumphs. I see myself as an artist
creating textile sculptures, not just outfits. I’ve
worked with natural textiles, handcrafted by women
artisans, repurposed into new forms-just like a
woman standing tall through every setback.
Has the industry evolved for women, or does
the glass ceiling remain?
The industry has evolved. There are more women
in leadership, shaping trends and brands. But the
glass ceiling still exists. While more women take
charge, greater inclusivity is needed for diverse voic-
es. True progress requires an inclusive, unbiased
work culture where women have not just a seat but
an equal voice in shaping the future.
What has been your most defining 
career moment?
Curating Soul of a Woman, a retrospective of my
three-decade journey, was a powerful moment.
Seeing my work come together, telling stories of craft

and sustainability, was humbling. It’s no longer just
about my label-it’s about connecting craftsmanship,
sustainability, and design. That’s when I truly felt I
had made a difference.
What’s one piece of advice you would give to
young women entering this industry?
To young women entering the design world, I would
strongly advise to have a voice that is unique to you

and your design language, to stay true to
your aesthetic and vision, never under-
estimating the power of hard work,
commitment, faith and resilience.
Stay grounded in your values, keep
pushing boundaries, and above all,
never lose sight of the joy and art in
fashion, and the very reason you
chose this as a career path!  

Did you ever feel the need to prove
yourself, and how did you navigate 
that space?
Fashion is not about gender-it’s about

vision, craftsmanship, and the ability to
create something timeless. I never saw
it as proving myself in a male-dominat-
ed space; I saw it as making my mark
in an industry that values creativity
above all. My focus has always been on
refining my craft, pushing boundaries,
and delivering designs that speak for
themselves.
As a woman, was there a moment
in your career when you faced
resistance or doubt just because
of your gender? How did you turn
that into motivation?
Fashion is one of the most expressive
industries, where talent dictates suc-
cess, not gender. Challenges exist for
everyone, but I’ve never allowed any
label to limit my potential. Instead of
focusing on resistance, I’ve always
channelled my energy into my work-
because at the end of the day, design
excellence speaks louder than any bias.
How do you ensure that your
designs give women a voice in an
industry where men have
traditionally set the rules?
My designs are created for those
who value artistry, craftsmanship,

and self-expression. It’s never been
about following rules set by anyone-
it’s about redefining them. Every
piece I create is meant to empower the
wearer, making them feel like the
truest, most confident version of
themselves.
What changes do you hope to 
see for women in fashion in the
next decade?
Fashion is evolving into a space

where creativity is the only measure of suc-
cess. The future should not just be about
“equal representation” for women but about
ensuring that talent-regardless of gender-is
recognised and nurtured. I hope to see an
industry where the focus is solely on inno-
vation, originality, and craftsmanship.
If you could share one piece of advice
with young women looking to make their
mark in a male-dominated industry,
what would it be?
Don’t look at industries as “male-dominat-
ed”, look at them as spaces where pioneers,
dreamers, and innovators thrive. If you have
the passion, the skill, and the vision, noth-
ing can stand in your way. Focus on mas-
tering your craft, staying true to your cre-
ativity, and letting your work do the talking.

PAYAL JAIN: RESILIENT VISION

DOLLY J: REDEFINING CONFIDENCE
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HER Name Belongs on the Label

RINA DHAKA: FEARLESS VISION

On Women’s Day, we celebrate the fearless women in fashion, breaking barriers, redefining
style, and empowering generations with every stitch, says SAKSHI PRIYA

PHOTOS: PANKAJ KUMAR

Ihave been a binge-watcher for many
years now. I love watching web series,
movies, short films, and anything and

everything with a story. To be honest, the
genres excite me like nothing else. I am a
cinema lover. Watching films evolve all
these years is the most beautiful change
of acceptance I have seen. With this
change, I talk about the entry of female-
led films on the silver screen being the hit.
Also, with that, the stories of movies have
become female-centric, breaking taboos
and barriers that play a huge part in shap-
ing society. 

From films having just male protagonists
to films only led by female actors, it has
been a journey of hardships and flops for
the actors. I will begin giving the spotlight

to Fashion and Queen as some of the
films that showed female 

protagonists and were
taken forward by the

audience on the per-
formance. 

Apart from that,
women have also
faced criticism
and backlash on
the roles they play.
An example of the

same is Deepika
Padukone .  Be it

Padmavat, due to the

culture of her role, Rani Padmavati,
or be it Fighter, where she was criticised
for her costume in the film, it has
always been hard for women. There
have been web series bashed by the
audience like Heeramandi: The
Diamond Bazaar for the show-
casing of women as tawaifs and
at the red light areas.

But over time, scenarios have
changed many misconceptions,
and the audience has started to
accept films with women protag-
onists and even films that don't
have a male superstar.

FASHION (2008): Priyanka Chopra's
portrayal of Meghna Mathur, a small-town

girl going through the cutthroat world of
modeling.
QUEEN (2013): Kangana Ranaut's Rani
was a revelation. Rani's journey from a
heartbroken bride to an independent
woman struck a chord with viewers,

proving that a female-led film could be a
massive commercial success.

NH10 (2015): Anushka Sharma's 
production and performance in NH10 offered
a raw and gritty portrayal of a woman 
fighting for survival. 
NEERJA (2016): Sonam Kapoor's acting as
Neerja Bhanot, a flight attendant who

sacrificed her life to save passengers. This
film highlighted the courage and

heroism of an ordinary woman,
proving that female-led stories could

be powerful and impactful.
MARDAANI (2014) AND
MARDAANI 2 (2019): Rani
Mukerji playing a fierce and
determined police officer, Shivani
Shivaji Roy, challenged traditional

notions of femininity. 
HICHKI (2018): Rani Mukerji again,

this time as Naina Mathur, a teacher

with Tourette syndrome. This movie displayed
that women can be strong role models.
VEERE DI WEDDING (2018): The film, starring
Kareena Kapoor Khan, Sonam Kapoor Ahuja,
Swara Bhasker, and Shikha Talsania,
celebrated female friendship and challenged
societal expectations of women.
GANGUBAI KATHIAWADI (2022): Alia Bhatt's
powerful performance as Gangubai, a brothel
madam who fought for the rights of sex
workers, was a testament to the changing
landscape of Indian cinema. 
DARLINGS (2022): Alia Bhatt and Shefali
Shah's film explored domestic violence with a
dark comedic twist, keeping all the
responsibility to themselves. 
MRS. CHATTERJEE VS NORWAY (2023): Rani
Mukerji, starring, brought to light the
struggles of an immigrant mother without a
male actor in any sort of lead.
CREW (2024): This very recent film starring
Tabu, Kareena Kapoor, and Kriti Sanon is a
comedy about flight attendants, showing that
women can carry a comedy film.
The journey of female-centric films in Indian
cinema is ongoing. While challenges remain,
the progress made is undeniable. The
increasing number of impactful stories reflect
a changing society.

After tough times in Bollywood, acceptance of films without male superstars shows growing appreciation for female talent, writes ABHI SSINGHAL
ABHINETRI’S AS BOLLYWOOD DIVAS: Ruling THE SILVER SCREEN

THE SHIFT: FROM PERIPHERAL TO PROTAGONIST



“If they don’t give you a
seat at the table, bring a

folding chair”
— Shirley Chisholm

Kalpana Chawla's journey to space was an example to
her extraordinary intellect and courage. She became an
icon, inspiring countless young women to pursue careers
in STEM fields. Her dedication to exploration and
scientific advancement left an indelible mark on the
world. During the wonders that she did, her life was
tragically cut short but her legacy continues to propel
humanity's quest for knowledge.

Sarla Thakral, in 1936, became India's first female
pilot. At 21, she flew a Gypsy Moth, defying societal
norms. Her courage shattered barriers, inspiring
generations. Her achievement symbolised female
empowerment, proving women's capabilities in
traditionally male-dominated fields. Her legacy is one of
resilience and pioneering spirit..

Sania Mirza's victory in the 2005 WTA Hyderabad Open
doubles title was a watershed moment for Indian tennis.
She shattered glass ceilings, proving that Indian women
could excel in international sports. Her powerful serves
and unwavering spirit inspired a generation of aspiring
athletes. Mirza's success not only elevated Indian tennis
but also empowered women to pursue their dreams.

Bachendri Pal's ascent of Everest in 1984 etched her
name into history. With unflinching determination, she
conquered the world's highest peak, inspiring
generations of Indian women. Her courage shattered
barriers, proving that no summit is too high to reach.
Pal's achievement is a testimony to the strength and
resilience of women and a beacon of hope.

Sushmita Sen's victory at Miss Universe 1994
transcended beauty pageants. She became a symbol of
grace and intelligence, showcasing the modern Indian
woman to the world. Her poise and eloquence captivated
audiences, shattering stereotypes and empowering
young girls to dream big. Sen's triumph was a moment
of national pride, highlighting India's evolving identity
on the global stage.

WOMEN WHO SCRIPTED HISTORY 

I
grew up in a normal middle-class joint fami-
ly. From a young age, I have seen my mother,
a master's degree holder in Mathematics
which was a huge deal in the 1990's, working
eighteen hours a day as a homemaker. Her

journey, fraught with obstacles and setbacks, revealed
the harsh reality of how women's dreams were 
systematically stifled, even after years of dedication,
sacrificed in the name of marriage and domesticity.
It was a revelation that struck a deep chord for a silent
lament for countless unfulfilled aspirations. In the
same family, my sister and I had strict timings for
returning home. 

Mahila, Aurat, Nari, whatever you call her, she has
always been categorised into different bases in life in
vast job roles, but those were always restricted to 
the domain of her home. In India, women have large-
ly been confined within the four walls of their homes,
entrusted with the responsibility of managing the
household and raising children. Their clothing choic-
es, curfews, lifestyle, and behavior have long been dic-
tated by societal norms and patriarchy. Any deviation
from these expectations is seen as defiance and often
equated with a decline in moral values.

Time moved forward, western influence came in
and scenarios started taking turns, women started
stepping out for work and everything changed.
Slowly, almost imperceptibly at first, the rigid struc-
tures that had defined a woman's existence began to
show cracks. The long-held idea of women confined
to hearth and home with domestic threads, began to
fray. The world outside, once a forbidden territory,
beckoned. Doors, previously firmly shut, creaked
open, revealing the promise of new horizons for the
literate women. This International Women's Day, it's
important to remember the countless struggles faced
by generations of women. The fight for equality has
been long and arduous, marked by societal barriers
and entrenched prejudices. Even now, despite signif-
icant progress, women continue to move through a
world where their contributions are often underval-
ued. They strive not just for financial independence,
but for something far more profound: respect and dig-
nity. The desire to live a life on
their own terms, free from the
constraints of outdated
expectations, fuels their
determination. Many
women are working
tirelessly, balancing
professional ambi-
tions with person-
al responsibilities.
They seek a
future where
their voices are
heard, their tal-
ents are recog-

nised and their dreams are within
reach and not pressure.

Yet, amidst the general narratives of limi-
tation, stories of extraordinary defiance
emerge. Women, with an 
undying spirit, have ventured into 
segments previously deemed unimag-
inable, shattering the foundations of
societal expectations. They carved
paths where none existed, proving
that ambition knows no gender.
Consider the women who drive
auto rickshaws through the chaotic
city streets, their hands firm on the
wheel, their eyes fixed on a future they
are building.  Witness the rural women
at a construction site,  carrying their babies
on the back and bricks on their head. 

A recent example was witnessed during the
Mahakumbh Mela. A video from New Delhi Railway
Station went viral, showing a mother in uniform with
her child strapped to her front, holding a lathi in one
hand while maintaining peace and order at the sta-
tion.

Each of these roles comes with its
own set of hardships and often
the lack of respect from those
who are not used to seeing
women in these roles.
Stories of such women are
etched in courage and 
perseverance, are the true
celebration of Women's
Day. They deserve our
respect, support, and end-
less celebration. 

Despite being nature's greatest marvel, women have long
been denied the respect and autonomy they deserve. Forced to

navigate paths imposed by others, many Indian women have dared to
challenge these norms, rewriting the rules and forging their destinies. They

dare, they challenge societal norms. Here are a few of them who have excelled and
made their mark despite all odds in different fields that were a taboo.

KIRAN BEDI: THE FIRST WOMAN IPS OFFICER
As India's first female IPS officer, she broke barriers in a male-dominated force, transforming

challenges into opportunities. Her journey from towing the Prime Minister's car for illegal parking to
reforming Tihar Jail, demonstrates how determination and the right support can overturn deep-
seated biases. Raised in an environment where education and independence were encouraged, she
never let societal expectations define her aspirations.”Any girl child who is loved by her parents and
given the vision and resources to realise her potential is ready to take on the world. as I was,” says
Kiran Bedi.

But entering a profession dominated by men was not without its challenges. The biases and
prejudices were apparent. “The prevailing biases and prejudices inspired me to question them. And
prove them wrong. Which I did. It gave me a sense of achievement” she added.

NIDHI SALGAME: THE OFF-ROADER MAKING HER PATH
Nidhi Salgame, founder of Wander Beyond Boundaries, exemplifies excellence in a field where

skill matters more than gender. An accomplished off-roader and explorer, Nidhi has overcome
stereotypes and judgment by letting her actions speak for themselves. Nidhi says,”You just

have to prove yourself again and again. I faced judgment, and immense stereotyping. I had
to prove myself twice over, just for people to acknowledge my skills. That's not a burden

any man would carry, yet it was placed on me. But in the end, actions speak louder than
words.”  She further added that the outdoors does not judge you by gender. The machine

doesn't treat you differently. It is a leveller. And that's what makes it so liberating. Her
journey has never been about fitting into stereotypes or shattering them, it has been

about mastering what she does and doing it exceptionally well.  
In off-roading extreme overland expeditions, capability is the measure of success. 

SHE is a daughter, a
mother, a wife, and a
leader. From sacrifices 
at home to commanding
spaces once deemed
unimaginable, women
have done it all. Every
woman’s life is a symbol
of already fought
societal norms,
unbreakable strength,
unshattrable confidence
and living grace. SHE is 
a force, a beacon 
and change, writes 
ABHI SINGHAL

Me being a woman have always heard and read that for 
HER the sky is the limit, but SHE, in every role and everytime
knows that the limit doesn’t stop at the sky. 

The Durga Incarnates

Now
you don't have

to picture such
women, you can also see

them behind the wheels of
the massive DTC buses, their
presence a powerful
symbol that defies

the notion that
such roles are

for men.

Kalpana Chawla Sarla Thakral Sania Mirza Bachendri Pal Sushmita Sen

POOJA SHARMA: AN ACTIVIST WHO DEFIED
TRADITIONS

A social activist who
turned personal tragedy

into a mission of dignity. After
witnessing her brother's untimely
death, she vowed to honour those
forgotten by society. Defying long-
held traditions that barred women

from performing last rites, Pooja
armed herself with knowledge from

ancient scriptures and has since
bestowed dignity on over 5,000
unclaimed bodies. In a society where
women are excluded from cremation
grounds, Pooja stood as a lone warrior. 
When she attempted to perform the last rites, temple priests blocked her path. “I
started reading the Vedas, our scriptures, the Shiv Puran, the Garud Puran. Nowhere
is it written that women cannot perform last rites” said Pooja. 
Armed with knowledge, she fought against centuries-old beliefs and proved that
religion did not forbid women from giving dignity to the departed. Together, these
women embody a spirit that transcends societal constraints. They remind us that
while rules may exist, they do not define the power of a woman, the true force of
creation, resilience, and change.

BIDISHA MUKHERJEE: BREAKING BARRIERS IN
GOVERNANCE AND TOURISM

Entering the IAS amid a traditionally male realm, she now leads initiatives at the
Madhya Pradesh Tourism Board that empower women and promote sustainable
tourism. Her work proves that when women lead, they not only participate but they
redefine the landscape. Under her leadership, initiatives like women-run hotels,
such as Amaltas, have not only created economic independence for women but
also reshaped the tourism landscape in Madhya Pradesh.

“The desire to create meaningful change led me from teaching to public
administration. While the gender imbalance in governance was a

challenge, I saw it as a chance to redefine norms.” said Bidisha. Her
initiatives have set new benchmarks, proving that when women are

given platform, they don't just participate they lead.
— BY DIVYA BHATIA

Nidhi
SalgamePooja Sharma
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Hailing from Lucknow, the cultural heart
of Awadh, Mansi KKapoor grew up
surrounded by a rich culinary heritage

where diverse communities contributed
unique flavours and traditions. Coming
from the UP Khatri community,
traditionally strict vegetarians who exclude
even onions and garlic, she was raised with

a deep respect for food. However, the
influence of close friends and a shared love for
cooking led her family to embrace a more

diverse range of culinary experiences,
broadening their appreciation for flavours beyond

their own traditions. Her passion for food is deeply
rooted in her family’s love for hospitality. She learned

to cook alongside the women in her household, who
instilled in her the belief that cooking is not just about

following recipes but about pouring one’s heart into every
dish. Whether preparing a simple dal or an elaborate
zaffrani biryani, she believes that good food requires
patience, care and attention to detail.

As a home chef, Mansi remains committed to
personally preparing every dish she serves, following

traditional recipes without compromise. She strongly
believes in the philosophy of “sahaj pake so meetha
hoye”, meaning slow-cooked food is the most flavourful,
embracing a methodical and mindful approach to
cooking. By using fresh, seasonal and local ingredients,
she ensures that every meal she prepares is not just
nourishing but also a sensory delight.Her culinary talents
have been widely recognised at food festivals and her
Awadhi tables, hosted at her home, have received high
praise from renowned connoisseurs. Mansi’s dedication to
preserving and celebrating authentic flavours makes her a
true ambassador of Awadhi cuisine.

FOOD 10
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“FOOD IS SYMBOLIC OF LOVE WHEN
WORDS ARE INADEQUATE”

— ALAN D. WOLFELT

Chef Nisa YYimthong boasts an impressive professional history that spans continents
and has left an indelible mark on esteemed establishments worldwide. Her odyssey
began as a junior sous chef at Bangkok’s revered Blue Elephant Thai Restaurant,
where she honed her craft. She ascended through prestigious roles, including Chef
de Partie at the Dusit Thani Hotel and Junior Sous Chef at the Bolan Thai Restaurant
in Bangkok.

Chef Nisa’s journey took her to international opportunities, where she showcased
her culinary prowess at esteemed establishments such as the Sukhothai Hotel in
Bangkok and the Leela Palace in Chennai. Her expertise truly blossomed during her
first stint at Shangri-La Eros New Delhi, where she wowed diners with her exceptional
skills in the realm of Thai cuisine at Tamra. This journey led to her assuming the
esteemed role of Chef de Cuisine Thai at Intercontinental Century City Chengdu in
China, solidifying her reputation as a true maestro of gastronomy.

Adding depth to her culinary mastery is Chef Nisa’s educational foundation; she
holds a bachelor’s degree in hotel management from Suan Dusit Rajabhat University
in Thailand. Her expertise extends beyond traditional culinary offerings,
encompassing the intricate art of fruit and vegetable carving, creative food
presentation, and innovative menu development. Her unwavering commitment to
cleanliness and hygiene underlies her steadfast pursuit of culinary excellence.

Coloruful Swirl
Mathri

200 gms Maida      
75 ml Refine oil     
2gm Ajwain      
2gm Red food colour    
2gm Green food colour    
2 gm Baking soda             
2 gm Salt                          METHOD:

In a bowl mix the flour, salt,
carrom seeds and salt and mix it
properly
Add the oil to the flour mix and
incorporate it nicelyand little
warm water and knead it to a tight
and smooth dough without ant
granules 
Divide the dough into 3 equal
portions and add the red and
green food coloring each to two
portions and knead it properly so
that the colour gets incorporated
in each dough.
To give equal colour roll out
separately all 3 doughs into thin
sheets and place it on top of each
other according to the colours you
want in your swirl and roll it out
like cigar.
Roll carefully into a cigar shaped
roll brushing a little water at the
end so that it sticks properly.
Finally cut the roll into thin slices 
Meanwhile heat the refine oil for
frying in a wok, fry the dough
slices 5-6 together in a medium
sized wok for 5-6 minutes in
medium low flame till they are
cooked properly.

CHEF NISA YIMTHONG’S CULINARY JOURNEY

By Chef Vaibhav Bhargava - Consultant
Chef, Food Stylist and Entrepreneur

Chenna Rasmalai
Thandai

A delightful fusion of saffron-infused
chenna, served in chilled thandai.

Preparation Time: 20 minutes
Cooking Time: 2 hours

Total Time: 2 hours 20 minutes
Course: Dessert

Cuisine: Indian
Servings: 4

Thandai Recipe
INGREDIENTS:

Milk - 250ml
Water - 1500ml
Sugar - 375g
Fennel seeds (saunf) - 7g

Cardamom powder - 3g
Almonds - 15g

Pistachios - 15g
Skinned watermelon seeds - 15g
Poppy seeds - 7g
Rose water - 3g
Whole peppercorns - 3g
Dried or fresh rose petals - 50g

METHOD:
Soak the almonds, pistachios, and
watermelon seeds for 3-4 hours, then
drain and grind them into a fine paste.
Lightly roast the cardamom, fennel
seeds, and peppercorns, then grind
them into a fine powder.
In a pan, bring the milk to a boil. Add
saffron and sugar, then let it cool to
room temperature before refrigerating.
Once chilled, mix in the ground nuts

and spice powder.
Add rose petals and rose water for a
fragrant finish. Your Thandai is now
ready.
Rasmalai Recipe

INGREDIENTS:
Milk - 1000ml
Refined flour - 5g
Granulated sugar - 500g
White vinegar (for curdling milk) - 60ml
Water - 1500ml

METHOD:
Dilute the vinegar with 2-3 cups of
water.
Bring the milk to a boil and slowly add
the diluted vinegar. Stir until the milk
curdles and forms soft chenna.
Add 2-3 cups of water and ice cubes to

cool it down, then strain to remove any
vinegar traces.
Drain excess water by placing the
chenna in a muslin cloth and hanging it
for 2-3 hours.
Knead the chenna until smooth, then
mix with refined flour to form a soft
dough.
Shape the dough into small dumplings.
Prepare a sugar syrup by boiling 2 cups
of sugar with 5 cups of water.
Add the dumplings to the boiling syrup
and cook for 5-10 minutes. Your
Rasmalai is ready.
Assembly - Thandai Rasmalai
Squeeze the excess syrup from the
Rasmalai.
Submerge them in the chilled Thandai.
Garnish with nuts and serve elegantly.

EMBRACING THE SPIRIT OF HOLI SWEETNESS
BY TEAM AGENDA

Holi is a festival of colours, but it’s also a festival of
flavours. It’s the time when kitchens fill with the
aroma of saffron, cardamom and slow-
cooked khoya, as families come
together to prepare festive treats. The
first bite of a perfectly crisp Rango ke
Gubaare, breaking into a rich, nutty
filling or the cool, spiced embrace of
Thandai Rasmalai, soaked in
saffron-infused milk, these are the
tastes that make Holi special.
Each sweet carries a story of
tradition, celebration and the
simple joy of sharing, making Holi
as much about food as it is about
colours.

Recipes by Chef Ashu Chugh,
Executive Chef, Jaypee Greens Golf
Resort, Greater Noida
Servings: 4

INGREDIENTS
½ cup rava, 1 ½ tbsp whole
wheat flour, 1 tbsp gram flour
Salt, pepper, red chilli powder,
fennel powder, baking soda
1 tsp oil, water as needed, oil for
frying
50g fried makhana, 100g moong
sprouts, 100g boiled potatoes
20 mini bhalle (optional),
chopped onions, tomatoes, green
chillies, green apple
200g yoghurt, 4 tsp blueberry
compote, 4 tbsp green &
tamarind chutneys
Black salt, cumin powder, chaat
masala, red chilli powder
8-10 papdi, sev, 4 tbsp
pomegranate arils, coriander

INSTRUCTIONS
Make Dough: Mix flours, spices,
oil and water into a firm dough.
Rest 30 mins.
Fry Kachori: Roll into discs, fry
until crisp and golden.
Assemble: Break the top, fill with
sprouts, potatoes, bhalle, onions,
apple.
Top & Serve: Add yoghurt,
chutneys, spices, crushed papdi,
sev, pomegranate and coriander.
Serve immediately.
A crunchy, tangy Holi special

delight!

Recipes by Chef Amardeep Singh Bhatia, Executive Chef, Jaypee
Siddharth

INGREDIENTS
1 kg refined flour, 1 kg khoya
50g each cashew nuts, pista, almonds
5g green cardamom, 20g fennel seeds
100g coconut powder, ghee as required
Sugar syrup as required

METHOD
Mix flour, ghee, and water to form dough. Knead and rest for 10-
15 minutes.
Cook khoya, sugar, dry fruits, coconut, and cardamom until thick.
Roll out small dough balls into thin circles.
Fill with the khoya mixture, fold, and seal edges.
Fry in ghee until golden brown.
Drain excess oil and serve warm or at room temperature. 

A CLASSIC HOLI TREAT BURSTING WITH FLAVOUR

RANGO KE GUBAARE : A PALETTE OF TRADITION

INGREDIENTS:
1 litre full-cream milk
60g basmati rice
150g granulated sugar

A pinch of saffron
½ tsp cardamom powder
1 tbsp kewra water (optional)
10 almonds, blanched and
finely chopped
10 pistachios, sliced
Rose petals for garnish
(optional)

METHOD:
Wash and soak the rice for
about 30 minutes. Drain and
grind it into a semi-coarse
paste.
Soak the saffron in 2 to 3 tbsp
of warm water.
Heat the milk in a saucepan or
karahi, then add the cardamom
powder, slivered almonds and
saffron.
Bring the milk to a boil, then

lower the flame. Gradually add
the rice paste while stirring
continuously to prevent lumps.
Cook until the rice is fully
cooked and the mixture
thickens.
Add sugar and stir until it
dissolves completely.
Mix in the kewra water for a
fragrant touch.
Pour the phirni into pre-soaked
earthenware bowls (sakoras) or

glass serving dishes.
Garnish with sliced pistachios
and rose petals.
Refrigerate for at least an hour
before serving chilled.
A slow-cooked delicacy infused

with saffron and cardamom, 

Mansi’s Zaffrani Phirni is a
perfect celebration of traditional
Awadhi flavours, offering a rich,
creamy and aromatic treat.

ZAFRANI PHIRNIThe Power 
of HER Plates
The Power 
of HER Plates
The Power 
of HER Plates
The Power 
of HER Plates
Celebrating the women in food, shaping flavours, traditions, and the future

of cooking with passion, says TEAM AGENDA

CHEF MANSI’S
CULINARY JOURNEY
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THE SIGHT OF THOUSANDS OF PETALS
RAINING DOWN IN THE TEMPLE PREMISES 
IS BREATHTAKING, A SERENE CONTRAST

TO THE MORE BOISTEROUS
CELEBRATIONS

Lathmar Holi 
Holi in Barsana and
Nandgaon, two villages in
Uttar Pradesh, is unlike any-
where else. Here, the festival
takes on a unique and playful
form known as Lathmar Holi,
where women chase men with sticks
while the men protect themselves with
shields. It is a spectacle that draws thousands

of visitors each year, blending tradition with
festivity in a way that is both energetic and
deeply rooted in local culture.

Curious about what it feels like to
experience Lathmar Holi firsthand, I
spoke to Aneesh Sharma, a traveller who
recently visited Barsana during the festi-
val.” The moment we entered the village,
it felt like stepping into a different world,”
he recalled. “Women stood ready with
sticks in hand, their faces filled with excite-
ment. The men from Nandgaon, laughing
and teasing, willingly walked into this 
playful battle. It wasn’t aggression, it was
pure joy.”

He described the sounds of dhols filling
the air as colours flew in every direction.
“At one point, I just stood there watching.
The energy was surreal.One of the men

near me held up his shield, pretending to be
terrified of the women approaching him, and
everyone burst into laughter. It’s a Holi unlike
anything I had ever seen before.”

A week before the
main Holi celebrations, men from Nandgaon
visit Barsana. As they enter the village, they are
welcomed with colours, teasing and, most
famously, stick. The women of Barsana, dressed
in traditional attire, await them with lathis
(sticks) in hand, ready to chase them away in
a playful mock battle. The men, armed with
shields, try to dodge the blows, but many will-
ingly surrender, laughing and embracing the
spirit of the festival.

The next day, the women of Barsana visit
Nandgaon, continuing the celebration on the
men’s home ground. The entire event is accom-
panied by traditional folk songs and the beat-
ing of dhols, with chants of “Shri Radhe!” and
“Jai Kanha!” filling the air. 

While it may seem intense to an outsider,
Lathmar Holi is all in good fun, a symbolic
exchange rather than a true battle. It represents
the spirited playfulness that defines Holi in this
region, where joy, music and community come
together in a festival unlike any other.

SUNDAY | MARCH 9, 2025

“CULTURE IS THE ARTS ELEVATED TO A
SET OF BELIEFS”

— THOMAS WOLFE
FESTIVAL 11

Rang barse bheege chunar wali,
rang barse…” a song that
instantly reminds
everyone of Holi,

bringing back memories
of laughter, colours 
and streets filled with
celebration. 

This timeless Bolly-
wood song has become the
soundtrack of the festival, captur-
ing its playfulness and joy. Whether
it is Amitabh Bachchan’s deep
baritone or Ranbir Kapoor’s 
youthful energy, cinema has 
long celebrated.

As Holi approaches, the streets
fill with music, laughter and a riot
of colours begins.Holi as a time
of revelry. People come together,
smearing each other with colours,
dancing and setting aside their
worries for a day. “Bura na maano,
Holi hai!” becomes the anthem,
inviting everyone to join in the fun.

Beyond the festivities, Holi holds
deep cultural and religious signif-
icance. It symbolises the victory of
good over evil, with the Holika
Dahan on the eve of Holi marking
this victory. The festival also signifies
the arrival of spring, a time of renew-
al and joy. While Holi is celebrated
across India in different ways, the tra-
ditions of Braj, especially in Mathura,
Vrindavan, Barsana and Nandgaon, are
among the most vibrant and unique.

On Holi, every splash of
colour is a moment of love,
laughter and celebration,
says SAKSHI PRIYA

Holi is a festival of colours, it is a festival of unity. Whether it is the
playful combat of Lathmar Holi, the devotional celebration in
Vrindavan or the modern citywide festivities, Holi breaks down
barriers. For one day, differences fade away and people come
together in laughter and celebration.

In a world often divided by differences, Holi serves as a reminder

of shared joy and togetherness. The act of applying colour on
someone is a playful gesture; it is an acceptance, a moment of unity.
Strangers become friends, old grievances are set aside and for those
few hours, life is lived in its most carefree and joyous form.

So, as Holi nears, whether you
celebrate with lathis in Barsana, bhajans

in Vrindavan or Bollywood beats in your own city let the
spirit of the festival take over. Dance freely, laugh 
without restraint and embrace the colours of Holi with 
open arms.

A FESTIVAL THAT BRINGS PEOPLE TOGETHER

WOMEN STOOD READY WITH STICKS IN HAND, THEIR FACES FILLED WITH EXCITEMENT. 
THE MEN FROM NANDGAON, LAUGHING AND TEASING, WILLINGLY WALKED INTO THIS 

PLAYFUL BATTLE. IT WASN’T AGGRESSION, IT WAS PURE JOY

A short distance from Barsana and Nandgaon, Vrindavan is
home to one of the most visually stunning Holi celebrations.
Here, Holi is an expression of devotion.

At the Banke Bihari Temple, the celebrations begin days
in advance, with priests and devotees showering each other
with gulal and flower petals. Unlike the lively Lathmar Holi,
the atmosphere here is more devotional. The temple doors
open and the deity of Krishna is brought closer to the
devotees, as if participating in the celebrations. Pilgrims
sing bhajans, dance in joy and immerse themselves in a 
Holi that is deeply spiritual. 

I also spoke to Ananya Patel, who experienced Holi in
Vrindavan for the first time. “It was about colours, it felt like

a blessing,” she said. “The temple was packed, but there
was this beautiful sense of harmony. When the petals
started falling from above, it was almost surreal. Everyone
around me had their hands raised, singing, completely lost
in the moment. It was Holi, but in the purest, most peaceful
form.” As locals and visitors immerse themselves in a
tradition that has been carried forward for generations. 
One of the most mesmerising aspects of Vrindavan’s Holi is
the Phoolon Ki Holi, the Holi of flowers, where instead of
coloured powders; fragrant flower petals fill the air. The sight
of thousands of petals raining down in the temple premises
is breathtaking, a serene contrast to the more boisterous
celebrations outside.

HOLI IN VRINDAVAN
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“BETWEEN GOD AND THE SOUL 
THERE IS NO BETWEEN”

— JULIA OF NORWICH
TAROT 12

Everything is flowing smoothly in your life right now, with
long-held aspirations coming to fruition. There’s a sense of
peace and harmony that surrounds you, making it a perfect
time for celebration. However, you seem to be holding back
your emotions, perhaps due to past hurts, which might
prevent you from experiencing deeper connections. As the
week progresses, consider this an opportune moment to foster
closer relationships with your family and embrace the
abundance of blessings that life offers. This could lead you
toward the peace and happiness you seek. If there are any
familial tensions, now is the time to actively work towards
reconciliation. By the week’s end, anticipate receiving
something you’ve hoped for. Consider engaging in charitable
activities or visiting spiritual places, which reflects your kind
and generous nature.

Lucky number 11 | Lucky colour Plum
Lucky day Thursday

ARIES March 21-April 19

The week begins with the challenge of managing various
demands, fostering teamwork, and ensuring progress while
maintaining balance. Trust in your abilities and rise to the
occasion. Recall times when you successfully navigated through
competing priorities-balancing personal, professional, and
financial responsibilities while maintaining wellness. You
understand the rhythm of action and patience. By midweek, stay
vigilant against misleading ambitions. Pay attention to potential
hazards in your environment, such as accidents or safety
concerns at home or work. Address these risks promptly. As the
week closes, a sense of fulfillment emerges. Your financial
endeavors or business investments are likely to yield significant
rewards, leaving you satisfied with the outcomes.

Lucky number 8 | Lucky colour Saffron
Lucky day Saturday

TAURUS April 20-May 20

This week, you may find yourself filled with ambitious desires
ranging from achieving financial stability, enjoying a
harmonious home life, to seeing your family thrive. The urge
to realize these goals swiftly could lead you to momentarily
overlook other important duties. It’s crucial to strike a
balance in your endeavors to turn your aspirations into
reality. Taking a pragmatic approach and focusing on
practical steps rather than getting lost in daydreams will
serve you well. As the week progresses, expect opportunities
that could enhance your financial standing, such as making
valuable connections, discovering new projects, or stumbling
upon potential job offers. By the week’s end, you might
experience a sense of self-sacrifice, prioritizing the needs and
ambitions of others above your own.

Lucky number 19| Lucky colour Scarlet
Lucky day Sunday

GEMINI May 21-June 20

This week, you may find yourself increasingly drawn to
deepening personal connections, whether that’s cultivating a
new relationship or strengthening an existing one. Trusting
your intuition is crucial now, as it guides you to align more
closely with your true self. The theme of unconditional love is
prominent, suggesting significant moments such as forming
new bonds, engagements, or celebrating unions might be
particularly meaningful during this period. Engaging in
activities that challenge you physically or mentally could also
be appealing, allowing you to test and surpass your previous
limits. However, you might also encounter some
disagreements or competitive scenarios that could disrupt
your peace. It’s important to seek common ground and foster
a sense of balance in interactions, striving for mutual
understanding and compromise to mitigate any extremes.

Lucky number 12 | Lucky colour Silver
Lucky day Monday

CANCER June 21-July 22

You are on the brink of achieving long-term financial
stability and prosperity. The outlook for your economic
growth looks promising, with potential gains through
unexpected sources, including gifts or inheritances.
Commitment in relationships may deepen, symbolized
through meaningful gestures that signify long-term bonds.
It’s crucial now to maintain a practical approach; success
will come from diligent effort rather than idle daydreaming.
To enhance focus and productivity, consider incorporating
practices like meditation into your routine, allowing you to
view challenges with fresh perspectives. As the week
concludes, you will find yourself in a leadership position,
demonstrating authority and providing guidance. Your
experience will be invaluable to others as you inspire and
instill confidence, embodying a figure of respect and loyalty.

Lucky number 10 | Lucky colour Teal
Lucky day Thursday

VIRGO Aug 23-Sep 22

This week holds the promise of many positive developments in your
life. You are in a robust state, both in terms of health and financial
stability. At work, you’ve reached a level of expertise where you’re
applying your accumulated knowledge effectively in practical scenarios.
Your superiors have taken note of your skills and are entrusting you
with significant projects that will further hone your abilities. Your
determination is at its peak, empowering you to tackle challenging
tasks successfully. It’s also a favorable period for strengthening bonds
with friends, as your confidence and decisiveness remove any room for
doubt. Additionally, your dedication and resilience are setting a
powerful example for your children, inspiring them to admire and
emulate your qualities. You’re poised to be an influential figure for both
your peers and family this week.

Lucky number 6 | Lucky colour Peach
Lucky day Monday

LIBRA Sep 23-Oct 22

This week finds you feeling fulfilled and content, both
emotionally and financially. You naturally excel in roles that
involve offering support and healing, always ready to lend a
sympathetic ear or a helping hand. Your innate purity and
appealing essence draw people to you effortlessly. You
possess a remarkable ability to understand the motivations
and behaviors of those around you. Plans may materialize
to pass on your accumulated wealth, which could include
tangible assets or invaluable wisdom that impacts lives
more profoundly than mere financial wealth. As the week
concludes, you’ll find joy in the deepening of personal
connections, witnessing the blossoming and stabilization of
significant relationships, celebrating the joyous union of
kindred spirits.

Lucky number 18 | Lucky colour Mint
Lucky day Friday

You possess a natural charisma and an ability to persuade
others with your eloquent communication. Your insight and
self-assurance are tools you effectively utilize for
constructive purposes. This is the moment to translate your
aspirations into tangible goals, and thoughts into definitive
actions. If setbacks have recently occurred, you now have
the opportunity to transform these experiences into
triumphs. Unexpected opportunities for new beginnings
might arise, such as the development of a new friendship,
welcoming a child, or finding deeper joy and fulfillment in an
existing relationship. Your kind and empathetic nature often
seeks harmony. Though occasionally you might find yourself
feeling variable due to your deep connection with the
emotional and spiritual realms, your perceptive abilities
allow you to understand the core of any matter clearly.

Lucky number 8 | Lucky colour Sky Blue
Lucky day Wednesday

AQUARIUS Jan 20-Feb 18

PISCES Feb 19-March 20

Significant transformations are on the horizon for you. You
may find yourself on the winning side of a legal dispute or
decision. This period marks a fresh beginning where previous
obligations are resolved, allowing you to move forward
unburdened. It’s time to leave behind old challenges and
embrace new opportunities, setting the stage for a clean
slate. The conflicts that once tested your resolve are now
behind you, paving the way for a phase of accomplishment.
There’s potential for your dedication and effort to be
acknowledged and celebrated. Take this as a confirmation
that you’re on the correct path. Move forward with optimism
and assurance, as the achievements you’ve worked towards
are within reach and your contributions are likely to be
acknowledged widely.

Lucky number 13 | Lucky colour Brown
Lucky day Tuesday

CAPRICORN Dec 22-Jan 19

LEO July 23-Aug 22 

This week finds you embracing strength and gaining control
over your emotions, positioning you to seize various
opportunities. Balancing influence and emotional resilience is
key, as self-mastery leads to broader influence over your
surroundings. Your disciplined approach helps you navigate
life’s challenges effectively, making you a dependable source
of guidance for your family and peers. Your advice is valued
by all, reflecting your ability to maintain a clear perspective
without allowing emotions to cloud your decisions. As the
week progresses, expect a burst of inspiration to ignite a
new creative venture. This fresh insight might come
unexpectedly, guiding you towards innovative ideas.
Additionally, the week may culminate with uplifting news or a
joyful event, adding a celebratory note to your achievements.

Lucky number 7 | Lucky colour White
Lucky day Saturday

SAGITTARIUS Nov 22-Dec 21
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This week, those of you who are adept at strategic
planning may find yourselves navigating opportunities for
financial gain. These could arise from diligent efforts or
unexpected sources like inheritances. Remember, this
period isn’t about emotional rewards but managing
material assets wisely. Without careful handling, there’s a
risk of either squandering resources or becoming overly
cautious to the point of hoarding, which could lead to
frustration and disappointment. It’s crucial to harness your
innate ability to transform and manifest your desires.
Strive to find a balance between potential and actual
creation. Additionally, this is an excellent time to focus
inward, utilizing your abilities to enrich and transform your
personal growth and self-realization.

Lucky number 2 | Lucky colour Dark Pink
Lucky day Friday

SCORPIO Oct 23-Nov 21

Significant transformations are on the horizon, shifting the
dynamics from favorable to less favorable conditions and vice
versa. During this period, you might face concerns over
diminishing finances or business, prompting doubts about
past decisions. However, your inclination toward optimism will
encourage you to await the outcomes patiently. Shifts in your
career, residence, or family structure are likely, signaling a
period of upheaval. Embracing these shifts can propel you
towards a mindset characterized by greater personal liberation.
You are keen on forging new connections or achieving
success in entrepreneurial ventures. Your choices and actions
will play a crucial role in shaping these endeavors. Your
vibrant and dynamic personality shines through in both
professional and social circles, marked by your reliability,
innovation, and vivacity.

Lucky number 5 | Lucky colour Tan
Lucky day Wednesday

The journey toward spiritual awaken-
ing is quietly evolving. Traditional
practices like meditation, once root-

ed in serene retreats and ancient texts, are
now finding a new home in the digital age.
Modern technology has enabled centuries-
old traditions to be reimagined for a gen-
eration often weighed down by disconnec-
tion and overwhelm.

Smartphones, often seen as drivers of dis-
traction, are being redefined as tools for self-
discovery. From guided meditations to
mindfulness reminders, technology is mak-
ing it easier to pause and find moments of
calm in our hectic lives. Yet, this intersec-
tion of the digital and meditative invites
reflection: can technology truly deepen our
connection to meditation, or does it risk
reducing it to surface-level routines?

Meditation, for instance, has emerged as
the foundation of tech-driven spirituality,
with tools like AI-powered ‘gurus’ and wear-
able biofeedback devices that transform the
practice into a measurable and personalized
experience. 

At its heart, meditation is a timeless prac-
tice of reconnecting with ourselves and the
Divine within us. It’s about stripping away
the filters that color our perception of real-
ity, much like removing tinted glasses to see
the world as it truly is. In an age where noise
and distraction often dominate, meditation
offers much-needed clarity. 

It helps us refocus on what truly matters,
allowing the mind to settle and rediscover

its innate peace. Technology often serves as
a natural entry point to this process for
younger generations, especially those
immersed in the digital landscape. 

Apps and guided meditations allow peo-
ple to begin exploring practices that might
otherwise feel intimidating. But the 
journey doesn’t end there. When under-
stood, meditation invites us to go beyond 
momentary calm and explore the essence
of who we are.

This deeper potential is echoed in the
teachings of the Bhagavad Gita, where
Arjuna compares controlling the mind to
controlling the wind, an effort that requires
incredible strength, patience, and grace. To
navigate this challenge, Vedic scriptures rec-
ommend mantra meditation, especially
chanting the Hare Krishna Maha Mantra,
as a powerful method to calm our restless
minds and connect with the Divine, tran-
scending the temporary worries of life.

Another compelling example is Dhruva
Maharaj, a young prince who, after facing
rejection from his stepmother and fueled by
ambition for power, initially sought a
greater kingdom. 

However, guided by his mother, he
turned to Lord Narayana within his heart
and practiced deep meditation. With his sin-
cere devotion and focus, Dhruva met the
Divine, and his worldly desires faded away.
What once seemed important (power and
revenge) lost its value and felt trivial, like
broken pieces of glass. Instead, he discov-

ered the priceless diamond of divine grace
and enlightenment - a clear understanding
of true fulfillment found in service 
and devotion. 

Dhruva’s journey shows that meditation
can lead to significant personal transforma-
tion, which can heal our pain, shift our pri-
orities, and help us find fulfillment that sur-
passes any material goals. The blending of
tradition with today’s technology that
allows us to achieve this, or ‘SpiriTech’ as
we can call it, is not about replacing
ancient wisdom with gadgets. 

Instead, it’s about creating a partnership.
Technology offers access and immediacy,
while traditions bring depth and meaning.
Together, they offer a new pathway that feels
relevant yet remains deeply rooted in time-
less truths. While technology cannot repli-
cate the profound depth of traditional
practices, it can act as a guide. SpiriTech pro-
vides an opportunity to pause and recon-
nect in a world of distractions.

Ultimately, the tools are just that - tools.
The real journey is within. And for those
willing to take that journey, the rewards are
immeasurable.

Ultimately, the tools are just that - tools.
The real journey is within. And for those
willing to take that journey, the rewards are
immeasurable. Embrace the ease technol-
ogy offers, but remember the essence lies
in inner stillness.

Can SpiriTech Redefine Meditation to the Next Gen?
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