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Black swans that have
shaken West Asia

BLACK swans, says Nassim Nicholas Taleb in his
classic 2007 book, are highly improbable events
that have a high impact and where we cover our
shock by concocting post-facto explanations.
Applied to his native West Asia, the last 15
months have seen the appearance of more than
one black swan and the high impact of each is still
working its way through the region's fault lines.

The massive terror attack launched by Hamas on
October 7, 2023, was a black swan event that
initially cracked the legend of Israel’s
invincibility. The heavy loss of life and abduction
of over 250 citizens inflicted a collective sense of
trauma on the Jewish state, accompanied by a
reckoning that retribution alone could restore its
sense of security. That retribution has led to over
45,000 dead Palestinians in Gaza, some 70 per
cent of them women and children.

And yet, the bloodlust continues. Every day, day
after day. Social media posts by Israeli soldiers,
politicians and news anchors gloating over the
orgy of death and destruction point to a stunning
loss of humanity in people whose own sense of
history should have made them more sensitive to
the sheer injustice of collective punishment.

On the Arab street, October 7 was seen as a possible
game-changer, an end to a debilitating status quo
and a hope that the Iran-led Axis of Resistance
would seize the opportunity and that Hezbollah
and Hamas would inflict enough damage on
Israel to bring it to the negotiating table. They
clearly hadn't anticipated Israel’s willingness to
use overwhelming and completely
disproportionate force in the densely populated
civilian areas of Gaza, nor its assassination of
Hamas, Hezbollah leaders and even of Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, nor the
impotence of the international community to
enforce a ceasefire. The killing of Ismail Haniyeh
in an Iranian safe-house in Tehran, of Hassan
Nasrallah in a basement in Beirut and the
simultaneous detonation of thousands of pagers
used by Hezbollah cadres were mini black swans
in their own right. The fear of Israel’s defence and
intelligence capabilities was restored and the lack
of a damaging response from Iran dashed any
wishful thinking that October 7 might lead to a
Palestinian state.Israel's pursuit of retribution has
been accompanied by a cavalier disregard of
international humanitarian law. Judges at the
International Criminal Court have issued arrest
warrants against Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and former Defence Minister Yoav
Gallant for war crimes, including starvation,
murder, targeting of civilians and persecution.
The International Court of Justice has also held
Israel’s continued occupation of Gaza, the West
Bank and east Jerusalem to be completely illegal.

Israeli's strident defiance of these rulings has been
matched by the Biden administration's staunch
defence of its principal ally in West Asia even as
Trump 2.0 threatens sanctions against these
international organisations for their temerity in
citing the rule of law. For many in the Global
South, the West's contrasting reactions to
Ukraine and Gaza mark a fitting requiem to the
rules-based international orderThe improbable
evisceration of Hezbollah and diminution of
Iran's bluster has also had a high impact in Israel’s

DOMESTIC migration is slowing in India,

Syrian crisis gives Islamic State a window of opportunity

The al-Sharaa government must ensure that the ISIS does not make a comeback.

REGIME change in any country, achieved not through

parliamentary elections, introduces considerable
instability in the region. This is worrisome to its
neighbours, like what happened in Bangladesh. It is

East scholar Shibley Telhami of Brookings, Syria
“surprised many by supporting UN Resolution 1441
demanding immediate Iraqi compliance with
previous UN resolutions”.

more so in Syria, a classic example of “ungoverned Covertly, Syria helped the CIA deal with terrorists

territory” or “failed state”, as defined by American
think tank RAND in 2007.The characteristics of a
“failed state” are low-level administrative
penetration into its territory, a lack of monopoly on
the use of force by permitting illegal armed groups,
the absence of effective controls on its land and sea
borders, thus allowing influence by undesirable
foreign elements. Syria has been welcoming foreign
terrorists for years, much before the start of the
Syrian Civil War, which beganin2011.

From the 1960s, Syria allowed terrorists like Abu

Nidal, Nazar Mansur Hindawi and George
Habash to freely operate from its land. On
December 18, 1985, Abu Nidal claimed to a
French paper, ‘Jeune Afrique’, that he was
helping French covert group Action Directe, |
Basque separatist group ETA, Irish Republican §
Army and Baader-Meinhof gang. Abu Nidal was
expelled from Syria only in 1987, under US
pressure.Consequently, the Syrian government §
could not help other states, even if they wanted,
in hostage rescue from their territory. The
Washington Post (July 18, 1986) reported Syrian
Vice-President Abdul Halim Khaddam
admitting to American and French leaders, with
whom he had good relations, that he could not
help rescue American and French hostages
kidnapped by local extremists as “they were
being held in a region outside Syrian control”. In
2005, Khaddam exiled himself to Paris due to
differences with Bashar al-Assad.

Even with this inconstancy, Syria tried to take care of

Western sensitivities while offering sanctuary to
terrorists, as in the case of notorious mercenary
Carlos the Jackal (Ilich Ramirez Sanchez) by forcing
him to be inactive when Hungary expelled him in
1985. However, it expelled him in 1991 when he
showed signs of joining Iraq’s covert operations
against America as Syria had opposed Saddam
Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait.

Syria’s alignment with American security policy

continued during the post-9/11 period, although in
that process it received considerable flak from
human rights organisations. Diplomatically, Syria
openly opposed Saddam. To quote noted Middle

immediate neighbourhood. To Israel's north,
Hezbollah often acted as a state within a state and
the fading of its dark shadow opens the
possibility of Lebanon becoming a more normal
state, something that its beleaguered citizens
have yearned for decades.

And, in Syria, the sudden weakening of Hezbollah
and Iran created an equally improbable
opportunity for Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). The
HTS moved out of its stronghold in Idlib, took the
Aleppo, Hama, Homs and Damascus cities in
barely a week and toppled the hated Assad
dynasty that had ruled Syria with an iron fist for
over five decades.The euphoria over the
unexpected flight of Bashar al-Assad to Moscow
among ordinary Syrians, however, is tempered
by the unsavoury antecedents of Ahmed al-
Sharaa. The HTS leader was closely affiliated
with al-Qaeda and there are legitimate questions

according to a working paper released recently by
the Economic Advisory Council to the Prime !
Minister. The total number of migrants in the
country has dropped by 11.78 per cent as compared
tothe 2011 Census figure. This indicates that fewer |
people are travelling to other states in search of jobs
as they are preferring to work in their own district

or state. This trend is being attributed to improved P

economic avenues and infrastructure in areas from
where high migration has traditionally been taking
place.

West Bengal and Rajasthan have emerged as the new
migrant destination hotspots, while Uttar Pradesh,
Mabharashtra and Madhya Pradesh also figure
among the top five. It is apparent that states such as
Punjab and Haryana — which have high stakes in
the agricultural and industrial sectors — are not so

suspected to be involved in the 9/11 attacks. The
Canadian Justice Dennis O’Connor Commission
report (2004-05) on the “extraordinary rendition” of
Maher Arar, a Canadian citizen of Syrian origin, to
Syria on the CIA’s initiative and his harsh
interrogation and incarceration by Syrian agencies
for one year is an example of covert intelligence
cooperation between the two countries.

All these factors should be kept in mind while

assessing the long-term stability of the new

government under Ahmed al-Sharaa alias Abu
Mohammed al-Jolani, leader of Hayat Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS). He was once the chief of ‘al-Nusra’, an
al-Qaeda front. True, American officials are
expressing a new comfort level, as is evident from
the statements of US diplomats Barbara A Leaf and
Roger D Carstens on December 20, which has led to
the scrapping of a $10-million reward for al-
Sharaa’s arrest.Apart from the possibility of future
clashes with Turkey over the Kurds, who are
supported by America, the new al-Sharaa
government must ensure that the Islamic State (ISIS)
does not make a comeback, not just in Syria but also
the entire region. There is a view that some
hardliners within the HTS are not yet reconciled in
supporting the leadership’s “more moderate and

Migration slowing

States should fine-tune policies accordingly

pragmatic approach”. This is because some of the
Chechen, Balkan and Central Asian jihadists are still
among the HTS’s rank and file. It is quite possible
that ISIS “could seek to poach these militants and
bring them into their fold”.The Soufan Centre,
which has been mostly correct in the past in its
assessments about the ISIS in that region, has
flagged some scenarios in its brief dated December
18,2024. It says: “The current environment in Syria
is tailor-made for the Islamic State to exploit in an
effort to help facilitate its comeback and resurgence,
notjust in the country but across the region”.

Firstly, it says that ISIS attacks in Syria alone had

“tripled from last year” to about 700 for 2024. The

ISIS has also improved “in sophistication, increased
in lethality and become more dispersed
geographically”. Secondly, it would take
advantage of the intra-coalition (anti-Assad)
fights between Turkey-backed Syrian
National Army (SNA) and Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF), a Kurdish militia
backed by America.

Soufan says the Kurds came under attack in
Kobani and Manbij, aided by Turkish drones
and other military assets. It adds that in
northern Syria, a tenuous ceasefire between
the SNA and the Kurds is holding on. There
are fears that the Kurds might lose Kobani, a
“geographically and symbolically
important” area. The SDF is also facing
major challenges in Deir ez-Zor, with Sunni
Arabs protesting against its rule in Raqqa
and Al-Hasakah.

If Kurdish troops (SDF) are removed from

guarding the prisons and detention centres, there is a

strong possibility of the ISIS trying to strike, as it did

between January 20 and 30, 2022, at Al-Hasakah

prison. This was a spectacular attack by the ISIS
after it lost territories in Syria in 2019. During this
attack, 200 to 300 ISIS fighters broke into the
security ring of 9,000 SDF soldiers, supported by the

US and UK’s air forces, and freed 400 prisoners

using suicide bombers and weapons. This fight had

given a great propaganda edge to the ISIS.

Soufan predicts that it will be to the advantage of the

ISIS if the US decides to withdraw its forces, as
announced by President-elect Donald Trump. In that
case, the responsibility of propping up the al-Sharaa
government will rest with Ankara. This view is
endorsed by BBC’s Orla Guerin.

ground reality, which has serious implications
such as labour shortage and higher production
costs.

Every state needs horses for courses to spur
economic growth, and migrants come in handy
when locals are reluctant to do unskilled work
in particular. However, initiatives such as the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) and the
Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana have
changed the demographic dynamics. It was
MGNREGS that helped millions of workers
stay afloat after they trudged back to their
villages during the Covid-induced lockdown in
2020. And this reverse migration has not turned
out to be a mere aberration. Various states must
take this shift into consideration while framing
or reviewing policies. The priority should be to

attractive to migrants. This is partly due to tensions
between locals and ‘outsiders’. Migrants would rather not

maximise economic gains while ensuring

social harmony.

live and work in states where they might face hostility and
discrimination. Policymakers need to understand the

about the extent to which his jihadi tendencies

were merely a youthful indiscretion.
Dr Singh faced criticism with grace

He was a shrewd player of other people’s vanities, disarming them with effusive praise

I first met Manmohan Singh in 1981. As a reporter for
Business Standard in Delhi, I had accompanied my
bureau chief to meet the member-secretary of the
Planning Commission. They were old friends, and as
we sat on the sofa in the expansive office, my boss
noticed that the leather upper of Dr Singh’s well-
polished shoe had a tear at the crease. Why don’t you
get new shoes, my bureau chief asked in friendly
banter. Dr Singh’s response was that with the savings
from his last UN assignment, he had built a house for
himself. Now he needed to save for getting his
daughters married.Shortly afterwards, I visited
another member of the Commission at his home. The
distinguished scientist apologised for not being able
to offer me a cup of tea. Sugar has become so
expensive, he explained.Such were the times, when
people even at the apex of the government lived
modest lives on modest salaries in an economy
known globally for poverty and domestically for
shortages and controls of every kind. And such was
the economy that Dr Singh released from controls in
1991. Producers now chase consumers, as they
should.In truth, Dr Singh got more than his fair share
of credit for what was done in 1991. As he himself
once said in an interview, it was a team effort, and
everyone — from the mostly unsung PV Narasimha
Rao to his principal secretary AN Verma and others in
the industry and commerce ministries — played their
roles, including Yashwant Sinha, who as Finance
Minister under Chandra Shekhar did the fire-fighting
to stave off bankruptcy until the Rao government was
sworn in. But there can be little doubt that the critical
event signalling a new era for India was Dr Singh’s
1991 Budget in which he quoted Victor Hugo to say
that no power on earth could stop an idea whose time
has come, and ended with the ringing words, “Let the
whole world hear it loud and clear. India is now

awake. We shall prevail. We shall overcome.”

As though to balance things out, Dr Singh got more
criticism than he perhaps deserved for some of the
things that happened under his prime ministership.
He had been dealt a very difficult hand: A rickety
coalition government in which every partner did
what it wanted, a government hamstrung by the need
for support from obstructive Communists, a Cabinet
in which many ministers owed their loyalty to Sonia
Gandhi, not to the PM, and Mrs Gandhi herself who
kept some of the reins in her hand and
created a dyarchy. Dr Singh was in office,
butnotreally in power or in full control.

In the end, what remains with you are his
personal qualities. The transparent integrity
and sense of public purpose, the decency
and courtesy that marked every meeting, the
depth of understanding and wisdom that he
displayed in every encounter, the occasional |
chuckle that showed his ability to laugh
even in trying times. What remains also is
the obvious regard in which he was held by
leaders of stature such as former Singapore L
PM Lee Kuan Yew.And he could say a lot
with a few words. Back in 1996, when I
mentioned that the Rao government would
not be highlighting economic reforms in its
election manifesto, he paused for a moment before
asking: “Whatelse is there to talk about?”

Commentators have referred to Dr Singh’s humility.
Yes, he had a humble manner that came naturally, but
I have long suspected that in his own estimation he
stood taller than those around him — with good
reason. If it was so, he had the good sense to keep this
self-assessment well hidden. In fact, he was a shrewd
player of other people’s vanities, disarming them
with effusive praise — as I saw more than once. This

came out wrong in the over-the-top statement that he
made to George W Bush at a lunch in Delhi’s Taj
Palace hotel, when he told the visiting US President
that all of India loved him, or words to that effect.

He did the same with Michel Camdessus, the IMF
managing director who had sanctioned the life-
saving loan in 1991. Later, at a dinner in Delhi when
Camdessus had come visiting, Dr Singh was
typically effusive in praise, referring to his guest (if
memory serves me right) as Sir. Perhaps this was just

e

an Indian mannerism. But, sitting there, I felt that no
finance minister of India should be addressing an
IMF executive in that manner.

When faced with criticism, he was all grace, never
referring to it in personal meetings or during
interviews. When releasing the first book published
by the newspaper’s short-lived books division, he
said that he understood the criticism for what his
government failed to do, but added that the paper
should at least give credit to the government for what

it did achieve. It was a fair point.The criticism worth
recalling was by Ashok V Desai, a contemporary and
friend of Dr Singh’s at Cambridge. As a sharp and
acerbic columnist at Business Standard, Desai wrote
in 1995 or thereabouts that Dr Singh was personally
honest but tolerated corrupt people around him. Dr

Singh called me to protest, asking how he could

defend himself against such criticism. I told him that

the author was his friend and I would get Desai to

speak to him. Many years passed before Desai told
me that Dr Singh had finally forgiven him. But
the fact is that Desai had put his finger on the
spot.

Still, the free air that we breathed found reflection
in how people spoke at an event in Vigyan
Bhavan for releasing a festschrift in Dr Singh’s
honour, co-edited by Isher Judge Ahluwalia and
Dr Singh’s tutor at Oxford, lan Little. Ahluwalia
had asked me to be one of the speakers at the
event, and while I said what [ wanted to say, |
lightened my critical comments with humour.
Not so Raghuram Rajan, then adviser to the PM
while still teaching at Chicago, who delivered
some pretty heavy-duty criticism. I can think of
no other government under which an event to
honour the PM would see speakers criticising
his government to his face and then joining him

at dinner! Such was the freedom of the times.It has

been my good fortune as a journalist to have been

able to interact with Dr Singh as often as I did over 35

years, enjoying his warmth and courtesy, leaving

every meeting with fresh awareness of his wisdom
and, for all the criticism that I directed at him and his

government, always having the greatest respect for a

truly great son of India. His passing has been for me a

more saddening event than that of any other public

figure.
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Indian Share Market Opens
Lower, Prepares To Move
Into New Year With Caution

Mumbai. The domestic benchmark indices opened
lower on Tuesday as selling was seen in IT, realty,
auto, financial service, FMCG, media and private
bank sectors on Nifty. Ataround 9:25 am, Sensex was
trading at 77,813.49 after declining 434.64 points or
0.56 per cent, while the Nifty was trading at 23,536
after declining 108.90 points or 0.46 per cent.

The market trend remained mixed. On the National
Stock Exchange (NSE), 1,096 stocks were trading in
green, while 1,040 stocks were in red. According to
market experts, "December has been weak for equity
markets globally. S&P 500 is down by 2.34 per cent
and Nifty is down by 2.6 per cent.”"Markets are
preparing to move into the New Year with caution
since uncertainty is high and valuations are
stretched," they noted. Nifty Bank was down 191.50
points or 0.38 per cent at 50,761.25. Nifty Midcap
100 index was trading at 56,944.80 after dropping
244.95 points or 0.43 per cent. Nifty Smallcap 100
index was at 18,618.95 after dropping 21 points or

0.11 per cent.On the sectoral front, buying was seen in
the PSU Bank, Pharma, Metal, Energy, Commodities,
PSE and Healthcare sector. In the Sensex pack, Tech
Mabhindra, HCL Tech, TCS, Infosys, Zomato and
NTPC were the top losers. Whereas, Tata Motors,
ITC, Tata Steel, SBI, Kotak Mahindra Bank and
Nestle India were the top gainers.

Income Tax department
denies report on using
DigiYatra data to go after
evaders

NEW DELHI. The Income Tax Department has
denied a TNIE report that said the tax department
will be tapping Digi Yatra data to go after
evaders.Responding to the report, the department
said in a social media post that as on date, there is
no such move by the income tax department.“It is
seen that news articles have appeared stating that
Digiyatra data will be used to crack down on tax
evaders. In this connection, it is clarified that as on
date there is no such move by the Income Tax
department,” said the department on social media
platform X.

TNIE had reported citing unnamed sources that
Income tax department has collected the entire
passenger data on Digiyatra app, and the same is
being reconciled with income tax filings. The
report further stated that the tax department might
be issuing notices in 2025 based on analysing the
Digiyatra data.Earlier, responding to the report
Digi Yatra has also termed it as ‘false’ and said that
Digi Yatra prioritizes data security and privacy.

“The app follows the Self-Sovereign Identity (SSI)
model, where Personally Identifiable Information
(PII) and travel credentials are stored exclusively
on the user’s device, not on any central repository.
If the app is uninstalled, the data is deleted
entirely. Additionally, airport systems purge data
within 24 hours of flight departure,” it said in an
email response.It further said: “As part of our
commitment to privacy, safety, and security, we
do not store any personal data. While this limits
our ability to provide customized or personalized
services like other brands, it ensures maximum
user privacy. Our d-KYC (Don’t Know Your
Customer) campaign underscores this
commitment, clearly communicating that we
don’t collect or retain user information. There is
no mechanism for data sharing with third parties,
and no MoU exists between Digi Yatra
Foundation and the Income Tax Department.”

Focus on next-gen
therapeutics, AstraZeneca
to restructure biopharma
unit

Bengaluru UK-based pharmaceutical giant
AstraZeneca has announced plans to restructure its
biopharma unit to concentrate on next-generation
therapeutics. “In the Biopharmaceutical Business
Unit, we are now furthering these efforts to deliver
the next generation of therapeutics in our pipeline,
focusing on specialists, science, and innovation,
while improving access to our existing portfolio in
specialist disease areas we are present in. This has led
to a strategic restructuring of our biopharmaceutical
team impacting certain roles,” a company
spokesperson told Business Standard in an email
query. This decision follows reports of layoffs
affecting over 125 employees within the unit.
Reports suggest that about 20 senior managers and
nearly 110 executives have been sacked from various
levels in the sales department. “Our aspiration to be
pioneers in science has increased our focus on
specialist disease areas where we can make the most
meaningful difference in helping people with cancer,
other chronic and rare diseases,” the company
spokesperson said. AstraZeneca stated that it is
committed to transforming patient outcomes in the
country. Its global portfolio includes over 20 novel
therapies spanning various disease areas, including
lung cancer, breast cancer, gastrointestinal cancer,
heart failure, diabetes, respiratory syncytial virus
(RSV), severe asthma, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD), and neurofibromatosis
type I (NF1). “We are creating the next generation of
therapeutics.spokesperson said.

DMRC, NCRTC get record ridership, give
driving training to women in 2024

NEW DELHI. The year 2024 saw both the

Delhi Metro Rail Corporation and the
National Capital Region Transport
Corporation make remarkable strides in
advancing urban transportation
infrastructure.

While the DMRC achieved key

breakthroughs, including the first twin
tunnels under Phase-IV construction and
the completion of an 865-metre
underground tunnel between Chhatarpur
and Chhatarpur Mandir Station, the
NCRTC opened two major sections,
signed crucial agreements, and was
lauded by the German Ambassador who
took aride on its Namo Bharat train.
Despite these advancements, the year was
also marked by a tragic incident for the
DMRC.On February 8, a portion of the
Gokulpuri Metro Station on the Pink
Line, located in northeast Delhi,
collapsed, resulting in the death of a 53-
year-old man and injuries to four
others.In response, the DMRC carried out
a thorough inspection and took corrective
measures that included the removal of
concrete structures and installation of

ITR filing deadline extended for
belated/revised return. Check all details

NEW DELHI.The Central Board

of Direct Taxes (CBDT) has
extended the deadline for resident
individuals to file their belated or
revised Income Tax Returns (ITR)
for the Assessment Year (AY)
2024-25.The original deadline of
December 31,2024, has now been
pushed to January 15, 2025. This
extension gives taxpayers an
additional two weeks to complete
or revise their filings.

The CBDT shared this update via an

announcement on X, and said, “CBDT
extends the last date for furnishing
Belated/ Revised return of income for
AY 2024-25 in the case of Resident
Individuals from December 31,2024 to
January 15, 2025.” The change has
been made using the board’s powers
under section 119 of the Income-tax
Act, 1961.This extension applies to
two specific cases. Firstly, it benefits T:
individuals who missed the initial
deadline of July 31, 2024, to file their
ITR and had until December 31 to file a
belated return. Secondly, it allows

surprises, and events that defined the
business and economic landscape of
India. While some of them turned out to
be positive for the country, many others
put the country’s economic resilience to
test. We list out some of the defining
events of the year:

Giantleap for semicon industry
The government approved India’s first

semiconductor fabrication unit (fab) in
Dholera, Gujarat. The project is a joint
venture between Tata Electronics and
Powerchip Semiconductor
Manufacturing Corp of Taiwanlt has
approved two assembly, testing,
marking, and packaging (ATMP) units
— one in Assam and the other in
Dholera.

An assembly and test (OSAT) facility is

being set up by CG Power and
Industrial Solutions. This JV with
Japan’s Renesas Electronics
Corporation and Thailand’s Stars
Microelectronics is another major step

[—

stainless-steel railings at five elevated
stations along the Pink Line to enhance
safety.The year began on a high note for

the DMRC with President Droupadi S

Murmu taking a ride on a metro on
February 7. On March 4, the Union
Cabinet chaired by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi approved two new
corridors of Delhi Metro's Phase-IV
project -- Inderlok - Indraprastha (12.377
km) and Lajpat Nagar - Saket G Block
(8.385km).

In an interview with PTI in July, DMRC
Managing Director Vikas Kumar said
they are planning to employ the use of
artificial intelligence in its Phase-4
project for crowd management and
maintenance of trains in order to increase
efficiency.The Delhi Metro, the Indian
Railway Catering and Tourism
Corporation Limited, and the Centre For
Railway Information Systems joined
hands on July 10 to revolutionise the
seamless travel experience of the main
line railway and metro passengers in the
Delhi-NCR area.The idea was to promote
the 'One India One Ticket' initiative of the

taxpayers who need to make

government by launching the Beta
Version of Delhi Metro Rail QR
Codebased ticket.

The urban transporter also announced the

introduction of international flight check-
in facilities at the New Delhi and Shivaji
Stadium metro stations on the Airport
Express Line on July 17.The metro
achieved a major construction milestone
in Phase 4 with the completion of an 865-
metre underground tunnel between
Chhatarpur and Chhatarpur Mandir
Station on the Tughlakabad-Aerocity
corridor on August 21.0n September 18,

Filing a corrected ITR
ensures compliance with tax
regulations and can help
avoid penalties or additional
scrutiny.Despite repeated
efforts to encourage tax
compliance, a small portion
of India’s population files
income tax returns. Minister
of State for Finance Pankaj
Chaudhary recently revealed
in Parliament that only
6.68% of India’s population

the metro successfully completed
the first twin tunnel breakthrough
under Phase-4
construction.Additionally, a
Memorandum of Understanding
was signed on August 21 between
the DMRC and the NCRTC for an
integrated QR-ticketing system,
allowing passengers to book QR
code tickets for both Namo Bharat
and Delhi Metro on a single
platform.Further improving
commuter convenience, the
DMRC launched the multiple-journey
QR ticket system on September 12, which
simplified travel with a single QR code.

On October 5, an underground tunnel

between Chhatarpur and Chhatarpur
Mandir Station on the Tughlakabad-
Aerocity corridor was completed.

The longest underground tunnel of 2.65 km

between the Tughlakabad Airforce
Launching shaft and Maa Anandmayee
Marg on the Tughlakabad-Aerocity
corridor of Phase-IV was completed on
December 4.

Indian Household Debt Rising
But Relatively Low Compared
To Other Emerging Markets:

RBI Report

NEW DELHI. New Delhi: The Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) has highlighted that while household
debt in India has been on the rise over the past
three years, it remains relatively low compared to
other emerging market economies (EMEs).

It said, "At 42.9 per cent of GDP (at current market
prices) in June 2024, India's household debt is
relatively low compared to other EMEs, however,
it has increased over the past three
years".According to the report, household debt
stood at 42.9 per cent of GDP at current market
prices in June 2024.

corrections to previously filed returns
an extended window to submit their
revised filings.Under current rules,

filed ITRs in the fiscal year 2023-24.“In
FY 2023-24, the percentage of
population that filed Income Tax
Return is 6.68%. The total number of

construction activity during this period. The report
underlined that the rise in household debt is
primarily driven by an increase in the number of

taxpayers filing belated returns must
pay a late fee. If the taxable income is
below Rs 5 lakh, the fee is Rs 1,000. For
those with taxable income above Rs 5
lakh, the late fee increases to Rs 5,000.

axpayers often make errors or omissions
when filing their ITR, such as missing
income details or claiming incorrect
deductions. A revised return allows
individuals to rectify these mistakes.

forward for the sector. This includes the
approval of Micron Technology’s
packaging unit and Kaynes Semicon’s
chip unit in Gujarat.“The Nifty shows
only modest upside potential, as it is
now trading at 23xFY25 and 20.5x
FY26 consensus EPS, indicating
modest upside potential in the next 12
months. This implies that investors may
face a period of lower-than-expected
returns, as the broader market may have
already priced in some of the expected
growth,” he said, adding the Nifty may
touch 26580 points sometime next
year.Since the advent of the
low/discount broking spearheaded by
Zerodha—the most profitable
brokerage for the past many
years—full-service players have been
losing market share and today discount
broker Groww is the largest with over

million active customers followed by
Zerodha at 8.1 million, Angel One at
7.New capital gain taxThe government
raised capital gains taxes — short-term

persons filing income tax returns is
8,09,03,315,” he informed the Rajya
Sabha on December 17.The new
deadline aims to provide relief to
taxpayers who may have faced
difficulties meeting the December 31
deadline. It also ensures that those
needing to correct or update their
returns have sufficient time to do so
without unnecessary haste.

Discount broking is the future: HDFC Sec MD

NEW DELHI. The year 2024 was full of capital gain (STCG) and long-term
capital gain (LTCG) — on capital
assets. The LTCG is now uniformly
taxed at 12.5% for all classes of assets.
Budget 2024 raised the STCG tax rate
on sale of listed equity shares and
equity-oriented mutual funds from 15%
to 20%. The Budget 2024 rationalised
holding periods of STCG and LTCG.
Unlisted financial and non-financial
assets now require a 24-month holding
period to be considered long-
term.Listed assets must be held for 12
months to qualify as LTCG. The
indexation benefit that investors used to
get was removed in Budget. Earlier,
some assets enjoyed LTCG tax of 20%
with indexation and 10%
indexation. The LTCG tax without
indexation was effective July 23, 2024.
Facing backlash, the Centre moved an
13. amendment to the Finance Bill, 2024,
to let taxpayers select either 12.5%
LTCG tax without indexation or 20%
rate with
purchased before July 23.

without

indexation for assets

borrowers, rather than a rise in the average
indebtedness per individual. Borrowing by
individuals in the household sector accounted for
91 per cent of the total household financial
liabilities as of March 2024.The data revealed that

individuals primarily borrow for three main
purposes, consumption which includes personal
loans, credit card debt, and loans for consumer
durables.The other is Asset Creation, which
includes Mortgage loans, vehicle loans, and two-
wheeler loans and the productive activities like
Loans for agriculture,
education.Interestingly, the report noted that
nearly two-thirds of the loan portfolio belongs to
borrowers with prime or higher credit quality.

The borrowing behavior varied across risk
categories. Subprime borrowers largely took
loans for consumption purposes, while super-
prime borrowers predominantly used debt for
asset creation, especially for housing. The rise in
per capita debt was particularly notable among
super-prime borrowers, indicating their growing
preference for using credit to invest in assets.

In contrast, per capita debt levels among other risk
categories have remained stable.From a financial
stability perspective, the RBI found the trend
encouraging. The increase in debt among highly
rated borrowers.

business, and

India to focus on quality, maintenance of national
highways in 2025 after record construction

In 2025, the NHAI is aiming to
set new benchmarks in quality
construction and management
of National Highways and
provide a safer, smoother, and
seamless travel experience to
National Highway users.

NEW DELHI. After constructing a record

56,700 km of National Highways (NHs)
in the country in the last 10 years, the Road
Transport and Highways Ministry will
shift focus on the quality of construction
and maintenance of NHs in 2025.

The Ministry of Road Transport &

Highways (MoRTH) is primarily
responsible for the development,
operation and maintenance of NHs. Since
2013-14, the length of NHs has increased
from 0.91 lakh km to 1.46 lakh km.

New Highways Secretary V Umashankar

has held several meetings to step up the
quality of national highway construction
and its maintenance.Faced with criticism
over the poor quality of certain highways,

such as Delhi-Jaipur (NH-48) and
Amritsar-Jamnagar Economic corridor on
social media, the ministry is set to take
steps to improve the quality.Union Road
Transport and Highways Minister Nitin
Gadkari has repeatedly expressed
frustration over poor quality of
construction of some highways.

To enhance accountability and assess the
quality of construction and maintenance
of National Highways, the state-owned
National Highways Authority of India
(NHAI) earlier this month introduced a
comprehensive rating system for
performance assessment of the
concessionaires engaged in such works.

A detailed methodology for rating the
concessioners has been formulated by
NHALI under which concessioners will be
evaluated every six months and ratings
will be uploaded on the NHAI website and
its social media handles.In 2025, the
NHALI is aiming to set new benchmarks in
quality construction and management of
National Highways and provide a safer,
smoother, and seamless travel experience
to National Highway users.Construction
of the much delayed Delhi-Mumbai
Expressway, Delhi-Dehradun
Expressway, and Bengaluru-Chennai
Expressway is also likely to be completed

in 2025.The ministry is also likely to push
a corridor-based highway infrastructure
development approach focusing on
ensuring consistent standards, user
convenience and logistics efficiency, as
compared to the earlier project-based
development approach, focused on
addressing stretches of local congestion.

This corridor approach has already led to the

identification of a network of 50,000 km
of high-speed highway corridors through
a scientific transport study based on
GSTN and toll data to support India's
transformation into a USD 30-plus trillion
economy by 2047.By the end of the
ongoing fiscal year, the ministry is aiming
to increase the length of operational high
speed corridors (HSC) to 4,827 km.

Till December 2024, the ministry has been

successful in operationalising 4,693 km of

HSC in the country.

The ministry is also likely to issue bids ina
transparent manner for multi-party
interoperable system for barrier-free toll
collection system based on satellite
navigation technology.Union Minister
of Ports, Shipping and Waterways
Sarbananda Sonowal told PTI that 2024
has been significant so far as the
shipping industry is concerned. "Of Rs
80 trillion investment projected in the

maritime sector in the next 25 years in

Maritime Amrit Kaal Vision 2047, Rs 54

trillion is estimated in enhancing India's

ship ownership, ship-building and ship
registration ecosystem," Sonowal said.

He further said steps required to be taken to

boost the Indian shipping industry include
granting infrastructure status to ships
under DEA's harmonised master list, and
bringing vessels within the ambit of the
SARFAESI Act, allowing creditors to
leverage the Act's mechanisms for
efficientrecovery of dues.

According to the minister, domestic

shipyards such as Cochin Shipyard Ltd,
L&T Shipyard, Swan Energy (Pipavav
Shipyard), Chowgule Shipyard, and Shoft
Shipyard are in talks with global players to
participate in ship-building and ship-
repair clusters.
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'Doesn't seem suicide': Mother uses
ChatGPT to re-examine Suchir Bulu|| s death ;

»Suchir Balaji Death:
OpenAl
whistleblower Suchir
Balaji's mother, in an
interview with, has
alleged foul play in
her son's death.
Balaji, 26, was found
dead in his San
Francisco apartment
last month.

NEW DELHI.OpenAl whistleblower
Suchir Balaji's mother has alleged foul play
in her son's death, claiming that a private
investigator's probe contradicted the
police's version. In an exclusive interview

"VIP Lounge, Free Transport":
Cops 'Invite' Drunk Drivers On
New Year's Eve

New Delhi. Ahead of New Year's Eve and a night of parties,

Delhi Police have put out a humorous social media post
to warn drunk drivers and troublemakers. The post says
the capital's cops will hold a "Cell Block Party" for
hooligans.

The post says this party's "opening performer" is
breathalyser that would identify drunk drivers. Police,
the post said, would provide "free transportation" to jail
and a "VIP lounge" in the form of jail cells. Speed
cameras are in place for
the '"cinematography"
of this party. "If you
spot someone who
needs to party just dial
112 and let the good
times roll," the post said,
adding that the venue is
the "nearest police
station".

The caption read, "Who
needs a countdown
when you can count down the days until your release."

In neighbouring Noida too, cops are patrolling to review
preparations. Owners of restaurants and pubs have been
asked not to take bookings more than their capacity. In
cases of drunk driving, the car would be seized besides a
fine.

In Maximum City Mumbai, a large posse of police
personnel will be on the street to manage traffic and
identify troublemakers.The cops will set up multiple
checkpoints to identify drunk drivers and step up
patrolling in crowded areas. Drunk drivers,
troublemakers and those harassing women would face
strict action. Joint Commissioner of Police
Satyanarayan Choudhary said, "We are also looking at
entry of illegal weapons into the city. Historysheeters are
being monitored and preventive action is being taken if
needed."

Over 50 Cars Punctured
Due To Iron Board On
Mumbai-Nagpur Highway

New Delhi. Panic ensued along the Mumbai-Nagpur
Samruddhi Highway after over 50 vehicles were
punctured passed over an iron board that had fallen on
theroad.

The incident occurred around 10 pm on December 29
between the Malegaon and Vanoja toll plaza in
Washim district, impacting four-wheelers and cargo
trucks. This resulted in a long traffic jam on the

highway. Further, commuters were stranded on the
highway overnight as no assistance arrived for a long
time. It is being investigated if the board fell
accidentally or was thrown intentionally.This comes
at a time the safety on the high-speed corridor is under
question. In June, at least six people were killed and
four injured in a collision between two cars on the
Samruddhi Mahamarg near the Kadwanchi village on
Samruddhi Highway in Jalna district.

The Samruddhi Mahamarg is a partially functional six-
lane and 701-km-long access-controlled expressway
in Maharashtra. It is one of the country's longest
greenfield road projects connecting Mumbai and the
state's third-largest city Nagpur. It was built at a cost of
Rs 55,000 crore.

with India Today, Balaji's mother,
Poornima Ramarao, said she used
ChatGPT to determine that the
blood stains found in her son's
apartment don't seem like a case
of suicide.Balaji, 26, was found
dead in his San Francisco
apartment last month, with the
medical examiner ruling it a
suicide. Balaji, who left OpenAl
in August, recently spoke out
against OpenAl's data-gathering
practices and alleged copyright
violations in the development of
ChatGPT.

Seeking an FBI investigation, Poornima
said she found her son's apartment
ransacked and there were signs of
struggle in the bathroom.

"There were signs of a fight in the bathroom
and when we fed the picture to ChatGPT,

we found that the splatter of blood is not

like what it is supposed to be as per the
cause of death. We also found separate
blood spots in the bathroom that indicate he

NEW DELHI.
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may have been hit. There was also no

suicide note left," a grieving Poornima said.

That's when she decided to hire a private
investigator to probe the death of her son.
The private investigator has concluded that
it doesn't seem like a case of suicide, she
said."When death by suicide is determined,
so many factors are taken into account. The
major factor is whether the person is a
depressed. They didn't even ask us,"
Balaji's mother said.

Elon Musk, in an X post, has also
backed Poornima's claims about foul
play. She further said that the attorney
told them that no one had entered the
apartment on November 26 and all
CCTV cameras were thoroughly
checked."The attorney said we
checked all the CCTV, no one came in,
no one went out. After that, the
decision to declare it to be a case of
suicide was made. We mentioned that
there are 3 entrances. Two of them,
one through the garage and one
through the backdoor, don't have
CCTV.

However, the police are not listening to us,"
she said.Appealing to the Ministry of
External Affairs for intervention, Poornima
alleged that the tech industry lobby in San
Francisco was very powerful. "There is a
lot of corruption. My son wanted to make a
difference to mankind. He was working on

project called 'Futura Doctor Visit'. Our

dreams have been snatched away from us,"
she said.

No medical units, fewer AED devices in
metro s’ruhons for passengers, reveals RTI

Despite
operating an expansive 393-
kilometre metro network with
288 stations, the Delhi Metro
Rail Corporation (DMRC)
lacks dedicated medical units
to handle passenger
emergencies. Moreover, only
six stations on the Airport
Express Line—the least
frequented route—are
equipped with Automated
External Defibrillators (AEDs),
vital for reviving cardiac arrest
victims.The information was revealed
in an RTI query filed by Dr Aman
Kaushik, accessed by this newspaper.
The RTI sought a list of metro stations
where medical teams, doctors, and
AED devices are available. The
DMRC’s response was stark: no
medical units or doctors are deployed
at any station, and AEDs are present
only at six stations on the Airport
Line—New Delhi, Shivaji Stadium,
Dhaula Kuan, Delhi Aerocity, Airport
(T-3), and Dwarka Sector-21.Dr
Kaushik recounted the incident that

pushed him to file the RTI. “Last year,
I witnessed a passenger collapse
inside the metro. There was no trained
staff to administer CPR, and the
crowd panicked. I stepped in and
performed CPR, reviving the patient.
The individual was dropped off at
Azadpur Metro Station, but there was
no AED machine there,” he said.

Kaushik highlighted the absence of

AEDs at busy interchange stations
like Rajiv Chowk and Kashmere Gate,
Kaushik emphasised the urgent need
for trained personnel and adequate
equipment to handle cardiac

emergencies.

“Sudden cardiac deaths can be
reduced only with proper CPR
training and the availability of
AEDs at all stations,” he said. A
DMRC official responded to the
RTI stating that operations
personnel and station staff have
been trained in first aid and CPR.
“First aid kits are available with
train operators and at all stations.
In case of emergencies, station
staff provide assistance,
including wheelchairs,
stretchers, and first aid.Passengers are
escorted to the nearest hospital via
ambulances, PCRs, or private
vehicles to ensure timely medical care
during the golden hour. Each station’s
control room has details of nearby
hospitals, and injured passengers can
also be shifted to empanelled
hospitalsifneeded,” the official said.

Dr Kaushik, however, argued that while
tie-ups with CAT ambulances and
hospitals are helpful, they are not
sufficient to address sudden cardiac
arrests.

Over 15Kk cops
deployed for New Year
celebrations

Elaborate security measures have been planned, particularly in

high-traffic areas like Connaught Place, Khan Market, India Gate,
and popular hotels, restaurants and party hubs, said officials.

L

NEW DELHI. Delhi Police has announced robust
security arrangements for New Year’s eve,
deploying nearly 15,000 police and paramilitary
personnel to ensure public safety and prevent
hooliganism, traffic violations, and overcrowding
in the national capital, officials said on Monday.

Police have also increased deployments in the
border areas of the city, they said.Delhi, bordered
by Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and Rajasthan, attracts
a significant influx of visitors for New Year
celebrations.Elaborate security measures have
been planned, particularly in high-traffic areas
like Connaught Place, Khan Market, India Gate,
and popular hotels, restaurants and party hubs,
said officials.Deputy Commissioner of Police
(New Delhi) Devesh Kumar Mahla said, “We
have prepared a comprehensive arrangement to
ensure the safety and security of all residents and
visitors during the upcoming new year’s eve
celebrations.”

The New Delhi district has been divided into two
zones: Zone A, supervised by additional DCP-I,
will cover areas like Parliament Street and
Connaught Place while Zone B, supervised by
additional DCP-II, covers areas like
Chanakyapuri and Tughlak Road.

The deployment in New Delhi district also includes,
four ACPs, 23 inspectors, and 648 police staff.100
home guards and 11 companies of Central Armed
Police Forces (CAPF), including a dedicated
women’s unit.Specialized teams for bomb
disposal, SWAT, and Prakram vehicles. The DCP
said that to manage crowds and traffic, buses
heading towards Connaught Place will be diverted
from 7pm on December 31.

Exit gates at Rajiv Chowk Metro Station will close
post 9pm to prevent overcrowding. 47 pickets
have been erected for vehicle diversion around
Connaught Place.“Strict checks will be conducted
for alcohol consumption, public disturbances, and
narcotics use. Only individuals with valid hotel or
restaurant invitations will be allowed entry into
restricted areas,” said the DCP.The officer said
that live monitoring through CCTV cameras will
ensure rapid intervention. In the southwest district,
DCP Surendra Choudhary said that there will be
27 checkpoints with breath analyzers to deter
drunk driving. “Security at 35 key venues,
including malls, cinemas, and party hubs like
Hauz Khas Village.14 Quick Reaction Teams
(QRTs) and 16 PCR vans for immediate
response,” said the DCP.Additional
Commissioner of Police (Traffic), DK Gupta,
emphasised strict traffic regulations at hotspots
like Saket Mall, Ambience Mall, and Hauz Khas.
“We urge everyone to celebrate responsibly and
follow traffic rules to ensure a safe and joyous
New Year,” he said.

Cost of LCA Mark 2 jet project may rise due to likely engine price hike: Sources

I — N ew  Delhi.

tackles the delay in the LCA Mark
1A fighter jet project, the price of
the deal for the LCA Mark-2 engine
is likely to go up, increasing the
overall cost of the project, defence
ministry sources
Monday.The deal is being
negotiated by Hindustan
Aeronautics Limited (HAL) and
the American GE to supply GE-414

India has plans
to buy around
200 LCA Mark
1A fighter jets
along with the
same number
of LCA Mark 2
and Advanced
Medium

engines

each in the next
15 years.

The Tejas

aircraft as the price of the deal is
now going to rise due to cost
escalation,
indigenous fighter programmes are facing
. delays, mainly due to engine issues.
Combat Aircraft imdia has plans to buy around 200 LCA Mark
1 A along with the same number of LCA Mark
2 and Advanced Medium Combat Aircraft
eachin thenext 15 years.

As the government

said on

for the LCA Mark-2

sources told.All

Mark-1 and Mark-1A variants are

powered by the off-the-shelf GE-F404

engines purchased from the US.

The Air Force, in the recent past, has repeatedly
expressed dissatisfaction with the current
pace of the LCA Mark-1A programme. The
first aircraft from the existing order was
scheduled for delivery by March 31,2024.

GE Aerospace, manufacturer of the F404 jet

engines, earlier this year, cited supply
chain issues as the main reason for the
delay in supplying the engines to
India.

The F404 series engines are required to
produce the 83 Tejas Mark-1A jets
ordered by the government under a
contract worth Rs 48,000 crore signed
in February 2021. HAL has
reportedly assured the Air Force that
it will deliver 16 LCA Mark-1A jets
during the financial year 2024-25 and
complete the delivery of all 83 jets by
2029.

The fifth-generation Advanced
Medium Combat Aircraft is expected to enter
production in 2035, the sources added.The
LCA Mark 2 will be an improved version of
the existing LCA Tejas fighter jet. The Tejas
Mark 2 is expected to be a heavier, more
advanced aircraft with enhanced indigenous
combat capabilities.

Dallewal will take medical aid if Centre
speaks to farmers: Punjab ’rSupreme Court

Jagjit Singh Dallewal has
been on an indefinite
hunger strike at the
Khanauri border between
Punjab and Haryana since
November 26, urging the
Centre to address
farmers' demands,
including a legal
guarantee for Minimum
Support Price on crops.

NEW DELHI. The Punjab government on

Tuesday informed the Supreme Court of
a proposal that farmer leader Jagjit Singh
Dallewal, who has been on an indefinite
fast since November 26, would accept
medical aid if the Centre spoke to the
protesting farmers.A bench of Justices
Surya Kant and Sudhanshu Dhulia was
hearing a contempt plea against the

Punjab Chief Secretary
and DGP for not
complying with the ,
Supreme Court's order of
giving medical aid to
Dallewal.During the |
hearing, the Punjab =55
government sought three 3
more days time for | ::‘
compliance with the
order.

Punjab Advocate General
Gurwinder Singh
informed the court that
intervenors and

negotiators had gone to the protest site at

"As per the negotiators, there is a proposal

moved on behalf of the officers of
the state of Punjab seeking an
additional three days' time. Taking
into consideration the totality of
circumstances and keeping the
interest of justice in view, we are
inclined to accept the request to
afford some more time for
compliance."

Tuesday's hearing came three days
after a Punjab government team
attempted to persuade Dallewal to
take medical aid. He, however,
declined it, fearing the use of force
to oust him from the protest site.

On December 28, the Supreme Court came

the Khanauri border between Punjab and
Haryana and efforts for compliance were
made.Seeking more time in the wake of
the Punjab Bandh on Monday, Gurwinder
Singh said: "There were traffic blockades
and hindrances and said the protesters
had proposed that Dallewal would take
medical aid if the Centre was ready to talk
to them."

given by the farmers to the Central
government that if they get an invitation
for a talk, then Dallewal is ready to get
medical aid as desired." At this, the bench
said, "We are not concerned with that, we
are only concerned with compliance.
Whatever is going on, we cannot
comment on that."

While deferring the hearing to January 2,
the court said, "An application has been

down heavily against the Punjab
government for its failure to shift the
fasting farmer leader to a hospital as his
health had deteriorated.Farmers, under
the banner of SKM (Non-Political) and
Kisan Mazdoor Morcha, have been
camping at the Shambhu and Khanauri
border points between Punjab and
Haryana since February 13.
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Jimmy Carter's State
Funeral To Be Held On
January 9 in Washington DC

Washington, United States.Former US President
Jimmy Carter's official state funeral will be held on
January 9 in Washington DC, the same day as a
national day of mourning announced by President Joe
Biden on Sunday. Biden is expected to deliver a
eulogy for the former President, and on Monday he
ordered federal offices closed on January 9 "as a mark
of respect" for Mr Carter.The Supreme Court
followed suit on Monday noon, announcing it would
also be closed on January 9 in recognition of the day
of mourning.

Mr Carter passed away on Sunday (local time) at the age
of 100.Services honouring Mr Carter will begin on
January 4 and include a brief pause at his boyhood
home and the family farm in Plains, Georgia, where
he grew up, and a stop at the Georgia State Capitol for
amoment of silence.

Mr Carter will lie in repose at the Carter Presidential
Center in Atlanta until January 7 for mourners to pay
their respects, before departing for Washington, DC,
where his remains will be carried to the US Navy
Memorial and then to the US Capitol in a funeral
procession.Upon arrival at the Capitol, members of
Congress will pay their respects to the late President
during an afternoon service on January 7. He will lie
in state until January 9. The state funeral will be held
atthe National Cathedral at 10 a.m. that day.

In a letter on Monday, Congressional leaders from both
parties notified Mr Carter's son James Carter III and
the Carter Center of their intent for the late President
to lie in state at the Capitol from January 7-9.

"In recognition of President Carter's long and
distinguished service to the nation, it is our intention
to ask the United States House of Representatives and
the United States Senate to permit his remains lie in
state in the Rotunda of the United States Capitol," the
lawmakers said in a joint statement.With your
approval, we will move forward with these
arrangements so that the American people have the
opportunity to pay their respects to President Carter
before he is laid to rest," they added.

In a statement on Truth Social on Sunday, US President-
elect Donald Trump also paid tribute to Mr Carter,
writing that "the challenges Jimmy faced as President
came at a pivotal time for our country and he did
everything in his power to improve the lives of all
Americans".

Swiss Cabin Crew Member
Dies After Smoke Forced
Emergency Landing In Groz

Zurich.A Swiss Internaional Air Lines cabin crew
member on an aeroplane forced to make an
emergency landing due to smoke inside the aircraft
has died, the flag carrier said on Monday.The Airbus
A220-300 jet, with 74 passengers and five crew on
board, was flying from Bucharest to Zurich on
December 23 when it had to land in Graz, Austria after
engine problems occurred and smoke filled the
cockpit and cabin. The plane landed safely."We must
report, with the deepest of sorrow and regret, that our
young colleague died in the hospital in Graz on
Monday," Swiss said in a statement.Swiss chief
executive Jens Fehlinger said the loss had left the
airline, a subsidiary of Germany's Lufthansa, in shock
and grief.We are devastated at our dear colleague's
death," he said."Our thoughts are with his family,
whose pain we cannot imagine. I offer them my
heartfelt condolences on behalf of all of us at
Swiss."Swiss said in a statement that "out of respect
for the loved ones, we will not provide detailed
information about our employee or the cause of
death."After the plane made an emergency landing,
one cabin crew member was flown by helicopter to a
hospital in Graz and taken into intensive care.Another
cabin crew member was also taken to hospital.

All passengers were evacuated and 12 received medical
attention. Swiss on Tuesday said that all passengers
who were admitted to hospital had since been able to
leave.Chief operating officer Oliver Buchhofer
thanked the local emergency services in Graz who had
helped passengers and crew. This is the saddest of days
for us all," he said."Losing our colleague and fellow
member of our Swiss team leaves me distraught and
dismayed."He said Swiss would work "with the
relevant authorities, to determine the causes
involved."Swiss said the focus of'its investigation was
on the mechanical parts of the aircraft, such as the
engine, but also on the use of protective breathing
equipment for the cabin crew.

Kim Jong Un Vows To
Further Solidify Russia Ties
In Letter To Putin

Seoul. North Korean leader Kim Jong Un pledged to
solidify the country's comprehensive strategic
partnership with Russia in his letter to President
Vladimir Putin on Monday, state media KCNA
reported on Tuesday.In the message, Kim sent New
Year greetings to Putin and all Russians, including
their troops and expressed his willingness to
further step up bilateral ties, which he said the two
leaders have elevated to a new height this year,
through new projects, KCNA said.

Kim "wished that the New Year 2025 would be
recorded as the first year of victory in the 21st
century when the Russian army and people would
defeat neo-Nazism and achieve a great victory,"
KCNA said.Kim and Putin signed a mutual defence
treaty at a summit in June, which calls for each side
to come to the other's aid in case of an armed attack.

North Korea has since dispatched tens of thousands
of troops to Russia to support its war against
Ukraine, and Seoul and Washington said that more
than a thousand of them have been killed or
wounded.
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South Korean court issues arrest
warrant for impeached pre5|den’r Yoon

SEOUL.A South Korean court has issued an

arrest warrant for impeached, suspended
President Yoon Suk Yeol, investigators said
Tuesday, over his short-lived bid to impose
martial law on the country.Yoon briefly
suspended civilian rule this month,
plunging South Korea into its worst
political crisis in decades.He was stripped
of his presidential duties by parliament
over the action, but a constitutional court
ruling is pending on whether to confirm the
impeachment."The arrest warrant and
search warrant for President Yoon Suk
Yeol, requested by the Joint Investigation
Headquarters, were issued this morning,"
the Joint Investigation Headquarters said in
a statement.The conservative leader faces
criminal charges of insurrection, which
could result in life imprisonment or even
the death penalty.Investigators probing
Yoon over his declaration of martial law
requested the warrant Monday after the
suspended president failed to report for
questioning a third time."The reason for the
warrant is that there is a concern that the
individual may refuse to comply with

summons without justifiable
reasons, and there is sufficient
probable cause to suspect the
commission of a crime," a
Corruption Investigation Office
(CIO) official told reporters at a
briefing on Tuesday."The warrant
is valid until January 6," the official
said, adding that Yoon could be
held at a police station or the Seoul
detention center.Yoon's lawyer
called the arrest warrant for the
impeached president "illegal and
invalid", saying investigators
lacked the authority to probe the
president."The arrest warrant and
search and seizure warrant issued
at the request of an agency without
investigative authority are illegal
and invalid," a statement sent to
AFP by lawyer Yoon Kab-keun said.Even
though the warrant has been issued, it is
unclear whether investigators and police
will be able to execute it.The Presidential
Security Service has previously refused to
comply with three search warrants.It said

Tuesday that "security measures regarding
the execution of the warrant will be carried
out in accordance with lawful procedures,"
in a statement to local media.But lawyer
Yun Bok-nam, president of Lawyers for a
Democratic Society, told AFP that while
there was a legal basis for rejecting a search

warrant "there's no such provision
for arrest warrants"."l expect the
(arrest) process will proceed
smoothly," he said, adding that
warrants were typically valid
seven days and had to be executed
within that time frame.Police
were deployed early Tuesday
outside Yoon's residence in
central Seoul, in a likely bid to
head off scuffles.Yoon's
supporters and protesters calling
for his removal have both staked
out his residence, with local
media running images of
altercations between the two
camps overnight.Up to 3,000
M, people will move to protest

against the unfair and unvalid

arrest warrant," said an official
from the largest protest group supporting
Yoon.Local media reported than an
imminent arrest or search of the
presidential residence was unlikely, as
investigators would seek to coordinate with
the presidential security service.

Six people iniured in New York City
convenlence store firing

Police said that one of the
intended targets, used a woman
as a shied. The woman ended up
shot in the stomach while the
person who grabbed her went
unscathed.

NEW YORK. Six people were shot at a
New York City convenience store
Monday, including a 12-year-old girl
and her mother, as one of the intended
targets used the woman as a shield,
police said.The mother ended up shot
in the stomach while the person who
grabbed her went unscathed, police

interim Chief of Department John
Chell said.There was no immediate
information on the condition of those
wounded in what Chell called “a
brazen and heartless attack on innocent
New Yorkers and cowardly intended
victims.”Police believe the two
shooters were aiming for people in a
group standing outside the store on
White Plains Road, a commercial

There Are No Trans Kids':
Controversial Remark Sparks Debate

JK Rowling has once
again stirred
controversy with her
remarks on
transgender issues

World. JK Rowling has once again
stirred controversy with her remarks
on transgender issues. The Harry
Potter author, in her latest post on X,
claimed that transgender children "do
not exist" and dismissed the concept of
being "born in the wrong body."

The controversy began on Sunday when
an X user criticised Rowling for
allegedly not using her influence for
positive change. The user wrote, "I
wish you would use your immense
power for good. Your hateful focus on
trans kids is hurtful and unnecessary."

In response, JK Rowling wrote, "There
are no trans kids. No child is 'born in the
wrong body'. There are only adults like
you, prepared to sacrifice the health of
minors to bolster your belief in an
ideology that ends up wrecking more

harm than lobotomies and false
memory syndrome combined."

Her remarks met with immediate
backlash, with critics accusing her of
perpetuating harmful rhetoric against
transgender individuals.A user
commented, "Isn't that the same logic
homophobic people used in the
previous century against gays and
lesbians?" Another said, "You're also a
medical expert. Didn't know that. This
thing that everyone famous for
anything feels the urge to act as an
expert of something else... makes me
crazy! I surely need to be visited by a
novelist..." to which Rowling replied,
"But being trans isn't a medical

thoroughfare in the Bronx.

Chell said police have video
showing the attackers opened fire
around 5 p.m. as they ran across
the road to the store, then kept
shooting as their targets ran into
the store.After bumping into the
woman and girl at the counter, one
of the people who ran inside took
hold of her and spun her into the
line of fire, Chell said.Chell said

all of those shot, except the 40-year-old

mother, were wounded in their arms or
legs. The Fire Department said it took
five of the wounded to hospitals, and

the sixth apparently got a ride to a

hospital from someone else.In addition

to the mother and daughter, those
wounded included four men, aged 18 to

21, Chell said.

JK Rowling's

condition, or so we're
told."Whatever you
believe doesn't matter.
If a person feels and
identifies as a different
gender, who are you to
judge? Let people be
who they want to be. It
doesn't affect your life
in any way shape of
form. They're not
forcing their beliefs on
your lifestyle. Stay in
your own lane," read a
comment.Rowling's
remarks also found
support from some
quarters. One user
wrote, "You don't need to be a medical
expert to know right from wrong or
child exploitation when you see it."This
is not the first time JK Rowling has
come under fire for her opinions on
transgender issues. Back in August, she
criticised Algerian boxer Imane
Khelif's participation in the Paris
Olympics 2024, suggesting that Khelif,
who defeated Italian boxer Angela
Carini in a 46-second match, was a man
competing against women. Rowling
accused organisers of enabling "men's
power over women," and criticised the
International Olympic Committee
(I0C) for allowing Khelif to compete.

Venezuela's top court

issues a $10 million fine for

TikTok over allegedly
deadly video challenges

CARACAS. Venezuela’s Supreme Court on Monday

issued a $10 million fine against TikTok for “not
implementing measures” to prevent viral video

challenges that have allegedly led to the deaths of three
Venezuelan children recently.

Judge Tania D’Amelio said TikTok had acted in a
negligent manner and gave it eight days to pay the fine,

while also ordering the video service company to open
an office in Venezuela that would supervise content so
that it complies with local laws.The judge did not
explain how Venezuela would force TikTok, whose
parent company is based in China, to pay the
fine.Venezuela has blocked dozens of websites in
previous years for not complying with regulations set
by its telecommunications commission. Tik Tok did not
immediately respond to requests for comment from
The Associated Press.In November, Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro blamed TikTok for the death
of a 12-year-old girl who allegedly died after
participating in a TikTok challenge that involved
taking tranquilizer pills and not falling
asleep.Venezuela’s Education Minister Hector
Rodriguez also said last month that a 14-year-old died
after taking part in a TikTok challenge that involved
sniffing substances.And on Nov. 21, Venezuela’s
attorney general blamed video challenges on TikTok
for the death of a third child.Dozens of radio stations
and television channels have been taken off the air in
Venezuela under Maduro over their news coverage.
More than 60 websites belonging to human rights
groups and news companies were blocked at different
times this year, according to VE Sin Filtro, a group that
tracks media freedoms in the South American
country.In August, Venezuela banned the social media
platform X as thousands of Venezuelans took to the
streets to protest the re-election of Maduro.The
Venezuelan government initially banned X for 10 days,
after Maduro accused its owner Elon Musk of using the
social media platform to “orchestrate attacks against
Venezuela.”Musk had accused Maduro of rigging the
July 28 election, which the United Nations and the
Carter Center, an organization that monitors elections
around the world, said .

New Taiwan Board Game Invites
Players To Baﬂle '‘Chinese Invasion’

Taipei. A new board game set against the

China conflict.ast week, Taiwan's

backdrop of armed conflict around Taiwan
is set to be released in January 2025, amid
renewed threats from Beijing, inviting
players to participate in an imaginary
Chinese invasion 20 years from now.

China has ramped up military activity close

to democratically governed Taiwan in
recent years, including massing naval
forces around the island this month.

The new game, titled "2045", tasks gamers

with navigating the troubles of war by
using colourful action cards, and role-
playing characters involved in operations
10 days before a fictional Chinese invasion
of Taiwan.That includes members of
Taiwan's armed forces, Chinese sleeper
agents and pro-China politicians working
to sabotage the island's defence, as well as
citizens picking up guns to defend their
homeland.

China claims Taiwan as its own and has never

renounced the use of force to bring the
island under its control. Taiwan's president
and his government strongly object to

China's sovereignty claims and say only
the island's people can decide their future.

Taiwanese board game maker Mizo Games
started crowdfunding the game in August.

Within two-and-a-half-months, the

company had received more than T$4
million ($121,966) to fund the project.

"It is not quite peaceful around Taiwan island

and the Western Pacific as we speak,"

Chang Shao Lian, the founder of Mizo
Games told Reuters at his Taipei office.

Chang said he wanted "players to feel they

want to win and think about what they will
do to win".The game, which is also set to go
on sale in the U.S. and Europe later in the
year, has been developed at a time when
Taiwan officials have intensified
preparations for scenarios including a

presidential office held its first "tabletop"
exercise involving government agencies
beyond the armed forces, simulating a
military escalation with China.he exercise
involved scenarios, including the island
being "on the verge of conflict", to test the
readiness of government offices and civil
society.Players who participated in a test
run of "2045" said they learnt about what
might happen in the event of a Chinese
invasion and that they hoped the game
could help people understand the
implications of a war."I'm not very
knowledgeable on military matters,
therefore through this game I learnt about
where the army may land and launch an
attack," said Kalin Lai, a 23-year-old who
tried out the game.

Mizo has previously created two other

Taiwan war-themed board games - one
about surviving an air raid in Taipei and the
other about a bombing in Kaohsiung during
Japan's colonisation of the island between
1895 and 1945.
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Emma Raducanu pulls
out of Australian
Open warmup with
back niggle

New Delhi. Grand Slam champion Emma
Raducanu has withdrawn from the Auckland
Open due to a back injury, dealing a blow to
her preparations for the Australian Open.
The 22-year-old British tennis player was
scheduled to face Robin Montgomery of the
United States in the first round of the ASB
Classic on Tuesday.However, Raducanu has
decided to travel to Melbourne to continue
her preparations for the Australian Open,
which begins on January 12. Raducanu, a
Grand Slam champion and sixth seed at the
Auckland warm-up event, expressed her
disappointment in a statement:I’ve tried my
best to be ready. I love Auckland and the fans
here, but unfortunately, I’ve picked up a back
niggle and won’t be ready in time."Since her
remarkable US Open victory in 2021,
Raducanu has faced persistent injury
setbacks. This year, she skipped five
tournaments in the WTA's Asia swing after
spraining ligaments in her foot. Additionally,
she spent much of the previous season
recovering from ankle and wrist surgeries.

The 22-year-old managed to play only three
matches after the Seoul injury in September,

all of which she won while representing
Great Britain at the Billie Jean King Cup
Finals. Despite this success, she heads into
the Australian Open without any recent
match practice.Last season, Raducanu
encountered fewer injury issues but played
only 10 matches after Wimbledon and
missed the Miami Open in March due to
another back problem.To address her fitness
challenges, Raducanu has enlisted the help
of renowned trainer Yutaka Nakamura, who
has been working with her in Auckland.

"I just needed a more tailored approach and
someone dedicated solely to me as an
individual," Raducanu said earlier this
month. "It’s already bringing a positive
change. The integration between my fitness
work and on-court training with [coach]
Nick [Cavaday] is making a noticeable
difference."Currently ranked 56th in the
world, Raducanu will not be seeded at the
Australian Open.

Travis Head's celebration
insulted not just Pant but

1.5 hillion Indians:
Navjot Sidhu

New Delhi. Former Indian cricketer Navjot
Singh Sidhu slammed Travis Head's
celebration after dismissing Rishabh Pant,
calling it an insult to 1.5 billion Indians
and demanding "stringent punishment" to
prevent similar acts on the cricket field in
the future.

The incident took place during the final
session of Day 5 of the Boxing Day Test
when Head dismissed Pant, who had
scored a brisk 30. Head's peculiar
celebration—pointing one finger into a
circularly shaped hand—Ieft fans and
commentators puzzled. Although
Channel 7's James Brayshaw and Pat
Cummins later clarified that the gesture
symbolised "putting his finger on
ice"."Travis head’s obnoxious behaviour
during the course of the Melbourne test
doesn’t auger well for the gentleman’s
game...... sets the worst possible example
when there are kids, women, young & old

o

watching the game....... this caustic
conduct did not insult an individual but a
nation of 1.5 billion Indians......stringent
punishment that would serve a deterrent
for the future generations needs to be
slapped on him so that no one dares follow
suit !!!" Sidhu wrote on X.Channel 7's
James Brayshaw offered some clarity.
"Now, great people in the back have said
after he took 4-10 within 17 balls in Sri
Lanka in 2022 he was quoted as saying, 'l
had to put the digit on ice'," Brayshaw
said. "So that was the celebration. He said
'T just got him, and I'm putting it back on
ice'."Australia captain Pat Cummins
provided an explanation for Head's
celebration. "I can explain that. His finger
is so hot, that he is going to put it in a cup
of ice. Yes, that’s what it is. That’s
normally the running joke. Was it at the
Gabba or somewhere.

New Delhi Barcelona have lost another

New

Manchester United face clear threat of
relegation, admits Amorim after another loss

Ruben Amorim admitted
that it is "really clear”
Manchester United are
heing drawn into a
relegation battle following
their 2-0 defeat to
Newcastle at Old Trafford.

New Delhi. Manchester United manager
Ruben Amorim admitted that the Premier
League club must acknowledge they are in a
relegation battle, despite the embarrassment
of being in such a situation. The Red Devils
suffered a 2-0 defeat to Newcastle at Old
Trafford on Monday night, marking their
fifth loss in six Premier League matches.

This latest disappointing result leaves United
14th in the table, just seven points above the
relegation zone. Liverpool legend Jamie
Carragher described their recent form as

"relegation form," a sentiment Amorim
echoed.

The coach made this candid admission after
watching his side outplayed at home by
Newcastle. Amorim has become the first
United manager since Louis van Gaal in
2015 to oversee three consecutive Premier
League defeats. Although United have
remained in the top flight since their
promotion to the old First Division in 1975,
they now sit precariously just seven points
above the relegation zone halfway through

the season.Speaking after the game, Ruben
Amorim admitted it is "really clear" that
Manchester United are in a relegation battle.
He described the situation as "a bit
embarrassing" during his post-match press
conference but took responsibility for the
team's struggles.When asked whether his
team is in a relegation fight, Amorim told
Sky Sports: "That is really clear, and we have
to fight. This is a really difficult moment-one
of the most difficult in the history of
Manchester United-and we need to address it

Mitchell Starc to miss Sydney Test
Australia head coach gives injury update

Melbourne. Australia head coach Andrew

McDonald remained optimistic that
Mitchell Starc would be available for the
final Test of the Border-Gavaskar Trophy in
Sydney. However, McDonald
acknowledged that Starc was managing a
niggle and that a decision would be made
closer to the New Year’s Test, which begins
on 3 January. AUS vs IND, 4TH TEST:
FULLSCORECARD

Mitchell Starc dealt with an upper-body

concern throughout the five-day Melbourne
Test match. The issue first became apparent
on Day 3 when Starc was seen clutching his
back during spells and left the field at the
close of play. Despite the discomfort, Starc
pushed through the niggle, bowling at full
pace on the final day to help Australia
defend a target of 330 and secure victory in
the Boxing Day Test.Starc consistently
bowled at speeds of around 140 km/h and
claimed the crucial wicket of Virat Kohli
before lunch on Day 5. He managed to bowl
16 overs in the final innings of a closely
contested Test that swung back and forth
until India lost seven wickets in the last

session, conceding the series lead to the
hosts.“Clearly, Starc is carrying something
of some description. We’ll assess that. But
other than that, it looks as though we got
through pretty well unscathed. However, it’s
a short turnaround, and recovery is

important. We’ll assess what the team looks
like in Sydney based on the surface, as we
always do,” McDonald said on 31
December

“Any time you get through the game, it’s

always a good indicator that you’re a
chance for the next one. It didn’t stop him,”
he added.

“There was clearly a bit of discomfort early in

his spells, but once he warmed up, he
seemed relatively free. His ball speeds were
good.“I think the morning session, when
we bowled over 20 overs, was probably as
good as we’ve delivered.” Australia added
Sean Abbott and Jhye Richardson to their
Test squad as back-ups before the fourth
match in Sydney. Both are expected to be
available for the final Test despite their Big
Bash League commitments.Australia will
aim to regain the Border-Gavaskar Trophy
for the first time since 2014. They need
nothing less than a win in Sydney to reclaim
the trophy. If the series ends in a draw, India
will retain the trophy and head home as
holders.

Barcelona lose another appeal to
register Dani Olmo before deadline

Barcelona have lost another appeal for the
registration of Dani Olmo for the rest of the
season on Monday, one day before the
deadline to register the Spanish international.

appeal to register Spanish forward Dani
Olmo for the remainder of the season-just
one day before the deadline.The club
signed Olmo in August for approximately
€55 million ($57.22 million). However,
due to their inability to meet La Liga's
wage cap, the attacking midfielder was
registered only for the first half of the
season.Barcelona managed to register
Olmo initially by reallocating wages from
long-term injured players, which allowed
them to fit the 26-year-old, along with
forward Pau V-ctor, into their budget.
However, the four-month allowance for this
arrangement is set to expire at the end of the
month.On Friday, Barcelona's request to
provisionally register Olmo was denied by
the Commercial Court Number 10. The
ruling was upheld on Monday by the Court
of First Instance Number 47.ccording to La

Liga, the precautionary registration of Olmo
was rejected because none of the necessary
conditions for such a measure were met. La
Liga also emphasized that its Delegate
Commission has full authority to approve
budgeting rules, which no club, including
Barcelona, has previously contested.

The league further clarified that the decision

not to register Olmo was made initially by its
Budget Validation Body and later confirmed
by its Financial Fair Play Committee, Social

Appeals Committee, and
UEFA's Second Instance
Licensing Committee of the
Spanish Football Federation.

Olmo, who played for
Barcelona's youth academy
before leaving for Dinamo
Zagreb at 16, has scored six
goals in 15 appearances for
the club this season. He was
instrumental in helping Spain
win the European
Championship during the
summer.

Barcelona now faces a race
against time to find an
alternative solution to

register Olmo before January 1, or he risks

becoming a free agent. Reports suggest

Premier League clubs are already

expressing interest.

Spanish media has reported that the club plans

to sell VIP boxes at its Camp Nou stadium,
potentially generating over €100 million,
though this move would require La Liga's
approval.Hansi Flick's Barcelona currently
sits third in La Liga, three points behind
leaders Atlético Madrid.

with honesty"It is also my fault," Amorim
added. "The team is not improving. It is a
little lost at the moment, and it is
embarrassing to be Manchester United's
coach and lose so many games. I think
people are tired of excuses at this club. This
club needs a shock.

"When you're in situations like this, especially
at big clubs, it's very hard to turn things
around, particularly when there's little time
to train on the basics and manage difficult
moments. We have to acknowledge our
position. In this league, anyone can beat
anyone."Former Manchester United
defender Gary Neville shared his post-match
thoughts, expressing little optimism but
acknowledging that Amorim is at least
gaining insight into the players he has
inherited."United have gone backwards, but
hopefully that's backwards to go forwards,"
Neville said. "There are very slim pickings in
terms of positives from these first few weeks.
Maybe the most positive thing is that
Amorim is seeing these players for what they
really are. We're not getting a 'bounce' that
might have made him think they are better
than they actually are.

"He knew this was a big job, but it's turning out
to be a massive one. He's realizing that now
while he's still in a position of power and
strength."

Captain fantastic: Pat
Cummins steps up to
haunt India again

New Delhi. Pat Cummins has come back to

haunt India, yet again. With a smile on his
face, faith in his heart and immaculate trust in
his approach, Cummins has again shown why
he is currently regarded as one of the best
captains in international cricket. Cummins
very well knows how to lead from the front
and is skilled enough to bring forth his A-
game when the chips are down.

Last year, under Cummins, Australia defeated

India in two world finals: the World Test
Championship, followed by the ODI World
Cup in front of a packed house at the Narendra
Modi Stadium in Ahmedabad. On Monday,
Cummins gave India another major jolt,
pushing Rohit Sharma’s men on the brink of
not qualifying for the WTC final to be held
next year.Cummins stood tall as Australia
beat India by 184 runs in the Boxing Day Test.
Sam Konstas, Nitish Kumar Reddy, Yashasvi
Jaiswal and Jasprit Bumrah hogged the
headlines, but it was Cummins won the Player
of the Match award. Cummins went about his
business as elegantly as he always had.

Cummins put his hands up in crisis and
inspired Australia to a crucial 2-1 lead after
initially going 0-1 down.

Pat Cummins sets the tone
With the series hanging in the balance after the

drawn Gabba Test, the onus was on Cummins
to put Australia back on top, and he did not let
his team down. In the first innings at the MCG
after the Aussies lost six wickets, Cummins
joined hands with the stylish Steve Smith to
build a priceless 112-run stand, also taking his
team past the 400-run mark.Cummins made
49 off 63 and was unlucky to not reach his
fifty, but gave Australia the much-needed
kick in their first innings. With the ball,
Cummins gave the hosts the first
breakthrough after dismissing Rohit Sharma,
who might be terribly out of form, but is more
than capable of taking quality bowling attacks
to the cleaners.ummins also cleaned up KL
Rahul, after which he got rid of Bumrah to
finish with figures 0£29-6-89-3.

Australia coach defends Mitchell Marsh
amid widespread calls to drop all-rounder

«Border-Gavaskar Trophy: Australian
coach Andrew McDonald has
defended the role of out-of-form all-
rounder Mitchell Marsh in the team
ahead of the fifth and final Test

against India.

Delhi Australian coach Andrew
McDonald has defended all-rounder
Mitchell Marsh despite mounting criticism
and widespread calls to drop him from the
playing XI for the fifth and final Test in
Sydney. Marsh has endured a dismal run in
the ongoing Border-Gavaskar series,
averaging just 10.42 with the bat and
managing only one double-digit score across
seven innings.This marks the second-lowest
batting average by an Australian in a home
Test series (minimum seven innings), behind

only Kim Hughes' 10.12 during the 1984-
85 season. Marsh's contribution with the
ball has also been minimal, apart from a
couple of early wickets in Perth.
Speculation about Marsh's fitness has
circulated, but McDonald dismissed
concerns of an injury, attributing Marsh's
limited bowling involvement to tactical
decisions.We haven't required him with
the ball as often as what we would have
thought. He bowled again today. His
speeds are up in the high 120s. There are
no injury concerns there," McDonald said
during a media interaction on Monday."I
think to sort of head that down that angle is
a little bit unfair. We just haven't required
him at certain times for whatever reason,
so that's more a tactical implementation,
as opposed to a body. "I think the amount
of overs that we've been bowling across the
series is probably going to be a benefitto us."

Marsh's inclusion in the Test team came as a

replacement for Cameron Green, who

missed the series due to back issues.
However, with Green unavailable, Marsh's
poor form has led to growing arguments for
his exclusion, especially as Australia seeks to
maintain their 2-1 series lead.

Complicating the selection
dilemma is the potential
unavailability of paceman
Mitchell Starc, who may miss
the Sydney Test due to injury.
This could deter selectors from
making multiple changes to a
team fresh off a victory in
Melbourne.McDonald
acknowledged Marsh's
struggles but noted his positive
attitude within the camp.
"Would he like better
performances? Of course,"
McDonald said. "But he's in a
good headspace after the win in
Melbourne."

Should Marsh be dropped, all-
rounder Beau Webster is on

standby for a potential Test debut. Captain

Pat Cummins is expected to confirm the final

XI either on Thursday or at the toss on

Friday.
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Reacts To Palak Tiwari And
[brahim Ali Khan Dating

Rumours: 'They Will Forget...

I \or a long time now, dating reports of Palak Tiwari and

Shalin Bhanot Makes First Appearance
Amid Eisha Singh Dating Rumours,
Reacts As Paps Ask About Bigg Boss 18

& =

uring the Weekend Ka Vaar episode of Bigg
Boss 18, Salman Khan confronted Eisha
Singh and questioned her relationship with
Shalin Bhanot. Eisha clarified that she isn’t
romantically involved with him, and that he is justa
good friend. Now, amid their dating rumours,
Shalin Bhanot made his first appearance in the city.
He was spotted by the paparazzi, and was asked
about Salman Khan mentioning his name in the
recent episode of Bigg Boss 18.In a video shared by
Pinkvilla, Shalin Bhanot was spotted arriving at an
eatery in Bandra, Mumbai. He looked dapper in an
orange t-shirt paired with black jeans. The
paparazzi asked him about yesterday’s Bigg Boss
18 episode, during which Salman Khan mentioned
him. “Kal ke episode mein aap hi ka naam chal raha
tha," asked one photographer. In response, Shalin
folded his hands, flashed a smile and said that he is
glad he is being remembered. “Yaad kar rahe hain,
achhi baat hai," he said humbly. Check out the video
below.
Salman Khan Playfully Teases Eisha Singh With
Shalin Bhanot’s Name On Bigg Boss 18
For the unversed, in a recent Weekend Ka Vaar
episode of Bigg Boss 18, Salman asked Eisha,
“Whose was the last phone call you made before
entering the house?" He then hinted at Shalin
Bhanot and said, “Boyfriend nahi hoga, very close
friend hoga, shayad main unko jaanta hoga, nature

Ibrahim Ali Khan have been making headlines. While the

two have repeatedly claimed that they are just good
friends, Palak’s mom, actress Shweta Tiwari has now said
that such rumours do not bother her. In a recent interview,
Shweta talked about Palak’s dating reports and argued that
such social media chatter is not relevant to her.“Rumors
don’t bother me anymore, in all these years I have realized
people’s memory only last for 4 hours. They will forget the
news after that, so why bother? As per rumours, my
daughter is dating every third guy, and [ am getting married
every year. As per the internet, | am already married thrice.

] ‘ . " . .
These things don’t affect me now, earlier they did when TR T e e :::: o1 T " ke bahut he calm honge, Shalin honge," hinting at
social media was not there and when some journalist never Ry, [, 1111 :::; f :" u’l: n: N" Shalin Bhanot. Eisha, however, clarified that Shalin
liked writing good things about you. Negativity about actors o oo I, " is a good friend and claimed that the two are not
. : : > " b e S i T ST dating. “Shalin is only my best friend. We have
sell. After dealing with that era, this doesn’t affect me, . o 1 ! L

™ i, ) oo™ Lt TT worked together, so of course, we share a very close

Shweta told SCREEN - b e 1 D oy ) : o :
A . . , . ! : QL 1 bond, but there’s nothing more to it," she said,
Palak Tiwari and Ibrahim Ali Khan’s dating rumours first made . » o adding, “Shalin and I share a close friendship, and I
headlines in 2022 Ny ¥ : o value him deeply. But that’s all there is to it."Later
when they were snapped N . f :..' in the episode, Karan Veer Mehra revealed that
together by the paparazzi. ’0 - - R 4 Shalin was always on a video call with Eisha while

they were shooting for Khatron Ke Khiladi.

However, Eisha denied all claims. She worked with
s Shalin Bhanot in the supernatural thriller show,
Bekaboo, which went off air earlier this year.
Meanwhile, Shalin Bhanot was a participant in
Bigg Boss 16, which aired two years ago.

Kareena Kapoor Captures
Adorable Moments Of
Taimur And Jeh Skiing

During New Year Vacation

e X

Later, they were also
spotted together at a  #
concert in Mumbai,
following which
netizens were left
confident that the
two are indeed
dating.

However, later in ;
an interview :
with Siddharth &
Kannan, the %
Bijlee Bijlee :
fame clarified

N
5
\
\

that they are
just ‘nice
friends’. “We
were just out, and we got papped. It ends there. It’s just that. In fact, we were with a
group of people. It wasn’t just us. but it got papped like that. It was the narrative
that people liked the most, but that’s it. We are nice friends. He is a very sweet guy.
That’s all there is to it. We talk sometimes and that’s all," she had said.Meanwhile,
on the work front, Palak Tiwari was last seen in Salman Khan’s Kisi Ka Bhai Kisi
KiJaan.

he Pataudi family—Kareena Kapoor, Saif

Ali Khan, and their sons, Taimur and

Jeh—are soaking up the winter vibes abroad

' during their New Year getaway. Kareena recently
made fans’ weekend more delightful by sharing
glimpses of her sons enjoying the snowy
adventure of skiing.On Sunday, Kareena took to

LQ her Instagram stories to share endearing moments
from their ski resort vacation. One picture featured
Taimur Ali Khan, aka Tim Tim, dressed in his
skiing uniform, ready to take on the slopes.
Captured from behind, Taimur stood confidently
with ski poles in hand, and Kareena lovingly
captioned the image, “Mera Beta," accompanied
by ared heart emoji.

Another heartwarming picture captured Taimur
from the front, basking in the sunlight. Donning a
red jacket, neon pants, and perfectly matching
helmet and goggles, Taimur looked every bit the
little skier. Kareena humorously wrote, “Don’t ask
me if I ski! I take my sons’ pictures (accompanied
by a red heart and a laughter emoji), someone
needs to (accompanied by a star emoji)."

Jeh, on the other hand, brought his own charm to the
vacation with his playful antics. In one picture, he
is seen in full skiing gear, lying on the snow with a
caption that read, “Meanwhile..." paired with a

Instagram stories recently to appreciate women from  everyone, how are you all

Himachal Pradesh. She called them hard-working  celebrating? I made gajar ka halwa
and gave a shout-out to her fellow Himachal actresses like ~ formyself," she wrote.
Preity Zinta, Yami Gautam, and Pratibha Ranta.Kangana On the work front, Kangana Ranaut is
shared a picture of herself with Preity, Yami, and Pratibha  eyeing the release of her much-
Ratna and wrote, ‘"#peopleothimachal When 1 go to  awaited film Emergency. The
political drama, written, directed,
and co-produced by Kangana,
was earlier scheduled to be
released on September 6 but

ﬁ ctress turned politician Kangana Ranaut took to her ~ at her home. “Merry Christmas

was postponed due to the s speak-no-evil and a laughter emoji. In another
failure to get a clearance from / j EF o hilarious snapshot, Jeh is seen lying on the snow
the CBFC.Starring Kangana f J again, prompting Kareena to jokingly ask, “Does
Ranaut as the former Prime a this count as skiing?"

Minister Indira Gandhi, the 3 The family’s snowy adventure comes just days after
film delves into the time > Kareena shared festive pictures from their

Christmas celebration.

The album was filled with warmth and joy,
showcasing the family unwrapping presents,
enjoying treats, and savoring moments by the
Christmas tree. One picture of Kareena and Saif,
cozily enjoying hot beverages next to a beautifully
decorated tree, stood out as a fan favorite.On the
professional front, Kareena Kapoor has an
exciting year ahead. According to PinkVilla, she
has signed on for a film that’s being touted as one
of the biggest and most ambitious projects in
Indian cinema. The movie is expected to go on
floors in January 2025 and is slated for a 2026
release. Meanwhile, Saif Ali Khan is gearing up
for his role in Race 4, where he will be seen
alongside Sidharth Malhotra.

when an Emergency was
imposed in India for 21
months from 1975 to
1977. Besides Kangana,
Anupam Kher, Milind
Soman, Mahima

) ) Chaudhry and Shreyas
Himachal and see our women equally or better looking than  Talpade will also be seen

us work tirelessly in the fields no instano reels raising cattle  playing key roles in the
and making the ends meet. I feel they can definitely do with  film. While Shreyas will be
some hype. #himachaligenes #himachaliwomen." playing the role of Atal
Recently, Kangana also celebrated Christmas at her home in Bjharj Vajpayee, Anupam Kher is set
Himachal. She shared a snippet of her celebration on social  to portray Jayaprakash Narayan in the
media and revealed that she decided to mark the festive  ypcoming flick. Notably, the film will
occasion with ‘Gajar Ka Halwa’. In the bunch of photos, she  ow be released in theatres on ,
was seen enjoying the dessert while sitting on a comfy couch January 17. :
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