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When America’s exit
from WHO was averted

A few days back, US President Donald Trump
heralded his second term by issuing a slew of
orders to implement the promises made during his
electoral campaign. One of these announced that
the US shall stop paying contribution and
withdraw from the World Health Organisation
(WHO).This news revived memories of an
occurrence of over four decades ago when, while
serving as a Joint Secretary in the Health Ministry,
I was representing India at the annual meeting of
the World Health Assembly (WHA) at Geneva,
Switzerland, in May 1982. The exhaustive agenda
was split and discussed in two Commissions,
named A and B.The 1982 WHA, comprising 163
member countries, unanimously selected me to
chair the proceedings of Commission B. Our
Ambassador in Geneva, AP Venkateswaran,
reported to New Delhi that this was a notable
“diplomatic victory for India”.

On the third day of my chairmanship, the first item
on the agenda, moved by a group of Afro-Asian
countries, brought up a draft resolution that sought
to draw attention to the poor health conditions of
Palestinians living in Israeli-occupied territories.

Dr Halfdan Mabhler, Director-General of the WHO,
was sitting by my side, having just come in, when [
called upon the leader of the Palestinian delegation
to introduce the agenda item which, inter alia,
referred to the report of an Expert Committee on
the subject, as also to the reports presented by the
Israeli Health Ministry, the Palestine Liberation

Organisation and the specialised UN agency for
providing relief to the Palestinian refugees; a
reference was also made to a related UN General
Assembly (UNGA) resolution. Before I could call
upon the next delegate to speak on this item, Dr
John Bryant, the well-regarded leader of the US
delegation, stood up in his chair and furiously
waving his name card, seeking permission to make
an immediate intervention.Speaking in an angry
voice, Dr Bryant complained that if certain text in
the draft resolution was not deleted forthwith, the
proposed resolution would have the “most
deleterious consequence of cutting off the
membership rights and services of Israel”. He
warned that if this item was discussed any further,
he was under instructions to “inform that the USA
shall, here and now, suspend its budgetary support
and withdraw from the WHO” (at that time,
America’s total support was perhaps one-fourth of
the WHO?’s entire budget!!). After Dr Bryant’s
statement, there was an unprecedented uproar in
the Assembly Hall — the conflicting protagonists
and all their supporters were standing and
shouting.My continuous banging of the gavel and
calling for order were lost in the din. However, |
managed to announce that the proceedings were
suspended for the next hour. After a brief
consultation with Dr Mahler, who was crestfallen
beyond words, I stepped down to the hall and for
the next about two hours, engaged with the
principal stakeholders in this rather unfortunate
imbroglio. Realising that the controversy could
not be easily resolved, I announced that the
Commission would reassemble next morning.

I procured copies of all the reports and resolutions
referred to in the draft resolution from the

Income tax relief alone can't spur consumption

Leaving more money with the middle class can only

The middle class hasn’t seen a Budget like this, at least, in

three decades. Everyone expected the Modi sarkaar to
give some income tax sops. But no one expected it to be
this big.

I have argued in the past that only those with a household

income of at least Rs 1 lakh per month, in urban areas, can
be called ‘middle class’, even though it places them in the
95th-96th percentile of income earners.Now, if you earn
that much money, you won’t pay any income tax.
According to Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, this
will put about Rs 6,000 extra in your pocket per month.
You could use that to spend more on everyday household
goods. Or, you could save up and buy that new
smartphone that you have been eyeing.

Those earning Rs 2 lakh per month will get more than
Rs 9,000 extra in their hands every month. That's a

significant amount to be spent on daily expenses. Or, on
going out and splurging in a fancy restaurant. On an
annual basis, they will get Rs 1.10 lakh extra. That could
get them the latest 55-inch TV, along with a high-end
front-loading washing machine.In other words, the Modi
government is expecting its income tax largesse to
translate into a mega consumption boost to the economy.
If this works, it will put to rest complaints that India's
consumption is slowing down, especially among the
urban middle class.In 2022-23, about seven crore people
earned up toRs 15 lakh per year. Out of these, roughly two
crore paid taxes. If we adjust for pay hikes, after these
income tax changes, about 1.5 crore of these will slip out
of the income tax net. That means, the number of income
tax payers will probably drop to just 1.4-1.6 crore,
including those who earn more than Rs 15 lakh per
annum. That’s just 4 per cent of our working population.

Ifthat's the case, then the FM's tax projections are a bit hard

to understand.

udget 2025 estimates that income tax collections will

increase by Rs 1.8 lakh crore, or 14 per cent in 2025-26
compared to what is expected to be collected in this fiscal.
Compared to what the government had projected eatlier,
itis 21 per cent higher.

This does not sit well with Sitharaman’s claim that the

income tax sops will cost the exchequer Rs 1 lakh crore in
revenue ‘foregone’. That means, if the old slabs and rates
had continued, the government would have collected 22
per cent more in income tax, compared to what it expects
to collect this fiscal!The only way this is possible is if
personal incomes go up sharply next year. There are no
signs of that happening. In fact, Al and other forms of
automation are likely to reduce white-collar jobs in the
coming year. If that happens, white collar pay will
stagnate, or even fall. Take the case of someone who is
earning Rs 12 lakh per year right now. The new income
tax rates mean they will save Rs 70,000 in taxes and end
up with that much extra to spend on goods and services.
But what if they have to take a pay cut of 10 per cent?

For years, India’s middle class has been caught in a
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Commission B Secretary. I also requested him to
contact the leaders of the USA, Israel, Palestine
and the Afro-Asian Group delegations and get
appointments for me to meet them from 6 pm
onwards that evening, keeping a one-hour gap
between successive meetings. Rushing back to my
hotel room, I spent the next about six hours
studying all relevant documents, taking notes and
revising the draft resolution to remove all potential
irritants, particularly redoing the text which,
according to Dr Bryant, had negative implications
qua Israel’s national interests.From 6 pm onwards,
I had continuous discussions with the leaders of
the concerned delegations. In every meeting, I
particularly went over the text of the revised
resolution that I had drafted and was successful in
securing the full endorsement of the Palestinian
and Afro-Asian delegations, both of whom I had
met together. It was already past 9 pm when I met
the Israeli group and was able to get their
agreement after rather prolonged discussions.

financial squeeze — rising prices, stagnant wages and
a tax burden that rarely felt fair. With Union Budget
2025, the Modi government has finally offered
substantial tax relief by raising the exemption limit and
lowering tax rates. Now, individuals earning up to Rs

12 lakh pay no tax. The revised structure increases _

disposable income, potentially boosting consumer
spending while easing inflation. The expected rise in
consumption could counterbalance the reduced tax
revenue. For salaried individuals, the simplified
regime is a welcome departure from the complexity of
deductions and compliance. Senior citizens stand to

gain with limit for tax deductions on interest income F

doubled to Rs 1 lakh annually. This will provide
meaningful relief to the retirees relying on fixed-
income sources. And, those dependent on rental
income will gain from the increased TDS threshold,
now raised to Rs 6 lakh annually, offering greater

Then, the tax rebates won’t help. Their actual
consumption will still fall.In fact, there’s a grave danger
of that happening if the economy slows down even
further. That could well happen, because the government
is slowing down its own expenditure. This year, it spent
6.1 per cent more than last fiscal. Next fiscal, it intends to
spend just 5 per cent more. In real, inflation-adjusted
terms, the difference is even higher, because the GDP
deflator, which is a mix of wholesale and retail inflation,
is likely to rise from 2.8 per cent to 3.5 per cent. So, real
government expenditure is likely to go up by just 1.5 per
cent compared to 3.3 per cent in 2024-25.This is in stark
contrast to what we have seen in the past few years, when
government spending on roads, highways and other
infrastructure drove GDP growth. In fact, capital
expenditure is projected to go up by just 1 per cent
compared to what was budgeted last year. In real,
inflation-adjusted terms, the government will spend less
on infrastructure next year.

That means, all the industries which feed the infrastructure

sector — steel, cement, bitumen, heavy earthmoving
machinery and even banks — might see a contraction in
demand. If that happens, they will want to reduce their
wage bill. That, in turn, will affect middle-class
incomes.In fact, the government's corporate tax
projections suggest that it is not overly optimistic about

Finally, I-T cuts

Middle class wins on taxes, loses on savings

financial flexibility.However, the fine print presents
concerns as the changes come with trade-offs. While
lower rates seem beneficial, the removal of key
deductions — on EPF, PPF, insurance and home loans

A classical weave and a traditional weft were in evidence
not only in the sari that the Finance Minister (FM) wore,
but also in the macroeconomics of the Union Budget she
presented on Saturday. The first full Budget of Modi 3.0
— Nirmala Sitharaman’s eighth consecutive one, only
two short of Morarji Desai’s record of 10 — goes back to
the basics: boost demand to spur growth in output and
employment. The public expenditure policy is simple —
keep the fisc steady.After having followed an
investment-led growth strategy after the Covid-19
pandemic, the FM has changed course to follow a
consumption-led path for growth. Without pausing the
autonomous public investment cycle, the Budget seeks
to stimulate consumption demand by increasing the net
disposable income. This, in turn, is expected to trigger
derived investment demand and catalyse private
corporate investments.The government’s focus on
supply-side measures — emphasising private
investment (which makes up about 30 per cent of the
GDP) through initiatives like the 2019 corporate tax
break — has not sufficiently addressed the demand side
of the economy. The private sector itself has pointed to a
low demand and underutilised capacity as key
constraints, suggesting that even well-intended supply-
side reforms may falter if consumer confidence remains
weak.As such, the focus now, clearly and decisively, is
the home market. Policy tweaks have been done to
address the growing evidence of under-consumption in
the economy; they revolve around the Rs 1 lakh core
demand injection into the system. Private final
consumption — a critical driver of economic growth —
constitutes over 60 per cent of India’s GDP; it has seen a
sluggish growth in consumer spending, at around 4 per
cent in FY 2023-24. The decision to raise the tax-free
income threshold to Rs 12 lakh aims to boost domestic
consumption by increasing the disposable income of the
middle class. This move is anticipated to stimulate

Home is where the FM’s heart is

The government’s focus on supply-side measures has not sufficiently addressed the demand side.

demand across various sectors, including consumer
goods, automobiles and real estate, as individuals will
have more spending power.The FM has, rather boldly,
chosen to go for growth in the “growth-inflation” trade-
off amid evidence that inflation has put real incomes,
both urban and rural, under pressure — more so in the
face of an uncertain and inclement global environment.
In the months to come, the key challenge
will be to accelerate growth while
managing inflationary risks. With the rupee
having depreciated by 3 per cent in the first
nine months of the current fiscal, the trade
deficit is coming under upward pressure.
Increased import costs not only widen the
deficit but also contribute to domestic
inflation, a factor that the Budget’s fiscal
consolidation efforts are keen to address.
Moreover, heightened volatility in the
rupee increases hedging costs and
introduces uncertainty into international
transactions, complicating the outlook for
export growth.The action will now shift to
mint street for the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) to align the monetary policy with the
fiscal policy underlying the Union Budget.
While an accommodative monetary policy
is the obvious stance, the RBI need not rush
into a rate cut until the fiscal stimulus “works its way
through the system”. When the stimulus of Rs 1-1.5 lakh
crore, including state investments, increased
consumption from tax relief and enhanced
infrastructure, begins to generate momentum in
economic activity, monetary easing will be
appropriate.Till then, the RBI may like to recalibrate its
levers of liquidity control in such a way as to increase the
velocity of circulation of money without enhancing the
quantum. Perhaps, it can undertake targeted repo

operations that can stimulate borrowing for productive
investments. These measures would help ensure that
while borrowing costs remain steady, the overall
dynamism of the economy improves, thereby
supporting employment and growth.It could also do
well to consider putting some risk capital into the system
rather than just keeping the Finance Ministry happy with

fat dividend cheques. FromRs 1,500 crore in the early
1990s, the RBI dividend in now estimated to be Rs 2.11
lakh crore. The same can be deployed in the economy as
risk capital, which the RBI is empowered and mandated
to do under the RBI Act, 1934.Overall, the policy
challenge is to strike a balance: while structural reforms
and corporate incentives are necessary, boosting
consumer demand through policies such as direct
benefit transfers, increased social safety nets and
measures to enhance income growth remains equally
critical. Thus, the issue is not simply one of choosing

corporate earnings. Corporate taxes are estimated to
increase by 10.4 per cent next year, which is broadly the
same as the government's projection for nominal GDP
growth.It is important to note here that the government
failed to collect the corporate taxes it had budgeted for in
this fiscal. It had hoped to get Rs 10.2 lakh crore in
corporate tax, but is ending up with just Rs 9.8 lakh crore.
On the other hand, income taxes have been revised
upwards from Rs 11.9 lakh crore to Rs 12.6 lakh
crore.That means, the government collected 28 per cent
more in income tax than it did in corporate taxes in 2024-
25. Next year, it expects income tax to be 33 per cent more
than its corporate tax collections. Surely, this doesn't
suggest a turnaround story for the Indian economy. This is
the key problem with thinking that income tax sops can
boost consumption without greater investments from the
government or the private sector.

Leaving more money with the middle class can only
generate a temporary spurt in demand for consumer
goods and services. If this is not accompanied by
widespread economic growth, it cannot be sustained for
long.Right now, India Inc has shown no interest in
increasing investments. Most of its projects are linked to
the government’s infrastructure schemes. If that slows
down, corporates will further curtail their investments in
increasing their productive capacity.

— may erode the common man’s actual savings.
A deeper concern is the potential decline in long-
term savings. The new regime discourages
investments in PFs and social security schemes.
While taxpayers enjoy greater flexibility, the
absence of forced savings could weaken their
financial security in the long run. Additionally,
the upcoming Eighth Pay Commission could
push government salaries higher, placing
employees in higher tax brackets and offsetting
relief.

For now, middle-class taxpayers can breathe
easier. But real economic relief requires more
than tax cuts — it demands sustained income
growth, inflation control and an expanded tax
base. Plus, a social security net for the retirees —

at present, it is almost nil for the private sector. Without

these, financial pressures will persist despite the
temporary relief.

between supply or demand-led strategies but rather of

integrating both to create a resilient, inclusive economic

model.The FM seems to be in a collaborative mood with
the states, but that intent got buried under her
benevolence to Bihar! More than the financial outlay of

Rs 1.5 lakh crore for 50-year interest-free loans to states

for capital expenditure and reform incentives, the three-
year pipeline of infrastructure projects to
be implemented in the PPP mode with
states holds big potential. So, too, does
leveraging the India Infrastructure Project
Development Fund for the development
of 50 tourist destinations along with states.

The proposed framework to promote global
capability centres can go a long way to
improve the regulatory governance at the
state level. It will streamline non-financial
sector regulations, certifications, licences
and permissions. These reforms are
designed to enhance the ease of doing
business and foster industry collaboration,
yet their success depends heavily on each
state’s capacity to implement
complementary measures.

While the content of the Budget is broadly
right in terms of direction and also in
detail, it is the global context that raises

concerns. Globally, uncertainties remain high due to
ongoing trade tensions and potential shifts in the US
policy. President Trump’s tariff threats — as part of his
“America First” agenda — are pressuring countries to
reconsider their duty structures. While the Budget has
signalled further tariff adjustments aimed at reducing
import dependence and enhancing export
competitiveness, outlining the possible responses to
such an evolving situation would have helped allay
apprehensions of markets.
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Sensex, Nifty rebound after
sharp fall after global trade
concerns ease

NEW DELHI. Benchmark stock market indices
opened higher on Tuesday, gaining over half a
percent in early trade after having seen a sharp fall
in the previous session.he S&P BSE Sensex gained
522.62 points to 77,709.36, while the NSE Nifty50
rose 142.15 points t0 23,503.20 as 0f 9:30 AM.

Dr. V K Vijayakumar, Chief Investment Strategist,
Geojit Financial Services said that the decision
taken by Trump to temporarily freeze the tariffs on
Mexico and Canada and start negotiations is a clear
indication of President Trump’s strategy:"That is,
impose tariffs and then negotiate and strike a deal.
The same strategy is likely to be tried with China,
too. It is important to understand that a full-blown
trade war will be damaging for the US, too," he
added.The decline in the dollar index to 108 is a
positive development. Emboldened by the
excellent Budget, investors, especially Dlls, are
likely to step up investment, particularly in
discretionary consumption segments. Cars,
scooters, motorcycles, white goods like air
conditioners and washing machines, jewellery,
hotels and food delivery businesses are the
segments that will benefit from the Budget and,
therefore, these are the segments to focus on.

Limited scope for high capex
allocation’

NEW DELHI. Dismissing the criticism over no
increase in capex allocation in the Budget, the
Department of Economic Affairs (DEA) secretary
Ajay Seth has said that there is enough going on
capex.He said even if the direct allocation have not
seen significant rise vis-a-via last year’s budget,
effective capital expenditure (after including grant
in aid for capital assets) is Rs 15.5 lakh crore, an
18% growth over last year. The budget allocation
for capex in FY26 is Rs 11.2 lakh crore, similar to
Rs 11.11 lakh crore budgeted in FY25, but a 10%
rise over revised estimate of Rs 10.2 lakh crore.

eth, however, said that there is limited space for
going up on capex and the attempt going forward is
to maintain it relative to GDP. The effective
capex/GDP ratio is 4.3% of GDP, similar to fiscal
deficit. “We are effectively spending the whole
borrowing on capex,”Seth said in a post-budget
interaction with industrialists in New Delhi on
Monday. Seth said the country is far away from a
situation when the country has a revenue surplus
for spending in capital expenditure. The secretary,
DEA, further said the government is trying to
increase private sector investment.“Central
government is directly investing 3% (of GDP in
capx), state governments are investing 3% directly
and creating conditions for private sector to invest
another 3%,” Seth said stressing on the need for
more public private partnership (PPP) for asset
creation, not just hard infrastructure but also social
infrastructure.

He said states like Uttar Pradesh and Odisha are
trying the PPP model in healthcare space as well.
Analysts have raised questions not just over
budget allocation for capex for FY26, they have
raised concern over the shortfall in capex in FY25.

“The incremental capex of Rs 1 lakh crore in FY26
vis-a-vis FY25 can partly be attributed to ‘new
schemes’, wherein no details are available at
present. This head accounts for more-than-half of
the "1.0 lakh crore miss in the capex target for
FY25, which leads us to wonder if a similar fate
would unfold in FY26,” says Aditi Nayar, chief
economist atrating agency ICRA.

Rs 10k crore fund to support
500 start-ups in five years

BENGALURU. The new Rs 10,000 crore Fund of
Funds (FoF) for start-ups, proposed by finance
minister Nirmala Sitharaman in the budget, will
attract more domestic capital into start-up
ecosystem, as currently major capital still flows
from foreign venture capitalists. The new FoF is
expected to support 500 start-ups in the next five
years.Experts said this will boost the ecosystem
and also encourage innovation. Established in2016
with a corpus of Rs 10,000 crore, the FoF for Start-
up scheme enables access to domestic capital and it
is operationalised by Small Industries
Development Bank of India (SIDBI).

At a time when global VC investments are slowing
down, the government-backed funding is
becoming even more critical to sustaining
momentum in the start-up ecosystem, said
Somdutta Singh, founder and CEO Assiduus and
investor with Karma Holdings.Unlike direct
grants, the funds don’t go straight to start-ups but
are routed via alternative investment funds (AIFs),
which specialise in funding high-growth
companies. These funds back start-ups that
struggle to get private investment, especially in
deep tech, Al, clean energy, and space tech, where
risks are high but the potential is huge.

Secretary, Department of Financial Services, M
Nagaraju said in a post-budget interaction with
industry leaders on Monday that only limited
funding is available to early-stage start-ups and
there is not much equity available for these start-
ups.

“We would like to have both equity and debt under
new funding mechanism. With banks’ co-
financing, we will have Rs 20,000-Rs 25,000 crore
funds in next five years and will support 500 well-
capitalised start-ups via this fund,” he said. Over
the past a few years, several start-ups have moved
overseas, but many are now returning to India due
to favourable conditions.

Many start-ups now returning to India

Over the past few years, several start-ups have
moved overseas, but many are returning to India
due to favourable conditions. With less than 15% of
start-up funding coming from domestic sources,
the budget provides capital support, said Siddarth
Pai, founding partner, CFO, 3one4 Capital.

The rupee has lost more than 4%

The rupee fell to 87.29 before closing

NEW DELHI.

Budget puts focus back on manufacturing sector

Budget puts focus back on
zmanufacturing sector

NEW DELHLI. In its effort to strengthen
India’s manufacturing sector and
achieve self-reliance, the Budget 2025-
26 has come up with a series of
measures to boost local manufacturing.
At the heart of the budget lies the
National Manufacturing Mission, a
program designed to give a fresh push
to industries of all sizes—small,
medium, and large.he continued
impetus to the industrial sector through
the new announcement, coupled with
increased share of manufacturing
activity for India, signals strong
growth potential.

sAlong with tax rebates, a focused
approach will be key to building a
resilient and competitive
manufacturing ecosystem.The
government’s sustained emphasis on
expanding the market share of

Hindenburg's Nathan Anderson says stands by

said

manufacturing is encouraging,”
Ashraya Rao, Partner, Khaitan & Co.
Industrialist and executive Chairman
of Ashok Leyland, Dheeraj Hinduja
said the launch of the National
Manufacturing Mission will support

the sector by providing crucial policy
backing, execution plans,
governance and monitoring
framework.

The latest intervention comes as India

strives to establish itself as a global

manufacturing hub. The Economic
Survey 2025 highlighted that India
holds only a 2.8% share of global
manufacturing, significantly lower
than China’s 28.8%, presenting a
vast opportunity for growth.
Additionally, India has
considerable potential to enhance
the industrial sector’s contribution
to GDP compared to its peer
countries.The sectors to receive
special focus in Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman budget speech
were footwear, battery ecosystem,
toy manufacturing and shipbuilding
among other things. The FM
specified a focus product scheme
will be implemented to support the
production of non-leather quality
footwear, besides the support for
leather footwear and products.

and a As per the government, the scheme is

expected to facilitate employment for
22 lakh persons, generate a turnover of
Rs 4 lakh crore and exports of over Rs
1.1 lakh crore.

Will PF deposit interest
rate go up EPFO board to

Adani report, closure not due to any threat

NEW DELHI. Activist short-seller
Nathan Anderson, known for his
high-profile campaigns against the
likes of Adani Group, said he is
closing his firm, Hindenburg
Research, not because of any threat -
legal or otherwise - and that he stands
by all its reports.Anderson told PTI
that Hindenburg's January 2023
report accusing Adani Group of "the
largest con in corporate history" was a
result of following "red flags" raised
against the conglomerate in media
reports. Adani group had repeatedly
denied all allegations in the report.

He termed as "goofy conspiracy" the

attempts by some to link Hindenburg
with alleged anti-India groups like
OCCRP and George Soros, saying his
outlet never commented on them as it
followed the policy of not feeding
into "silly conspiracy theories".

nderson, who came to be known for

meticulously detailed reports against
companies he alleged were
committing fraud, last month
announced shutting down his forensic

Rupee hits record lows; closes at
87.18/dollar despite RBI support

MUMBALI. After hitting a record low of

87.29 in opening trade, rupee closed on
Monday at 87.185 to dollar after US
president Donald Trump slapped
punitive tariffs on imports from
China, Mexico and Canada, its
largest trading partners, stoking
fears of a trade war that rattled p
global financial markets.

since October when it was trading | #
above 83.70 despite the Reserve
Bank selling billions of dollars to
defendit.

at 87.1850, down by nearly 0.7%,

its biggest single-day percentage loss
since January 13. Traders attributed the
feeble recovery to heavy dollar selling
by public sector banks while the RBI
seen missing from stern intervention.
The central bank has since October sold
over $100 billion worth of dollar to
prop the rupee but to not with much

research firm nearly eight years after

meet on February 28

But I am happy to support the team if

He had spent much of the last eight

he founded it.sked why he chose to
shut down Hindenburg when he could
have stepped back and passed on the
reins of the company to someone else,
he said there is "no way to separate me
from the brand.""Hindenburg is
basically synonymous with me," he
said."If it was a software application
or a bicycle factory you can sell the
application or the factory. But when
it's research driven by me, you can't
really just hand that off, and so I
would not actually be 'done’'.

they want to launch a new brand,
which I expect they will." Anderson,
who first shot to fame with a report
against electric truck company
Nikola and had gone after the
companies of major financial figures,
including Carl Icahn's Icahn
Enterprises LP, had last month
blamed the "intensity and focus" of
the job for the decision to wind up.

years either in fights or preparing for

success.The opening was so deep after
the equity markets fell badly and closed
in the red with losing half a percentage

points, negating the budget boost that
investors were expecting Saturday.
Following this tariff wars, the dollar
index, which measures the strength of
the greenback against a basket of six
major currencies (euro, Japanese yen,
British pound, Canadian dollar,
Swedish krona and Swiss franc) surged

period, he was often trailed and
attempts were made to infiltrate his
system."As to why [ retired - itis all in
the letter (released on January 16 that
announced shutting down of
Hindenburg) - it is not based on any
threat, health issue, personal issue or
otherwise," he said.Conspiracies
theories like being on the verge of an
investigation by the US Department
of Justice and/or US SEC to "concoct
a counter-narrative about my
retirement is a great example of why |
am happy to instead be enjoying more
time with family, friends and good
music," he said.Hindenburg has said
it is not under investigation by the US
SEC over anonymous reports linking
its founder to a hedge fund for
preparing reports
companies.

Asked if he stood by Hindenburg
reports particularly against the Adani
group, Anderson said, "We 100 per
cent stand by all of our research
findings.

1.35% to 109.83, its highest.Dollar’s
strength has affected other Asian
currencies as well, including Chinese

run large trade surpluses with the US,”
it added. “The fear of tariffs has come
true. There is safe haven demand,” a
dealer at a state-owned bank said,
adding more pain is on the way for
rupee as Trump is unlikely to leave
Indian goods in his next round of
punitive tariffs.

targeting

yuan. Since yuan and rupee often
move in same direction, this fall
has put pressure on rupee. The
tariffs imposed by Trump have
fueled worries of a full-scale trade
war, with global brokerage firm
Morgan Stanley saying that “the
risk of our worst fears
materialising has risen. Risks are
skewed towards further
escalation.Asia will be exposed
on account of high trade
orientation and seven economies

the next fight. Many times during this  New Delhi. The Central Board of Trustees (CBT)
of the Employees Provident Fund Organisation
(EPFO) is set to meet on February 28 to decide
the interest rate on provident fund deposits for
the financial year 2024-25. This decision is
expected to be one of the key discussions at the
meeting. The official agenda for the meeting has
not yet been shared, but media reports indicate
that finalising the interest rate for the current
financial year will be a priority.

An official communication confirmed that the
237th meeting of the CBT will take place on
February 28.The 237th meeting of the CBT of
the EPF is scheduled to be held on February
28,” said an official document as quoted by
Businesstoday.in.The CBT, which is led by the
Union Minister for Labour and Employment, is
the top decision-making body of the EPFO. It
includes representatives from employer
associations, trade unions, and central and state
government officials.For the financial year
2023-24, the EPFO had set the interest rate on
provident fund deposits at 8.25%, an increase
from 8.15% in 2022-23. The upcoming meeting
will decide whether the interest rate will be
increased further or remain unchanged.

The last CBT meeting was held on November 30,
2024, where a key decision was taken regarding
interest payments on PF settlements. Earlier,
interest-bearing claims were not processed
between the 25th and the end of each month,
leading to a loss of interest for members. The
new rule ensures that interest will be paid until
the date of settlement, which is expected to
reduce delays and improve fund management.

According to the EPFO’s Annual Report for
2023-24, which was approved in the previous
CBT meeting, the number of contributing
establishments increased by 6.6% to 7.66 lakh
from 7.18 lakh in 2022-23. The number of
active EPF members also saw a rise of 7.6%,
growing from 6.85 crore in 2022-23 to 7.37
crore in 2023-24.With more people
contributing to the EPF and expectations of
higher returns, the interest rate decision at the
upcoming meeting will be closely watched.

Will Budget 2025 transform
agriculture and brlng rural prosperity

The tax dispute
began in September
2024, when Indian
authorities issued a
$1.4 billion tax notice
to Volkswagen's
Skoda Auto
Volkswagen India
unit.

aims to enhance agricultural

Budget 2025 has
announced several key reforms and
policies for transforming the country’s
agriculture sector by boosting growth
and productivity, thereby building rural
prosperity and resilience.

One of the key announcements by the

Finance Minister Nirmal Sitharaman
was the introduction of 'Prime Minister
Dhan-Dhaanya Krishi Yojana', which

development, crop diversification and
adoption of sustainable agricultural
practices.This programme is expected to
benefit 1.7 crore farmers across 100
districts with low productivity.In order to
address the issue of underemployment in

agriculture, the government has
announced the ‘Rural Prosperity and
Resilience’ programme. It aims to create
job opportunities in rural areas and
focusses on rural women and youth,
young, marginal and small farmers, and

landless families.The scheme also aims
to incorporate global and domestic best
practices, with financial support from
multilateral development banks.Sanjay
Shirodkar, Co-Founder, Wavar said,
“The Union Budget 2025-26 reinforces
the government’s commitment to
sustainable agriculture and farmer
empowerment. The introduction of the
PM Dhan Dhanya Krishi Yojana and the
enhanced credit support for farmers are
welcome steps that will drive innovation
and technology adoption in the sector.”

Next,

a 'National Mission on High
Yleldmg Seeds' will be implemented to
improve seed quality, ensuring high
yields, pest resistance and climate
resilience.Budget 2025 also introduced
the ‘Mission for Cotton Productivity’, to
facilitate improvements in productivity
and sustainability of cotton
farming.Moreover, to ease credit access,
the government has announced Kisan
Credit Cards (KCC) for extending short-
term loans, which would benefit 7.7
crore farmers, fishermen, and dairy
farmers.Rajnikant Behera, Executive
Director — Finance, RSB Group has
welcomed this move.“With agriculture
as a key growth driver, expanded KCC
credit (short-term loans of up to Rs 5
lakh), will enable farmers to invest in
advanced machinery, driving demand for
quality agricultural equipment,” he
mentioned.Vasu Naren, Chairman &
Managing Director, Sona Machinery
said, “With the right policy support and
effective implementation, these
initiatives in the Union Budget 2025 will
modernise India’s agricultural
landscape, enhance value addition, and
accelerate the country’.
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RSS-linked magazines to be kept in
Chhattisgarh jails, Congress raises concern

»RSS
Magazines in

New Delhi.A political controversy erupted after
the Director General (DG) Jail, Himanshu
Gupta, instructed all jail administrations in
Chhattisgarh to keep mouthpieces of Rashtriya

The decision drew strong opposition from
Congress, with spokesperson Akash Sharma
alleging that Gupta was trying to gain favour
for a promotion.“Himanshu Gupta wants to

inmates want to learn about Sanatana Dharma,
these magazines aren’t the only option. The
RSS s trying to bring divisive politics into jails,
which have a legacy of freedom fighters like

Chattisgarh:

The Director Panchjanya and Organiser
magazines, in libraries across

General (DG) of the state.The decision came
. after Gupta, during one of his
Jails has inspections to Raipur Central
ordered RSS- Jail, found that these. two

. booklets were never supplied to §

affiliated the libraries. India Today tried

magazines to be
kept in prison

libraries. of anonymity, said Guptra

believed that these magazines
Congress would help the inmates to get to
Opposed the the main stream faster and help

move, alleging
political motives.

"It Will Lead To...": Asaduddin
Owaisi Warns Centre Over Waqf
Bill

New Delhi. AIMIM Chief Asaduddin Owaisi on Monday
warned the government against tabling the Waqf
(Amendment) Bill, 2024, in its current form, saying that
itwould lead to social instability in the country.

Mr Owaisi said that the Bill has been rejected by the entire
Muslim community."I am cautioning and warning this
government - if you bring and make a Waqf law in the
present form, which will be a violation of Article 25, 26
and 14, it will lead to social instability in this country. It
has been rejected by the entire Muslim community. No
Wagqf property will be left, nothing will be left," the
AIMIM chief'said during his address in the Lok Sabha.

"You want to make India 'Viksit Bharat', we want 'Viksit
Bharat'. You want to take this country back to the '80s
and early '90s, it will be your responsibility," he
added.He further said, "As a proud Indian Muslim, I
will not lose an inch of my Masjid...I will not lose an
inch of my Dargah. I will not allow that. We will no
more come and give a diplomatic talk over here. This is
the House where I have to stand and speak honestly, that
my community - we are proud Indians. It is my property,

not given by anyone. You cannot snatch it away from me.

Wagqf'is a form of worship for me."

Earlier in the day, opposition MPs Kalyan Banerjee (Lok
Sabha) and Md. Nadimul Haque (Rajya Sabha) strongly
protested the removal of key portions from their dissent
notes submitted to the Joint Parliamentary Committee
(JPC) on the Waqf (Amendment) Bill, 2024.

In a letter to Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla, the MPs
alleged that their objections were arbitrarily deleted
without prior notice or explanation."To our dismay and
utter surprise, we found that the following objectives
and dissent notes have been deleted by the Chairman
without informing us and without our consent," the MPs
wrote in their letter dated February 3, 2025.

"Waiting For Muhurat?"
Supreme Court Asks
Assam To Deport 63 People

New Delhi.Coming down heavily on the Assam
government for not deporting people declared as
foreigners, the Supreme Court today asked if it was
waiting for some "muhurat" (auspicious time). The
bench of Justice Abhay S Oka and Justice Ujjal
Bhuyan asked the Assam government to deport 63
people currently in the detention centres after they
were declared foreigners during the exercise to update
a National Register of Citizens (NRC) in the border
state. The state argued that it did not know to address
of the foreigners in their country of origin, but the
court was not convinced.

Pulling up the state government, Justice Oka said
Assam was suppressing facts. To this, Solicitor
General of India Tushar Mehta replied that he had
spoken to the highest authority of the Executive and
apologised for "some lacunae".Justice Oka said, "We
will issue a perjury notice to you. You are supposed to
come clean," he said. The state's counsel replied,
"there is no intention to hide". Justice Oka said, "Of
course, there is. Why have you not given the dates on
which verification took place? The affidavit is
defective."Justice Bhuyan weighed in. "Once you
declare a person as a foreigner, you must take the next
logical step. You can't detain them forever. Article 21
is there. There are many foreigner detention centres in
Assam. How many have you deported?"

Trashing the state's response that the addresses of
foreigners in their countries were not known, Justice
Oka said, "You deport them to the capital city of the
country. Suppose the person is from Pakistan, you
know the capital city of Pakistan? How can you keep
them detained here saying their foreign address is not
known?"The bench said foreigners must be deported
at once. "You know the status of their citizenship.
Then how can you wait till their address is received? It
is for the other country to decide where should they
go." Justice Oka asked Assam why it had not
submitted a proposal to the Ministry of External
Affairs, seeking help.

Swayam Sevak (RSS),

reaching out to Himanshu Gupta
several times, but he didn’t
respond.However, a senior
official, speaking on condition

them develop a connection with

Saharan Dharma which will

eventually aid their lives post release.
CONGRESS OPPOSES, BJPDEFENDS

become the new DGP, so he is trying to earn
brownie points for a faster promotion. If

should

Bhagat Singh and Mahatma Gandhi.
Politics should be kept out of this
space,” Sharma said.

Panchjanya is a weekly magazine
published by RSS in Hindi. Organizer,
an English weekly magazine, was
launched as anewspaper in 1947.

Chhattisgarh Deputy Chief Minister and
BJP leader Vijay Sharma defended the
move, saying, “It is important for
inmates to stay connected with the
outside world, especially with
Sanatana Dharma, which is why
libraries will have books on diverse
subjects. These magazines will be
included along with other books.”He
further stated, “The RSS has nothing
to do with politics. Books by good
authors that educate people about

Sanatana Dharma should be available. This

not be turned into a political issue.”

Delhi Public Holiday On February
5: What's Open, What's Closed

NEW DELHIL.The Delhi government
has announced public holiday on
Wednesday, February 5 - the day of
polling for Delhi Assembly Election
2025 - to ensure maximum voter
participation. Voting will be held in a
single phase in the national capital
and results will be declared on
February 8. While the order
applies to all government and
private offices across the city,
services such as Metro and public
bus services will continue
uninterrupted. Here's a list of
what's open and what is closed on
voting day in Delhi.

Will government offices and

banks be closed?

undertakings under the Government
of the National Capital Territory of
Delhi, in view of the General Election
to the Delhi Legislative
Assembly."This means that the order
will apply to all government offices

on February 5. Since education
institutes also function as polling
booths, some of them may remain
closed a day before polling as well.

Jamia Middle School to remain shut

for two days

In view of the upcoming elections,
Jamia Millia Islamia has
announced a two-day holiday for
its Middle School. According to
an official statement from the
university, both students and staff
will be on leave on February 4 and
5 to allow for the necessary
arrangements for election
activities.
The notice further states that the

Can’t keep people in detention

centres forever: Supreme
Court raps Centre, Assam

New Delhi.The Supreme Court on Tuesday rapped

the Assam government and the Centre for not
deporting people declared as "foreigners" and
keeping them in detention centres indefinitely.
The top court asked the Assam government if it
was waiting for some "mahurat (auspicious time)"
and directed it to start the deportation of 63 people
kept in detention centres within 2
weeks."Indefinite detention in detention camps
violates basic rights," the Supreme Court said. The
Assam government argued that deportation was
not possible as the addresses of the illegal
immigrants in their origin country were not known.

"Even without an address, you can deport them. You

can't continue to detain them indefinitely... You

know their citizenship status. Then how can you
wait till their address 1s received? It is for the other
country to decide where they should go," a bench
of Justices AS Oka and Ujjal Bhuyan told the
Assam chiefsecretary.

As the counsel representing Assam sought

clarification from the court on the issue, Justice
Oka said, "You deport them to the capital city of
the country. Suppose the person is from Pakistan.
You know the capital city of Pakistan? How can
you keep them detained here?"The Supreme Court
eventually directed Assam to start the deportation
process even without the foreign addresses of such
persons.The court also directed the Centre to
furnish data on people deported as "illegal
foreigners" and the number of those kept in
detention centres.It also asked the Centre and
Assam to ensure that proper facilities were given
to those in detention centres. Separately, the top
court directed Assam to set up a committee of
officers to visit the detention centres in the state
every 15 days.On December 9, 2024, the top court
asked Assam to file an affidavit explaining why
some of the 270 foreign nationals kept at the Matia
detention centre were still confined and not being
deported. On January 22, the court had called the
affidavit "defective" and "grossly inadequate".

Delhi HC declines urgent hearing on

PIL against election freebies

school premises will be handed o
NEW DELHI. Delhi High Court on Monday

Yes. In the government notification
issued by General Administration
Department (GAD), Lieutenant
Governor VK Saxena said, "There

will be a public holiday on February 5
for all government offices, local and
autonomous bodies, and public sector

and banks so that employees can go
and cast their votes.
Will Schools And Colleges Be Closed?
To facilitate the smooth conduct of the
election, all schools and colleges in
the national capital will remain closed

over to the relevant authorities in
preparation for polling.Cinema halls,
liquor stores and licensed
establishments will also remain
closed from 6pm on February 3 to
6pm on February 5, as per Election
Commission's guidelines.

Amid raining sops, students seek to
remind parties of basic rights

but basic rights that we rightfully
deserve,” said one of the students at
University of Delhi when asked if the
vast array of ‘freebies’ up for
grabs are lucrative enough for
students to come out and vote
for on Feb 5.In the past few
weeks, all three major |
political parties have been
actively targeting Delhi youth |
by announcing several
‘welfare schemes’ concerning
students.While BIJP
announced free education
from “KG to PG”, Congress
has announced Rs 8,500 under the
Yuva Udan Yojana. AAP, too, has
announced financial assistance to
children from the Dalit community
for pursuing higher education abroad
and 50% concession in Delhi metro.

NEW DELHI. "These are not freebies However, the students in Delhi

institutions have a different
perspective when it comes to
‘manufactured issues’ and ‘actual

demands’. Rishita, a student at DU’s
St Stephen’s College, said,
“Announcing freebies should be
against the morality of politics, but
unfortunately, parties go harping
about it. They should rather address

some real issues. Do they really know

what we are facing under the New

Education Policy? Seven subjects

and a practical is, well, quite
impractical. Go out on the streets
and see how polluted the city is.
Political parties should get
practical instead of making
overwhelming promises.”

A student named Rehan, preparing
to cast his first vote, said, “In the
larger scheme of things, freebies
can play a significant role in
upliftment of certain sections, but
sometimes, it is just bad
economics.” Citing the ‘50%

concession in metros’ promise,

Rehan said, parties need to decide

who their prospective voter is: “I

hardly spend 30 everyday for a

metro ride to come to college. How

will this 50% concession affect me?”

refused to grant an urgent hearing on a PIL filed
by retired Justice S N Dhingra, challenging the
cash-oriented schemes announced by political
parties ahead of the upcoming Delhi Assembly
elections.

A bench comprising Chief Justice Devender

Kumar Upadhyay and Justice Tushar Rao
Gedela directed the petitioner’s counsel to first
address objections in the case, after which the
matter would be listed automatically. The court
also noted that since election campaigning is set
to conclude by the evening, any immediate
intervention would be ineffective.

“Whatever impact the freebies had to have, it’s

already happened. The campaigning will end
today,” the bench remarked, effectively pushing
the hearing to a later date.

Retired Justice Dhingra’s petition raises concerns

that the pre-election cash-oriented schemes
offered by political parties are unconstitutional
and undermine the integrity of free and fair
elections.

The PIL calls for the Election Commission to take

strict measures against the BJP, Congress, and
AAP, urging them to halt the collection of
personal and electoral data of voters under
alleged false pretences.The petition further
seeks a directive preventing political parties
from sharing or misusing collected voter data.

Monitor cash promises: Petition
The plea also demands that the EC establish clear

guidelines prohibiting cash promises aimed at
influencing voters and strengthen its monitoring
mechanisms to curb electoral malpractice

"3 Times Since...": Centre vs Trinamool
Over Railway Budget For Bengal

New Delhi/Kolkata. West Bengal has
been allocated Rs 13,955 crore for
railways infrastructure in the Union
Budget this year, Railways Minister
Ashwini Vaishnaw said yesterday. This
is thrice the amount allocated to Bengal
when Mamata Banerjee was the
Railway Minister, he said in a quip at the
Chief Minister whose party had claimed
the Budget had nothing for the state.Mr
Vaishnaw's remark led to a sharp
response from the Trinamool Congress
with party spokesperson Kunal Ghosh
saying this was "totally misleading".

"When Mamata Banerjee was the
Railways Minister, Bengal was given a
lot of projects and funds too. A lot of
new trains (were given) and renovation
of stations, new lines, new projects, and
new factories were undertaken," said Mr
Ghosh.Ms Banerjee was the Railway
Minister during 1999-2000 in the NDA
regime and during 2009-11 in the UPA
government.But in the NDA-era, Mr
Ghosh continued, the Modi

years. The allocation has been three
times since the time of Mamata
Banerjee," he said.However, many
projects practically saw no land
acquisition, said the Railway Minister,
adding, "I request there should be no
politics in this. We should work together.
If Modi Ji increases allocation, then the
state government must come forward."
Mr Vaishnaw's response came after the
Trinamool sided with other opposition
parties to criticise the Union Budget
2025.Abhishek Banerjee, Ms Banerjee's
nephew and practically the second in
command in the Trinamool, said it had
nothing for West Bengal and the NDA

Government is not even allowing
paperwork related to the projects.

"Less funds are coming in for many
projects and in some cases, funds are not
at all enough. So, paperwork is saying
something and is being used by the BJP.
Effective work is not being done in the
Railways in West Bengal," he added.

Mr Vaishnaw appealed to the Chief

Minister to help in land acquisition and
in law and order, and said, "Land
acquisition is very important for the
railways' development."He also shared
an update on the expansion of Kolkata
Metro."In the last 42 years, 28 km of
metro lines were built. In the last 10
years, we've started (work on) 32 km of
metro lines. It's more than the last 40

rule continues to keep the state
"deprived"."As in the past during the
BJP's reign, there has not been enough
allocation for the state in this budget.
Our MPs have been vocal and sought a
rise in the allocation of funds for central
projects. We also demanded new
projects for Bengal, but the state
remains deprived," he had said.
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US Begins Deportation of
Indian Migrants; First Flight
With 205 Passengers
Departs Texas After
Verification

World A US military aircraft carrying 205 Indian
nationals has departed from Texas, marking the
return of undocumented migrants from the United
States to India. Reports indicate that all individuals
on board were verified by Indian embassy officials.
Earlier, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar
stated that India would accept the return of its
nationals only after confirming their identities. This
flight is expected to be the first of many facilitating
the repatriation of illegal Indian immigrants from the
US."We have this policy with every country and the
US is no exception. We have always taken a view
that if there are any of our citizens, who are not here
legally, if we are sure they are our citizens, we have
been open to their legitimate return to India,"
Jaishankar had said on Janry 22 while addressing
media in the US.Many of Trump’s initial executive
actions in office focused on addressing illegal
immigration in the US. These included declaring a
national border emergency and deploying troops
along the US-Mexico border. It affects thousands of
undocumented Indians who landed in the US
illegally or are overstaying.A C-17 US military
aircraft is being used for this deportation.
Interestingly, unless equipped with an air-
transportable galley, the C-17 typically has only a
single toilet for 205 passengers.The first phase of
deportations comes amid reports that Prime Minister
Narendra Modi is set to visit the United States next
week, marking his first trip since Trump's second
presidential term began, reported the NDTV.
President Trump has also stated that Prime Minister
Modi assured him India would take responsibility
for its undocumented migrants. A Bloomberg News
report suggests that India and the US have identified
approximately 17,000 to 18,000 illegal Indian
immigrants currently residing in the United States.

India Pays $37.64 Million To
UN Regular Budget For 2025

United Nations.India has paid USD 37.64 million
dollars to the United Nations Regular Budget for
2025, joining the "honour roll" of 35 member states
who have paid their regular budget assessments in
full and on time to the UN.According to the UN
Committee on Contributions, as of January 31 2025,
thirty-five member states have paid their regular
budget assessments in full within the 30-day due
period specified in UN financial regulations.India
contributed USD 37.64 million to the 2025 United
Nations Regular Budget and made the payment on
January 31, 2025.Naming the countries making it to
the “honour roll” of member states who have paid
their regular budget assessments in full, Stephane
Dujarric, Spokesperson for Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres, said Monday at the daily press
briefing that "we thank our friends in India.” India
has consistently been among the countries to pay its
contributions to the UN budget on time and in full.

Last week, UN General Assembly President Philemon
Yang, who will be visiting India February 4-8, had
said in an interview with PTI that India “continues to
fulfil its obligation as a member state of the UN by
paying its dues in full and on time.”

US Man Who Burnt Thumb
While Cooking On A
Camping Trip Gets Legs
Amputated

World A 40-year-old man in the US had both his legs
amputated after burning his right-hand thumb on a
skillet during a camping trip. According to People,
Max Armstrong from San Diego was camping with
his friends in December 2024 when he burned his
thumb on a skillet while cooking pasta for dinner.
Initially, he didn't think anything of it. However, as
the days went on, his leg started to swell up, his
toenails began turning purple, and he was in pain. At
the same time, the burn also wasn't healing, despite
applying antibiotic cream and bandaging it.

When he started "talking crazy" in his sleep, and his
toenails turned purple, "I knew I had to go to the
emergency room," Mr Armstrong told the outlet. He
revealed that once he got to the emergency room, his
eyes started rolling back in his head. Doctors quickly
confirmed that Strep A bacteria had gotten into his
burn and that quickly developed into sepsis - which
can be life-threatening if not treated properly.

"By the end of the night, I was in a medically induced
coma," Mr Armstrong said. Doctors told his family
that he had progressed to toxic shock syndrome and
his body was eating away itself. Doctors told them to
be prepared for the possibility that "I wasn't gonna
makeit," the 40-year-old recalled.

When he woke up from the coma, Mr Armstrong said
his feet were both completely black and doctors
recommended amputation - telling him they would
be impossible to save. "At first [ was like, 'No, there's
no way they're taking my feet,' " he shared. But when
he tried to walk in physical therapy, it was "so
painful" that "I started to come around to recognise
that the feet weren't gonna be an option to keep," he
said. Mr Armstrong had a three-hour operation to
amputate both of his legs below the knees. After
more than a month recovering in hospital, he was
then able to go back home and learn how to live life
in a wheelchair. I've seen the entirety of this process
as a spiritual journey. It was not something that I
wanted to do, but I knew that it had to be done," he
said.

Mr Armstrong revealed he was on a hunting trip with
friends that turned into a nightmare. "I didn't think
much of it as [ have gotten burns, scrapes and cuts
from living in the outdoors and being outdoors my
whole life. After dinner, [ cleaned up the burn, put a
bandage on it and left it. Sadly, dinner was enough
for the burn to get strep A," he said.

What is USAID Explaining the US foreign aid
agency and why Trump and Musk want to end it

Then-President John F. Kennedy established the U.S. Agency for International Development, known as USAID, during the

Cold War. In the decades since, Republicans and Democrats have fought over the agency and its funding.

WASHINGTON. Dozens of senior officials

put on leave. Thousands of contractors laid
off. A freeze put on billions of dollars in
humanitarian assistance to other countries.

Over the last two weeks, President Donald

Trump's administration has made
significant changes to the U.S. agency
charged with delivering humanitarian
assistance overseas that has left aid
organizations agonizing over whether they
can continue with programs such as
nutritional assistance for malnourished
infants and children. Then-President John
F. Kennedy established the U.S. Agency for
International Development, known as
USAID, during the Cold War. In the
decades since, Republicans and Democrats
have fought over the agency and its
funding.Here’s a look at USAID, its history
and the changes made since Trump took
office. Whatis USAID?

Kennedy created USAID at the height of the

United States’ Cold War struggle with the
Soviet Union. He wanted a more efficient

way to counter Soviet influence
abroad through foreign assistance and
saw the State Department as _
frustratingly bureaucratic at doing |
that.Congress passed the Foreign
Assistance Act and Kennedy set up
USAID as an independent agency in |i§
1961.USAID has outlived the Soviet
Union, which fell in 1991. Today,
supporters of USAID argue that U.S.
assistance in countries counters
Russian and Chinese influence. China
has its own “belt and road” foreign aid
program worldwide operating in
many countries that the U.S. also wants as
partners.

Critics say the programs are wasteful and

promote a liberal agenda.

What’s going on with USAID?
On his first day in office January 20, Trump

implemented a 90-day freeze on foreign
assistance.Four days later, Peter Marocco
— a returning political appointee from
Trump’s first term — drafted a tougher than

expected interpretation of that order, a
move that shut down thousands of
programs around the world and forced
furloughs and layoffs.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio has since

moved to keep more kinds of strictly life-
saving emergency programs going during
the freeze. But confusion over what
programs are exempted from the Trump
administration’s stop-work orders — and
fear of losing U.S. aid permanently — is

¥{SAID]

' still freezing aid and development

7 work globally.Dozens of senior
officials have been put on leave,
thousands of contractors laid off,
and employees were told Monday
not to enter its Washington
headquarters. And USAID's website
and its account on the X platform
have been taken down.

It’s part of a Trump administration
crackdown that’s hitting across the
federal government and its
programs. But USAID and foreign
aid are among those hit the

hardest.Rubio said the administration’s aim

was a program-by-program review of
which projects make “America safer,
stronger or more prosperous.”

The decision to shut down U.S.-funded

programs during the 90-day review meant
the U.S. was “getting a lot more
cooperation” from recipients of
humanitarian, development and security
assistance, Rubio said.

Trump agrees to pause tariffs on Canada and Mexico
after they pledge to boost border enforcement

WASHINGTON. President Donald
Trump on Monday agreed to a 30-day
pause on his tariff threats against
Mexico and Canada as America's two
largest trading partners took steps to
appease his concerns about border
security and drug trafficking.

The pauses provide a cool-down period
after a tumultuous few days that put
North America on the cusp of a trade
war that risked crushing economic
growth, causing prices to soar and
ending two of the United States' most
critical partnerships.“I am very pleased
with this initial outcome, and the
Tariffs announced on Saturday will be
paused for a 30 day period to see
whether or not a final Economic deal
with Canada can be structured,” Trump
posted on social media. “FAIRNESS
FOR ALL!”Canadian Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau posted Monday
afternoon on X that the pause would
occur “while we work together,”
saying that his government would
name a fentanyl czar, list Mexican
cartels as terrorist groups and launch a
“Canada-U.S. Joint Strike Force to

combat organized crime, fentanyl and
money laundering.”The pause
followed a similar move with Mexico
that allows for a period of negotiations
over drug smuggling and illegal
immigration. The 10% tarift that Trump
ordered on China is still set to go into
effect as scheduled on Tuesday, though
Trump planned to talk with Chinese
President Xi Jinping in the next few
days.While the trade war feared by
investors, companies and political
leaders now seems less likely to erupt,
that doesn't mean the drama over
Trump's tariff threats has
ended.Canada and Mexico bought

some additional time, but Trump could
easily renew his tariffs and already
plans to announce taxes on imports
from the European Union.All of that
leaves the global economy uncertain
about whether a crisis has been averted
or if a possible catastrophe could still
be coming in the weeks ahead. Trump
on Saturday had directed 25% tariffs on
imports from Mexico and Canada, with
another 10% tariff on Canadian oil,
natural gas and electricity.The U.S.
president had repeatedly previewed
these moves, yet they still managed to
shock many investors, lawmakers,
businesses and consumers.Multiple
analyses by the Tax Foundation, the
Tax Policy Center and the Peterson
Institute for International Economics
showed that the tariffs could hurt
growth, lower incomes and push up
prices. But Trump repeatedly insisted
— despite promises to curb inflation —
that tariffs were necessary tools to get
other nations to stop illegal
immigration, prevent fentanyl
smuggling and treat the United States,
in his mind, with respect.

US Plastic Surgeon Accused Of Performing
Unauthorised 'Vagina Lift', Sexuval Misconduct

World A prominent plastic surgeon in
the United States is facing multiple
allegations of misconduct, including
performing an unauthorized vaginal
enhancement procedure, engaging in
inappropriate behaviour with a staff
member, and requiring her to address
him as "Daddy", according to a report
by The New York Post. The lawsuits,
filed last year, also accuse Dr. David
Pincus of questionable medical
practices, such as neglecting a post-
operative wound, which allegedly led
to necrosis. The surgeon who resides in
a nearly $3 million mansion near his
Smithtown office and owns a $300,000
Lamborghini Evo Spyder, has been
named in three separate suits filled with
disturbing accusations."It's so sick and
so crazy that I lived through that,"
Jacyln Riker, a former employee and
one of the plaintiffs, told The Post. A
former staff member named Riker
alleges that Dr Pincus would frequently

grab her breasts, lift her skirt to expose
her underwear, and demand that she sit
on his lap. "I can touch them whenever I
want. I created you, and I own you," she
said he told her after after performing a
breast augmentation on her. The lawsuit
also alleges that he would repeatedly
instruct her to address him as "daddy"
and engage in inappropriate physical
contact.Vanessa Soda, another patient
of Dr David Pincus, claims she
underwent an unauthorised procedure
during a 2021 tummy tuck operation.
According to her lawsuit, the doctor
later informed her that he had
performed a vaginal lift, allegedly
telling her that her vagina was "very
low" and needed to be lifted.Ms Soda
expressed shock and confusion, stating
that she had never discussed her vagina
with Dr Pincus before the procedure
and had no knowledge of any issues.
She initially chose Pincus due to his
five-star online ratings, but her

experience left her disillusioned.Not
only did he perform an unauthorized
surgical procedure on her genitals, but
he also subjected her to sexual
harassment. According to her legal
complaint, Dr Pincus made
inappropriate comments about her
body, including remarking that it was
"great to see her boobs again." Further,
Ms Soda alleges that Dr Pincus sexually
harassed her during their initial
meeting.A separate lawsuit filed in
2020, which has since been settled,
accused Dr Pincus of sexual
harassment. The allegations claimed
that he inappropriately interacted with a
15-year-old intern, calling her "so hot."

The surgeon is facing another active
lawsuit, filed in 2024, from a patient
named Michelle Armstrong. Ms
Armstrong alleges that Dr Pincus
neglected to properly treat an infection
she developed after a breast reduction
surgery in 2022.

Trump and Netanyahu to hold talks,
hammering out second phase of
hostage deal to top agenda

World The updated official death toll of Palestinians
killed by Israel's genocidal war on Gaza stands at
61,709, according to the Gaza Government
Information Office. The death toll includes 14,222
Palestinians estimated missing under the rubble and
another 18 bodies recovered from under the destroyed
buildings.

Speaking at a press conference at Gaza City’s al-Shifa
Hospital, Salama Maarouf, Head of the Gaza
Government Information Office informed that among
the updated death toll are 17,881 children, including
214 newborn infants."This genocidal war has killed
more than 61,709 people. 47,487 were brought to
hospitals, while 14,222 remain missing under the
rubble or on roads. The number of injured has exceeded
111,588," Maarouf told reporters standing amid the
remains of the territory's largest hospital which was
razed to the ground by the Israeli army.

Maarouf also stated that more than 6000 Palestinians
detained by the Israeli army from Gaza during the war
have been subjected to brutal torture.

The updated death toll is in line with a study published
earlier this month by the Lancet medical journal which
estimated the number of Palestinians killed during the
first nine months of Israel's genocidal war on the strip
to be 40 per cent higher than that recorded by Gaza's

Health Ministry.Responding to the significant increase
in the death toll even with a fragile ceasefire in effect,
Amnesty International’s Secretary General Agnes
Callamard said that "it would not come as a surprise to
anyone who has monitored and investigated Israel’s
invasion over the last 15 months."Stating that the lower
figures reported earlier by the Gaza Health Ministry
was enough for the world to react, Callamard
expressed hope that the revised death toll will "add to
the urgency and severity of what has been done against
Palestinians of Gaza.""Genocide is not predicated on
the number of victims, it is based on the act being
committed — including creating conditions of life that
are meant to decimate a population,” Al Jazeera cited
Callamard as saying.

Musk's US government 'takeover' sounds alarm bells

J

The South African-born billionaire has taken control over the US Treasury's

payments system that manages trillions of dollars.

World People protest outside of the

headquarters for United States Agency for
International Development (USAID),Elon
Musk has begun swinging his wrecking
ball at the US government, with concerns
growing over the unprecedented power that
President Donald Trump has handed to the
world's richest man.The South African
born billionaire has taken control over the
US Treasury's payments system that
manages trillions of dollars. He single-
handedly announced the demise of the
USAID humanitarian agency. He has
helped drive out top officials.or a man who
likes to rail against unelected bureaucrats,
the unelected Space X and Tesla tycoon has
been subject to little accountability as he
pushes Trump's drive to shrink the US
government.People protest outside of the
headquarters for United States Agency for
International Development (USAID)

Trump sought to play down the issue Monday

when asked about it in the Oval Office,
saying "Elon can't do and won't do anything
without our approval.""We'll give him the

approval where appropriate, where not
appropriate we won't. But he reports in,"
insisted Trump. "It's something that he
feels very strongly about and I'm
impressed."Musk's powers have seemed
almost unbounded, leading to accusations
by Democrats of an unconstitutional
power grab by both him and his fellow
business mogul Trump.So far Musk has
been registered as neither a federal
employee nor a government official --
although US media reported Monday that
he had now been registered as a "special
government employee."ritics point to the
fact that Musk was the biggest donor to
Trump's victorious election campaign, to
the tune of a quarter of a billion
dollars.Then there is the fact that his
companies also have huge US government
contracts.People protest outside of the
headquarters for United States Agency for
International Development (USAID),Elon
Musk has begun swinging his wrecking
ball at the US government, with concerns
growing over the unprecedented power that

President Donald Trump has handed to the
world's richest man.he South African born
billionaire has taken control over the US
Treasury's payments system that manages
trillions of dollars. He single-handedly
announced the demise of the USAID
humanitarian agency. He has helped drive
out top officials.For a man who likes to rail
against unelected bureaucrats, the
unelected Space X and Tesla tycoon has
been subject to little accountability as he
pushes Trump's drive to shrink the US
government.People protest outside of the
headquarters for United States Agency for

International Development (USAID)

People protest outside of the headquarters

for United States Agency for International
Development (USAID)Photo | AFP

Trump sought to play down the issue

Monday when asked about it in the Oval
Office, saying "Elon can't do and won't do
anything without our approval.""We'll
give him the approval where appropriate,
where not appropriate we won't. But he
reports in," insisted Trump. "It's something
that he feels very strongly about and I'm
impressed."Musk's powers have seemed
almost unbounded, leading to accusations
by Democrats of an unconstitutional power
grab by both him and his fellow business
mogul Trump.So far Musk has been
registered as neither a federal employee nor
a government official -- although US media
reported Monday that he had now been
registered as a "special government
employee."ritics point to the fact that Musk
was the biggest donor to Trump's victorious
election campaign, to the tune of a quarter
ofabillion dollars.
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Ranji Trophy: Suryakumar, Dube
named in Mumbai squad for

quarterfinal vs Haryana

New Delhi India's T20 captain Suryakumar
Yadav and all-rounder Shivam Dube were
named in Mumbai's 18-member squad for
their Ranji Trophy quarterfinal clash against
Haryana, starting from February 8.

Both Suryakumar and Dube, who recently
featured in India's five-match T20I series
against England, have played one match each
in Mumbai's Ranji Trophy title defence this
season.Suryakumar Yadav led India to a
commanding 4-1 series victory over
England, but he failed to contribute with the
bat in the five-match T20I series. The right-
hander struggled throughout the series,
managing just 28 runs across five innings
with scores of 0, 12, 14, 0, and 2.A recurring
issue in his dismissals was his tendency to get
out while attempting the flick shot. He
consistently failed to counter the pace and
bounce generated by Jofra Archer, Mark
Wood, and Brydon Carse. Veteran spinner R
Ashwin believes that despite Suryakumar’s
impressive leadership, he needs to go back to
the drawing board to address his batting
woes.Mumbai sealed their spot in the
quarterfinals with a commanding innings-
and-456-run victory over Meghalaya, while
Jammu and Kashmir also progressed from
Elite Group A.

Suryakumar was part of Mumbai's lineup
against Maharashtra in October, while Dube
played in last month's home fixture against

Jammu and Kashmir, where the star-studded
Mumbai side-including India's Test and ODI
captain Rohit Sharma and Yashasvi Jaiswal-
suffered a defeat.

The record 42-time champions will travel to
Rohtak to face Haryana, who topped Group
C, at the Chaudhary Bansi Lal Cricket
Stadium in Lahli. Among the notable
inclusions in the squad is uncapped pacer
Harsh Tanna, who has featured in four List A
matches so farMumbai squad: Ajinkya
Rahane (c), Ayush Mhatre, Angkrish
Raghuvanshi, Amogh Bhatkal, Suryakumar
Yadav, Siddhesh Lad, Shivam Dube, Akash
Anand (wk), Hardik Tamore (wk), Suryansh
Shedge, Shardul Thakur, Shams Mulani,
Tanush Kotian, Mohit Avasthi, Sylvester
D’Souza, Royston Dias, Atharva Ankolekar,
Harsh Tanna.

Petra Kvitova to return to
action after 15-month
maternity break

Two-time Wimbledon champion Petra
Kvitova has announced that she will return
to professional tennis in February 2025 after
a 15-month maternity break. The former
world No. 2, who last competed at the China
Open in October 2023, stepped away from
the sport to focus on her personal life and
welcomed her son, Petr, in July 2024.

Kvitova, now 34, revealed on Monday that
she would be making her comeback seven
months after giving birth. The Czech star
had previously shared in January 2024 that
she was expecting her first child with her
husband and coach, Jiri Vanek.Now, she is
set to return to competitive action at the
WTA 250 tournament in Austin, Texas,
running from February 24 to March 2,

before competing in WTA 1000 events at
Indian Wells and Miami."l really miss
tennis and miss competing, so I'm really
looking forward to being back," Kvitova
said in a video posted on Instagram. "I can't
wait to see my fans all around the world.
Thank you very much for supporting me. It
will be anice journey, and [ can't wait."
Kvitova has been one of the most successful
players of her generation, with an illustrious
career that includes 31 WTA singles titles.
Her two Wimbledon triumphs, in 2011 and
2014, showcased her powerful left-handed
game and aggressive baseline play, making
her a formidable opponent on grass courts.
Before her maternity break, Kvitova was still
amongst the sport's elite, winning two WTA
1000 titles in Miami and Berlin in 2023. As
she returns to the tour, she follows in the
footsteps of other top players who have
successfully resumed their careers after
motherhood, including Serena Williams,
Victoria Azarenka, and Kim Clijsters.

CHENNAL Italy's Jacopo Berrettini, the

Berrettini, ranked No. 324 in the world won

Meanwhile, the four Indians in action on

New Delhi

Cricket West Indies introduces data-
driven scouting' to develop local talent

o Cricket West Indies (CWI) has

embraced a data-driven scouting
system to identify and nurture
local talent, signifying a departure
from traditional methods. This
initiative by Cricket West Indies
ensures a comprehensive
evaluation of emerging players,
offering them a structured
advancement pathway.

New Delhi Cricket West Indies (CWI) has
introduced a data-driven scouting system to
identify and develop local talent, marking a
significant shift from traditional scouting
methods. A newly established network of
Senior Talent Managers, Territorial Talent
Identifiers (TTIDs), and scouts will now
work in tandem to bring a more analytical
and structured approach to talent
identification.

With the West Indies Championship serving

as the first major assignment for this
system, performances will be closely
tracked and assessed. This new
methodology moves beyond just
scorecards and statistics, taking into
account skill sets, tactical acumen, and
game awareness.Cricket West Indies
(CWI) has introduced a data-driven
scouting system to identify and develop
local talent, marking a significant shift
from traditional scouting methods. A
newly established network of Senior
Talent Managers, Territorial Talent
Identifiers (TTIDs), and scouts will now
work in tandem to bring a more analytical
and structured approach to talent
identification.

With the West Indies Championship serving
as the first major assignment for this
system, performances will be closely
tracked and assessed. This new
methodology moves beyond just scorecards
and statistics, taking into account skill sets,
tactical acumen, and game awareness.They
will work alongside six TTIDs assigned to
different regions: Henderson Broomes
(Barbados), Ramnaresh Sarwan (Guyana),
Delroy Morgan (Jamaica), Samuel Spencer
(Leeward Islands), Gibran Mohammed
(Trinidad & Tobago), and Craig Emmanuel
(Windward Islands).They will work

alongside six TTIDs assigned to different
regions: Henderson Broomes (Barbados),
Ramnaresh Sarwan (Guyana), Delroy

Morgan (Jamaica), Samuel Spencer
(Leeward Islands), Gibran Mohammed
(Trinidad & Tobago), and Craig Emmanuel
(Windward Islands). We are moving beyond
just relying on what we see on scorecards.
This system ensures that performances are
seen with context and with a focus on the
skill sets displayed, tactical acumen and
game awareness. We are collecting real-
time data, analysing performances
consistently, and making informed
decisions about player development."

The TTIDs have been tasked with
responsibilities such as attending matches
and training sessions to assess players'
technical skills, physical attributes, and
mental resilience.Scouting: Attending

Berrettini shocks Shimabukuro in
Chennai Open ATP Challenger

younger brother of former Wimbledon
finalist Matteo Berrettini, caused the first
big upset in the main draw of the Chennai
Open ATP Challenger with a straight sets
win over sixth seed Sho Shimabukuro.

6-3, 7-6 against Shimabukuro. In the other
main draw match held fifth seed Shintaro
Mochizuki of Japan defeated Italy's Enrico
Dalla Valle 6-2, 6-1 to move into the last 16.

Monday failed to win their final round in
the qualifying draw against higher-ranked
opposition. In the qualifying draw, all four
Indians who won their matches on Sunday
failed to repeat their success in the final
round of qualifying. 21-year-old Chirag
Duhan battled hard before falling in a third
set tiebreak to seventh seed Yurii
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Dzhavakian 4-6, 6-1, 7-6. Dev Javia also
went to three sets against Egor Agafonov
before going down 4-6, 7-5, 6-3.

Second seed Kimmer Coppejans, fourth seed

Hynek Barton, fifth seed Eric Vanshelboim
and 11th seed Maxim Zhukov joined
Dzhavakian and Agafonov as qualifiers in

TAMILNADU

the main draw.

Results: (Singles):

Main Draw First Round:

Shintaro Mochizuki (JPN) bt Enrico
Dalla Valle (ITA) 6-2, 6-1; Jacopo
Berrettini (ITA) bt Sho
Shimabukuro (JPN) 6-3, 7-6.

Final Round of Singles Qualifying:

Maxim Zhukov bt Gueymard
Wayenburg (FRA) 6-4, 4-6, 6-2;
Kimmer Coppejans (BEL) bt
Siddharth Vishwakarma (IND) 6-1,
6-0; Hynek Barton (CZE) bt Olaf

Pieczkowski (POL) 6-3, 6-3; Eric

Vanshelboim (UKR) bt Manish

Sureshkumar (IND) 6-2, 6-3;

Egor Agafonov bt Dev Javia (IND) 4-6, 7-5, 6-

3; Yurii Dzhavakian (UKR) bt Chirag Duhan
(IND) 4-6,6-1,7-6.

Cristiano Ronaldo reveals he almost joined
FC Barcelona before Manchester United

Cristiano Ronaldo revealed he was
close to joining Barcelona hefore
signing for Manchester United in
2003. The Portuguese legend's
revelation has left fans stunned,
considering his iconic rivalry with
Barca during his Real Madrid years.

Cristiano Ronaldo made a stunning

revelation that he was close to joining FC
Barcelona from Sporting Lisbon (now
Sporting CP) before making his landmark
move to Manchester United in 2003.
Speaking to El Chiringuito de Jugones,
Ronaldo recalled how he was initially
scouted by Barcelona, but ultimately chose
United, where he played under the legendary
Sir Alex Ferguson.Currently dominating the
Saudi Pro League with Al Nassr, Ronaldo’s
career has seen him play for some of the
biggest clubs in the world, including
Sporting CP, Manchester United, Real
Madrid, Juventus, and now in Saudi Arabia.
However, his revelation about Barcelona's
early interest has taken many fans by
surprise, considering his legendary rivalry

Portuguese football icon = .
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with the Catalan giants during his years at
Real Madrid.

"Yes, it was when I was playing at Sporting
Lisbon and I had the opportunity to join
various clubs, one of which was Barcelona,"
Ronaldo said."I remember being with a
person from Barcelona who wanted to sign
me, but it didn't happen. Maybe they wanted
to bring me in, but it would have been for the
following year. Then, a club like came along
and signed me immediately. You know how
fast everything moves in football," he added.

From United to Real Madrid — A Historic

JourneyRonaldo’s first spell at Manchester
United lasted six years, where he
transformed from a talented youngster into a
global superstar. Scoring 84 goals as a

winger, he won multiple Premier
League titles and a UEFA
Champions League before
making his record-breaking move
to Real Madrid in 2009.

At Madrid, Ronaldo cemented his
status as a footballing legend,
scoring a staggering 451 goals in
438 appearances across all
competitions. He became the all-
time top goalscorer for Los
Blancos and played a crucial role
in their historic dominance in
Europe, winning four Champions
League titles with the club.

A Barcelona Move? Unthinkable Now, but a
Possibility Then

Given his fierce rivalry with Barcelona during
his time in La Liga, the idea of Ronaldo once
donning the Blaugrana colours seems
unimaginable. His El Clésico battles against
Lionel Messi and Barcelona defined an era
of football, making this revelation even
more fascinating.Ronaldo’s admission is a
reminder of how unpredictable football can
be. Had he taken a different path, history
might have looked entirely different—with
Cristiano Ronaldo possibly playing

matches and training sessions to assess
players' technical skills, physical
attributes, and mental strength.

Analysis: Compiling detailed scouting
reports and maintaining player
performance records.

Collaboration: Working closely with
coaches, selectors, and high-
performance staff to refine the
development pathway.

Bascombe stressed that this data-driven
approach is not solely about numbers but
also about qualitative assessments that
ensure a targeted approach to player
development."Players in the region will
now be seen and evaluated by multiple
talent identification operatives, resulting in
more information gathering, and better-
balanced data on performances. With this
accountability metric in place, our network
of scouts ensures that no talent goes
unnoticed."he introduction ofthis new
scouting framework comes at a crucial time
for West Indies cricket, as both the senior
men's and women's teams have struggled to
maintain consistent performances in recent
years. While there have been occasional
bright spots, such as the Shamar Joseph-
inspired Test win over Australia in Brisbane
and the victory over Pakistan in Multan,
overall results have been disappointing.

India vs Pakistan, Champions
Trophy tickets sold out within
minutes of going live

New Delhi. Cricket fans across the globe are

eagerly awaiting the ICC Champions Trophy
2025, but those hoping to witness the
electrifying India vs Pakistan clash in person
were left disappointed as tickets vanished
within minutes of release. The high-stakes
encounter, set for 23 February at the Dubai
International Cricket Stadium, has generated
immense excitement, especially with the
match being played outside Pakistan, the
official hosts, following India’s refusal to
travel due to security concerns.

ith India scheduled to play all their matches in

Dubai, the demand for tickets was
unprecedented. Fans rushed to secure seats
for the marquee showdown, only to find that
most ticket categories, including premium
options priced at AED 2,000 and AED 5,000,
were snapped up almost instantly. The
staggering rush highlights the legendary
rivalry between the two cricketing giants, a
contest often regarded as one of the sport’s
most thrilling spectacles.

Hybrid Format and Ticket Pricing
The 2025 Champions Trophy will be played in a

hybrid format, with matches split between

Pakistan and Dubai. India’s decision to play
outside Pakistan led to a compromise,
ensuring their fixtures take place in the UAE.
Tickets for all of India’s matches, including a
potential semi-final appearance, went live at
5:30 PM (IST) on 3 February.

For those lucky enough to secure tickets,

general stand prices at the Dubai International
Cricket Stadium started at 125 Dirhams (Rs
2,965.43). Meanwhile, the pricing for other
stands is yet to be confirmed by the
International Cricket Council (ICC).

Champions Trophy 2025: Groups and Fixtures

alongside Ronaldinho and Xavi instead of The tournament, running from 19 February to 9

becoming Real Madrid’s greatest-ever
goalscorer.

March, features eight teams competing across
Lahore, Karachi, Rawalpindi, and Dubai.

Pretorius, the teen rising cricket star of South Africa

The batter is turning out to be the
shortest format's most in-demand
batters; headlines SA20 with big

hitting

GQEBERHA. Every now and then, a young

athlete grabs the eyeballs of an unsuspecting
crowd like a supernova. In T20s, just because
of the way the format works, it's almost
instantaneous. Clips are uploaded and
regurgitated across various platforms.
Bonafide superstars — and influencers — are
compelled to put out their two pence. Fans of
the game rush to find the remote control
thanks to FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out).All
of this happened at Boland Park on the
afternoon of January 11, three days into
SA20s third edition. Batting first, Sunrisers
Eastern Cape had made a perfectly acceptable
175/5. What followed over the next one hour
and change was some of the most audacious
strokeplay you could imagine from an 18-

year-old. It's why Paarl Royals' Lhuan-dre
Pretorius is already on his way to becoming
one of the format's most in-demand batters.
That he's a left-hander only adds value to his
stock as that particular batting type at the
top-of-the-order is a point of difference. That
day, Eastern Cape had Marco Jansen,
Richard Gleeson, Ottneil Baartmen, Simon
Harmer as well as national team captain,
Aiden Markram. Pretorius, who was making
his SA20 debut that Saturday, reduced that
established bowling line-up to raffle winners,
Sunday league cricketers who had snuck in
via the backdoor.Across 52 minutes and 51
balls, Pretorius, already built like a tank, hit
10 fours and six sixes. By the time the hitting
exhibition was over, the cricket world had
anointed the teen as the next superstar. "One
of the many things," Ben Stokes had posted
on Twitter that day, "franchise cricket has
done is give young/inexperienced but
incredibly talented players opportunities on
the biggest stage against the best in the world
and show off how good they are. Lhuan-dre
Pretorius is doing that right now."Joe Root —
his opening partner — had the best seat in the

house during that particular innings (the pair
put on 132 in 13 overs). A couple of days
later, Root called Pretorius a 'serious talent'.

How serious? Sample this. This year's SA20

has been a tournament where the bowlers
have become apex predators but Pretorius
has emerged as one of the honourable
exceptions. Out of the 13 players to have
scored 200 or more, Pretorius is one among
two to have a strike rate of over 150 (169.1).
He's also the leading boundary-hitter (37)
and is joint-third for sixes (14).

Since his show on opening night, he has had a

couple of other innings as well (83 against MI

Cape Town and 43 vs. Super Giants). The
next challenge for the young southpaw is
to announce himself in a big game, like
the one against MI Cape Town at the
iconic St. George's Park on Tuesday. It's
fair to say that the opener hasn't excelled
on the road (26, 0, 25, 19 and 3 in the five
away matches so far) but his skipper,
David Miller, talked him up on the eve of
the match."Sensational talent, firstly," he
said during the pre-match press
conference. "The way he thinks about the
game at a young age... he has got a great
thinking brain. He adapts really well, what
impresses me the most is the amount of time
he has on the ball. He has got a lot of time and
picks up length really early against the
quicker bowlers. He kind of plays all around,
has the lap shot and can play the slog sweep
against the spinners. I'm really looking
forward to seeing what he achieves."

On a ground that has been difficult for run-

scoring in the 2025 edition, Pretorius, in the
very short term, still taking baby steps in his
career, can take a giant leap forward with a
quick-fire start.
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Broke Down After Superstar Shah
Rukh Khan Dressed Up As Lalli: ‘When
| Handed Him The Wig. ..’

harti Singh, one of the most popular comedians, once recalled an emotional =

moment with Bollywood superstar Shah Rukh Khan, which left her in tears. In

a heartfelt revelation, she shared how King Khan’s humility and kindness
touched her deeply. She revealed that he made her cry when he dressed up as her ',>'
character Lalli.Speaking on The Thugesh Show, Bharti shared, “I was new in the
industry, having just come from my village. I doubted whether Shah Rukh would
actually perform as Lalli. T also didn’t know the level of grandeur— I hadn’t
seen Mannat. So, I just asked him, ‘Sir, will you dress up as Lalli?” And he
immediately said, ‘Yes.” When I handed him the wig, he even asked for my
character’s full costume, which was a frock. When he dressed up, I couldn’t
hold back my tears. I had come to Mumbai from a poor family in Amritsar,
and here [ was, asking Shah Rukh Khan for something—and he just did it.
It was one of the golden days of my life. | am a huge fan of his."

Bharti was recalling the incident when Shah Rukh Khan had appeared as a
guest on Comedy Nights Bachao. She was a contestant. A video from the
show featured Shah Rukh Khan dressed as Lalli. In the clip, SRK
jokingly says, “Pehle hi log jo hai samajhte nahi hai ki main macho
hero hoon. Yeh dekhne ke baad thodi bohot jo rahi hogi woh bhi
khatam ho jayegi." Bharti was emotional and hugged the actor. He
gently said, “Thank you" and kissed her hands.On the work front,
Shah Rukh Khan will star in King. The film will also star Suhana
Khan in the lead. Munjya star Abhay Verma will also play a key role
in the film. Previously, at the Locarno Film Festival, Shah Rukh
Khan opened up about King and said, “It is an action drama, it’s a
Hindi film. It’ll be interesting. I’ve been wanting to do a film like
that for some time, and I really wanted to do a film like this for
seven, or eight years... We are all coming together to make a cool,
massy, action, emotional film." King’s release date has not been

Swara Bhasker

Compares Her Body Shaming To Aishwarya Rai’s:
‘If You Don't Spare Her, Who The Hell Am I?"

: I \or women in the public eye, scrutiny often comes as an unwanted companion—especially when it comes
)

to their bodies. Whether they lose weight quickly after childbirth or take their time, criticism follows.
Bollywood actresses Aishwarya Rai Bachchan and Alia Bhatt, for instance, were both
targeted—Aishwarya for taking her time to shed post-pregnancy weight and Alia for bouncing back too soon.
No matter the pace, the judgment remains relentless.Actor Swara Bhasker, who welcomed her daughter
Raabiyaa in September 2023, recently opened up about the body shaming she has faced postpartum.
Reflecting on the unfair expectations placed on women, she recalled how even a global beauty icon like
Aishwarya Rai wasn’t spared from public scrutiny after childbirth.
Speaking to BBC News India, Swara observed, “Women in the glamour industry are never truly left alone.
There’s always some level of
judgment—whether it’s about
their life choices, career, or
even how they navigate
motherhood." She recalled
Aishwarya Rai’s experience,
noting how unflattering
photos of the actress were
deliberately circulated after
she had her daughter
Aaradhya. “I remember
watching an interview
where Aishwarya was asked
about not getting back into
shape quickly. She handled
it with such grace. A less
gracious person would
have been angry, but she
simply said, ‘I was just
living my life with my baby... my real life.” That resonated with me so much. If the world’s most beautiful
woman wasn’t spared, who the hellam I?" Swara added.
Swara Bhasker, who married politician Fahad Ahmad under the Special Marriage Act in February 2023,
continues to be a vocal advocate against societal pressures placed on women. While she has faced
relentless trolling, her stance remains clear—motherhood is a personal journey, and no one should dictate
how a woman should navigate it.On the professional front, Swara was last seen in Mimamsa (2022), directed
by Gagan Puri. The actress is now set to make her return to the screen in Mrs. Falani.

Mohanlal Wraps Up Shooting
For Vrusshabha, Celebrates
Wlth Cake Cut_tmg Ceremony

ohanlal’s upcoming magnum opus

“Vrusshabha’ has wrapped up its shoot,

and the team of the Pan-India film
celebrated the occasion with a cake-cutting
ceremony. The superstar took to his Instagram
account to share a video from the celebration, in
which he is seen cutting a huge cake, while being
surrounded by the cast and crew. In his caption,
he wrote that Vrusshabha isn’t just a film, but an
epic action entertainer that will have the
audience on the edge of their seats.The video
shared by Mohanlal shows him cutting a huge
chocolate cake, while the cast and crew members
clapped and cheered for him. He looked dapper
in a white shirt, brown blazer, and black pants. In
his caption, the superstar wrote, “It’s a wrap for
Vrusshabha! This isn’t just a movie—it’s an
EPIC Action Entertainer that will leave you on
the edge of your seat! Huge thanks to our
visionary writer and director, Nanda Kishore,
whose brilliance turned every challenge into a
triumph, and to the incredible crew who gave
their all to make this happen. A heartfelt thank
you to my producers for their unwavering belief
and support. Get ready for an unforgettable
journey! See you in theaters this Diwali. Brace
yourselves for the ride of a lifetime!"

Vrusshabha is an emotional story told through
generations and is billed as a high-octane father-
son drama. The upcoming multilingual movie
will have Mohanlal playing the role of a father,
which, the makers say, will explore the struggle
between two emotions-love and revenge. It is
written and directed by acclaimed filmmaker
Nanda Kishore and presented by Connekkt
Media and Balaji Telefilms. Produced by Shobha
Kapoor, Ektaa R Kapoor, CK Padma Kumar,
Varun Mathur, Saurabh Mishra, Abhishek Vyas,
Vishal Gurnani, and Juhi Parekh Mehta, the film
is set to release in theaters this Diwali.

Abhijeet Bhattacharya Recalls

‘Khatarnak Kiss’ In Front Of Lata
Mangeshkar: ‘Let Udit Narayan Enjo...’
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dit Narayan became the centre of attention

and intense online trolling after a video of

him kissing his female fans went viral.
According to videos circulating on social media,
he was crooning Tip Tip Barsa Paani when his
female fans gathered near the stage to take selfies
with him. One of them turned around and kissed
him on the cheek. The singer then returned the
woman’s gesture by kissing her on her lips. As
another woman attempted to kiss and hug him, he
planted a kiss on her cheek. As per another video,
he kissed yet another woman on the lips.

His gestures didn’t sit well with many netizens,
who called him out for his ‘disgusting’ behaviour.
Another section of people, however, defended
Udit saying that the women ‘willingly came to
him’ and that the whole kissing episode was
‘consensual’. And now, speaking to Newsl8
Showsha exclusively, Abhijeet Bhattacharya too
defends his contemporary and tells us, “Udit is a
superstar singer. And episodes like this keep
happening to us, singers, all the time. If we aren’t
properly guarded or surrounded by bouncers,
people tear our clothes apart.”

Abhijeet further walks down the memory lane and
recalls that something similar had also happened
to him many moons ago at one of his international
shows. “It has happened to me in the past too.
When [ was relatively new in the industry, during
a concert in South Africa, teen-chaar ladkiyon ke
mere gaal pe itna khatarnak kiss kiya ki main
stage pe jaa hi nahi pa raha tha. And all of this
happened right in front of Lata (Mangeshkar) ji. [
had lipstick marks on my cheeks," he
says.According to Abhijeet, Udit’s wife Deepa
Gabhatraj, is often a part of her husband’s team and
that it’s wrong to accuse Udit of taking advantage
of his female fans. “He’s Udit Narayan!
Ladkiyaan unke peeche padhi thi. He didn’t pull
anyone close to him. I’'m sure that every time Udit
performs, his wife accompanies him as a co-
singer. Let him enjoy his success! He’s a romantic
singer. He’s also a big khiladi and I’m an anari.
Koi unke saath khelne ki koshish mat karo,"
Abhijeet states.

A day ago, Abhijeet had, in fact, shared a video of
his performances with Udit on Instagram and
captioned the video as ‘#YehKhiladiMainAnari’.
For the unversed, both the singers had lent their
voices to the song, Main Khiladi Tu Anari. Chori
Chori Hum Gori Se from Mela is another track
they had collaborated on.
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