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IMPHAL
The Manipur Cabinet has decided to
conduct Panchayat elections at the ear-
liest, acting on a directive issued by the
Manipur High Court during the period
of President’s Rule, which mandated
that the long-pending local body polls
be held within six months.The decision
was taken at a Cabinet meeting held on
Friday afternoon at the Chief Minister’s
Secretariat, presided over by Chief Min-
ister Y. Khemchand. This was the second
Cabinet meeting since he assumed office
as the 13th Chief Minister of the state.
Deputy Chief Minister Losii Dikho,
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Cabinet Ministers Govindas Konthou-
jam and Khuraijam Loken, and Chief
Secretary Puneet Kumar Goel attended
the meeting. Deputy ChiefMinister Nem-
cha Kipgen, a Kuki leader, joined the
meeting virtually. The High Court of Ma-
nipur, in an order dated August 29, 2025,
had directed the then President’s Rule
administration to conduct Panchayat
elections within six months. The order
was passed by a division bench compris-
ing Chief Justice Kempaiah Somashekar
and Justice Guneshwar Sharma while
hearingpetitions related to the prolonged
delay in local body elections. Panchayat

ICHED

polls in Manipur were last held in 2017.
The sixth general election to Pancha-
yats in the state was originally scheduled
for June 2023 but was cancelled due to the
prevailing law and order situation amid
prolonged unrest in the border state.
Sources said the Cabinet took up
the issue following questions raised
by Congress leader and Lok Sabha
MP from Manipur, Bimol Akoijam,
who sought clarification on the delay
in holding Panchayat elections. Akoi-
jam had asked whether the state gov-
ernment was taking steps to ensure
timely conduct of the polls in keeping
with the constitutional mandate of
grassroots democracy, and what mea-
sures were being planned to overcome
obstacles to the electoral process.Re-
sponding to AKoijam’s query in the
Lok Sabha, Union Minister of State
for Panchayati Raj S. P. Singh Baghel
had stated that Panchayat elections
in Manipur are often delayed due to
administrative challenges, court cases
and litigation, issues related to delimi-
tation of Panchayats, and reservation
of seats-matters that fall under the ju-
risdiction of the state government.
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Manipur Cabinet moves to hold Panchayat
elections after High Court directive

Manipur MP seeks
electronics, garment PSUs

to address

IMPHAL

Rajya Sabha MP and titular king of
Manipur, Leishemba Sanajaoba, has
urged the Union government to es-
tablish Public Sector Undertakings
(PSUs) in the state, particularly in the
electronics, electrical and garment
sectors, to boost industrial growth and
address unemployment among edu-
cated youth.Raising the issue during
the Zero Hour of the Rajya Sabha on
Friday, the BJP MP said Manipur,
with a population of around 30 lakh,
lacks major industrial establishments
and continues to struggle with limited
employment opportunities despite a
relatively high literacy rate.

job crisis

Sanajaoba pointed out that there is
not a single large industrial corporate
house operating in Manipur, apart
from a few small-scale enterprises.
He argued that the establishment of
PSUs would help absorb educated
unemployed youth and contribute to
the state’s long-term economic devel-
opment.Citing official data, he said
Manipur’s literacy rate stands at 76.94
per cent, according to the 2011 Census,
while the state’s unemployment rate
is 4.7 per cent-significantly higher
than the national average of 3.2 per
cent. “Many educated youths in Ma-
nipur remain unemployed due to the
lack of industrial opportunities,” he
said.

Meghalaya illegal coal
mine blast toll climbs to
29; two arrested

SHILLONG

The death toll in the illegal coal mine explosion in
Meghalaya’s East Jaintia Hills district rose to 25 on
February 6, as search and rescue operations contin-
ued at the Mynsyngat-Thangsko mining area, po-
lice said.According to a press release issued by the
Superintendent of Police, East Jaintia Hills, rescue
teams recovered four additional bodies from inside
the mine during operations on Friday. One injured
miner undergoing treatment at the North Eastern
Indira Gandhi Regional Institute of Health and Med-
ical Sciences (NEIGRIHMS) in Shillong also suc-
cumbed to injuries.Police said two more critically
injured persons, who had sustained severe burns
and injuries following the explosion and subsequent
fire, later died. Their bodies were brought by fami-
ly members to Civil Hospital, Khliehriat, and Civil
Hospital, Jowai.With these deaths, the total toll has
reached 25. Of the deceased, 17 bodies have been
identified and handed over to their families after
completion of legal formalities, officials said.

In connection with the incident, police have reg-
istered a suo motu FIR at Khliehriat Police Station
(Case No. 14/2026) under Sections 105, 118(2) and 3(5)
of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), read with
Sections 21 and 21(1) of the Mines and Minerals (De-
velopment and Regulation) Act, and Section 3 of the
Explosive Substances Act.

So far, two persons have been arrested in the
case. They have been identified as Forme Chyrmang
(36), son of late Kom Dkhar of Jalaphet Pordung, and
Shamehi War (42), son of Wiseman Syrti of Sutnga
Pohwailong, both residents of East Jaintia Hills dis-
trict. The accused were produced before a court and
remanded to three days of police custody.

WHO SAID WHAT

“] Can See 100
Reliances In
India”
Ambani, CMD,
Reliance Industries

Isolated pockets in Assam show
groundwater contamination by
arsenic and heavy metals: Centre

ments show that while most parts
of Assam have potable groundwa-
ter, a few isolated locations have
reported the presence of contami-
nants, including heavy metals such
as arsenic, beyond safe limits,” the
minister said.

Choudhary cautioned that pro-
longed consumption of arsenic-con-
taminated groundwater could pose
serious health risks. He added that
further detailed scientific studies
are needed to establish a clear cor-
relation between arsenic exposure
and disease patterns in the state.

The minister said the CGWB
carries out regular monitoring of
groundwater quality across the
country under its national pro-
gramme, following standard sci-
entific protocols to assess chemical
and physical parameters.

He also explained that arsenic
contamination is largely geogenic
in nature, meaning it originates
from natural geological forma-
tions. Arsenic present in soil and
rocks can dissolve into groundwa-
ter and, over time, enter the food
chain.

Highlighting the division of re-
sponsibilities, Choudhary noted
that water is a state subject under
the Constitution, and therefore the
management of groundwater re-
sources and mitigation of contam-
ination fall primarily under the
jurisdiction of state governments.
“The Central government supports
states by providing technical as-
sistance and financial aid through
various schemes and projects,” he
said.The disclosure comes amid
growing concerns over drinking
water safety in parts of Assam,
particularly in areas known to be
vulnerable to naturally occurring
contaminants like arsenic.

Rare jumping spider

species recorded in

India for first time in
Assam’s Barak Valley

SILCHAR
In a discovery high-
lighting the rich but
underexplored bio-
diversity of Assam,
researchers from
Assam University,
Silchar, have record-
ed the first-ever Indian sighting of a rare
jumping spider species, Colyttus bilinea-
tus, in the forests of the Barak Valley.The
finding, published in the latest issue of the
Journal of Threatened Taxa, marks a sig-
nificant extension of the species’ known
geographical range. Until now, Colyttus
bilineatus had been reported only from
Southeast Asian countries, including
Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore.
Theresearch was conducted by Assam
University scholar Monica Chetry under
the supervision of Professor Parthankar
Choudhury, in collaboration with noted
arachnologist John T.D. Caleb of Saveetha
University, Chennai. The spider was dis-
covered in the Loharbond area of Cachar
district, within an Inner Line Reserved
Forest known for its high but largely
unexplored biodiversity.Researchers
said the discovery reinforces Assam’s
importance within the Indo-Burma
biodiversity hotspot, one of the most
species-rich yet least studied ecological
regions in the world. “Assam’s forests
continue to be afrontier for biological dis-
covery,” Prof Choudhury said, recalling
earlier notable findings from the Barak
Valley, such as the Man-face stink bug
(Catacanthus incarnatus) reported from
Pailapool in 2003 and the walking leaf
insect discovered in Katlicherra in 2006.
Emphasising the ecological significance
ofthefind, Chetry said the discovery high-
lights the need to study lesser-known life
forms. “Assam’s biological richness is
not defined only by large mammals and
birds. It is equally shaped by small, often
overlooked microfauna,” she said.

Meghalaya illegal coal
mine blast toll climbs
to 25; two arrested as
mvestlgatlon widens

sustained severe burns and inju-
ries following the explosion and
subsequent fire, later died. Their
bodies were brought by fami-
ly members to Civil Hospital,
Khliehriat, and Civil Hospital,
Jowai.

With these deaths, the total toll
has reached 25. Of the deceased,
17 bodies have been identified
and handed over to their families
after completion of legal formali-
ties, officials said.

In connection with the inci-
dent, police have registered a suo
motu FIR at Khliehriat Police
Station (Case No. 14/2026) under
Sections 105, 118(2) and 3(5) of the
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS),
read with Sections 21 and 21(1) of
the Mines and Minerals (Devel-
opment and Regulation) Act, and
Section 3 of the Explosive Sub-
stances Act.

So far, two persons have been
arrested in the case. They have
been identified as Forme Chyr-
mang (36), son of late Kom Dkhar
of Jalaphet Pordung, and Shame-
hi War (42), son of Wiseman Syrti
of Sutnga Pohwailong, both res-
idents of East Jaintia Hills dis-
trict. The accused were produced
before a court and remanded to
three days of police custody.

Police said efforts are under-
way to identify and apprehend
other individuals involved in the
illegal mining operation. Search
operations, investigation and re-
lated legal proceedings are con-
tinuing.

SHILLONG NEW DELHI

The death toll in the illegal coal
mine explosion in Meghalaya’s
East Jaintia Hills district rose to
25 on February 6, as search and
rescue operations continued at
the Mynsyngat-Thangsko mining
area, police said.

According to a press release
issued by the Superintendent of
Police, East Jaintia Hills, rescue
teams recovered four addition-
al bodies from inside the mine
during operations on Friday.
One injured miner undergoing
treatment at the North Eastern
Indira Gandhi Regional Institute
of Health and Medical Sciences
(NEIGRIHMS) in Shillong also
succumbed to injuries.
l.td. Police said two more criti-

cally injured persons, who had

Voice from Manipur at the
United Nations Al Summit

Some isolated areas in Assam have
reported groundwater contamina-
tion, including the presence of arse-
nic and other heavy metals beyond
permissible limits for drinking
water, the Union Ministry of Jal
Shakti informed the Lok Sabha on
Thursday.

Replying to a written question
by Congress MP Gaurav Gogoi,
Minister of State for Jal Shakti Raj
Bhushan Choudhary said assess-
ments conducted by the Central
Ground Water Board (CGWB) indi-
cate that groundwater in Assam is
largely safe for drinking purposes
overall. However, he acknowledged
that certain pockets have recorded
contaminant levels exceeding pre-
scribed safety standards.

“Groundwater quality assess-

(Reliance
(9 iicimi

PM Modi’s gamosa gesture
boosts global visibility of
Assam’s Gl-tagged handloom,
says Himanta Biswa Sarma

GUWAHATI
Assam Chief Minister Himanta

awareness of indigenous crafts.Sar-
ma further said the Prime Minister’s

BANGKOK

At a time when artificial intelligence is
changing how the world works, a strong
voice from Manipur found space at the
United Nations. A three-day global Al sum-
mit held in Bangkok brought big questions
to the table. Who controls AIl. Who benefits
from it. And who is left out.

The summit was organised by Al for De-
veloping Countries. It drew more than 600
delegates from over 150 nations. Policymak-
ers, tech experts, civil society leaders, and in-
dustry voices came together under one idea.
Al should be for all, not for a few.

India was represented by Mr. Haobam
Joyremba, Founder and Managing Director
of CubeTen Technologies Pvt. Ltd. This was
his third appearance at the United Nations,
after earlier engagements in Geneva and Vi-
enna. His presence mattered. It showed how
voices from smaller states and regions can

speak at global tables, and be heard.

During the Bangkok summit, several
working groups were formed. Mr. Joyremba
joined two key groups. One focused on Al for
Smaller Communities. The other looked at
Al for Governance. In both spaces, he spoke
about the real needs of small states and re-
gions like Manipur.

He said Al can help governance in pow-
erful ways. It can improve public services,
bring more transparency, support better
planning, and help governments talk to cit-
izens. But this only works if AT understands
local reality. Language, culture, data, and
context matter.

He raised a serious concern. Many
smaller regions do not have enough digital
data. Because of this, they remain invisible
to large Al systems and language models.
When data is missing, voices disappear.
And when voices disappear, decisions are
made without them.Another major issue
he highlighted was control. Today, much of
the world’s digital and Al infrastructure is
owned by a few global technology compa-
nies. This creates dependency. For develop-
ing countries and small administrations, it

can mean technological lock-in, loss of data
control, and long-term risk.

He warned that without strong action,
the Global South may stay only as users of
Al Not creators. Not partners. Just consum-
ers.

The summit also discussed digital col-
onisation. In many cases, money flows out
through licenses, while local needs remain
unsolved. Languages, traditions, and cul-
tural systems face the risk of being ignored
or diluted. Protecting indigenous languages
and local governance systems through re-
sponsible Al design became a key theme.

The Bangkok summit is expected to pro-
duce a consolidated policy document. This
document will capture concerns, ideas, and
recommendations raised during the ses-
sions.

It is likely to be pushed for formal accep-
tance by member countries. If adopted, it
could help shape future global rules on Al
sovereignty, inclusive governance, and
fair technology development.

From Manipur to the United Nations,
the message was clear. Al must not deepen
old gaps. It must help bridge them.

Biswa Sarma on February 6 said
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
gesture of welcoming students with
the traditional gamosa during Parik-
sha Pe Charcha has significantly
enhanced the national and interna-
tional visibility of Assam’s GI-tagged
handloom.Sarma said the gesture
highlighted both the cultural and eco-
nomic significance of the gamosa, a
traditional Assamese scarf and towel
woven by lakhs of women across the
state. He noted that the Prime Min-
ister’s frequent use of the gamosa at
public events has helped bring the
handloom tradition into the national
spotlight, particularly among young-
eraudiences.

Describing the act as an affirma-
tion of Assam’s heritage, the chief
minister said the Prime Minister’s
acknowledgement has elevated the
gamosa as an enduring symbol of
Assamese identity while amplify-
ing its recognition beyond the state.
Such gestures, he added, strengthen
cultural pride and promote wider

affinity for Assam is reflected not
only through cultural symbolism
but also through sustained engage
ment with the state via development
initiatives and major infrastructure
projects. This continued support, he
said, has boosted confidence within
the weaving community, especially
among women artisans who play a
central role in preserving the tradi-
tion.Expressing gratitude on behalf of
the people of Assam, Sarma said the
recognition serves as encouragement
for weavers and reinforces the value
of their craftsmanship. He added that
showcasingthe gamosaon prominent
national platforms contributes to sus-
taining livelihoods while preserving
the state’s cultural heritage.Launched
in 2018, Pariksha Pe Charchabeganas
a town hallstyle interaction with stu-
dents and has since evolved into one
of the country’s largest educationfo-
cused outreach programmes, aimed
at addressing exam-related stress and
fostering dialogue among students,
teachers and parents.
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ECONOMIC
RESET

he latest India-United States trade
understanding marks another ma-
or milestone in India’s evolving
obal economic strategy, coming
soon after the European Union
trade engagement and reinforc-
m]ﬁallzld]as %osmon]ng as a central
. pillar ;‘1313?0 al supply chains. At a
time when geopolitical realignments are reshap-
ing trade flows, this agreement has both imme-
diate economic nnghcatlons and long-term stra-
tegic significance. For India, this is particularly
significant because the United States remains
its largest export destination and a key source of
demand for high-value technology ca&tal, and
services. Bilateral trade between the two coun-
tries has already crossed the $120 billion mark
in recent years, demonstrating the scale of eco-
nomic interdependence and the importance of
restoring stable trade conditions. The restoration
of favourable tariff conditions effectively revives
the momentum that existed when India-US trade
routmelly crossed the  hundred-billion-dollar
threshold, ensuring continuity rather than dis-
ruption in trade flows. )

e outcome does not come as a surprise.
Months of intense negotiations and sustained
diplomatic backchannels s ed that both na-
tions were working toward de-escalation. The
latest agreement indicates that both sides were
keen to avoid a prolonged economic confronta-
tion, especially %\;%1 the elevated global e%gwth
risks. Reducing S at 18 percent immediately
gives Indian manufacturers a competitive edge
in the US market. In sectors such as pharmaceu-
ticals, textiles, auto components, engineering
goods, and IT services-linked hardware tasrljlgply
chains, even a few percentage points of re-
duction can sglﬁggnﬂ uence order flows
and margins. Comy to competitors facing
higher tariffs or cost structures, Indian exporters
can quickly regain lost market share.

Unlike the EU trade framework, which may
take time for reglﬂatogy nment and phased
implementation, the US deal is expected to deliv-
er Immediate commercial impact. Export orders
can respond quickly to tariff reduction, logistics
chains can stabilise, and investment decisions
that were on hold can restart. For the Indian
industry, this is a time-sensitive uogportum‘cy to
scale production and capture dual market de-
mand from both Europe and the United States.
This is crucial because exports are directly linked
to emplo%T/Inent generation. Lakhs of jobs-espe-
cially in MSMES, manufacturmﬁ clusters, and
export-oriented industrial zones-depend on sus-
tained global demand. The US deal, therefore

rovides a critical breather at a time when global
emand cycles remain uncertain. )

The deal also reflects a larger reality: no major
economy can afford to ignore India’s market size.
With a population of over 1.4 billion and rapidly
expanding middle-class consumption, India has
become mdlsgen;able for global manufacturers.
The EU has dy demonstrated this thro
its deepening enga%%ment, and the US is fol-
lowing a similar path-balancing market access
demands with strategic partnershi ﬁ(l)als. The
United States’ willingness to cater to India’s en-
ergy and technology needs is another important
dimension. ) .

However, the cost dynamics, supply commit-
ments, and long-term pricing stru S remain
key variables. Energy dependence on any single
geography carries strategic implications, and
policymakers will need to balance economic ben-
efits with energy secm;cﬁ considerations. .

The agreement is dy generating opti-
mism among investors. Foreign institutional in-
vestment flows, currency s‘rabl.h% expectations
and stock market buoyancy indicate renew
confidence. Investor confidence is the backbone
of capital markets, and trade stability is a major
driver of that confidence. The coming montk
could see increased FDI inflows, particularly in
manufacturing, electronics, defence production,
and supply chain diversification. )

However, apprehensions remain, particular-
ly in agriculture. Farmer groups have already
voiced concerns about a potential influx of sub-
sidised US agll%liltural produce, which could
affect Indian farmers if market protections are
reduced too quickly. Policymakers will need to
ensure that liberalisation 1s calibrated and sec-
tor-specific, rather than blanket-based. At the
same time, competition can benefit consumers
by impro product quality and lowering pric-
es. The ¢ r%lcllge lies in balancing consumer
gains with producer protection, especially in a
country where agriculture supports millions of
livelihoods.

The deal is likely to open new areas of cooper-
ation beyond trade-particularly in defence tech-
nology, digital economy frameworks, semicon-
ductor supply chains, and critical minerals. For
two of the world’s largest democracies, economic
cooperation increasingly overlaps with strategic
and geopolitical alignment. The India-US trade
reset s a renewed mega partnership. For
India, the moment represents a golden opportu-
nity to scale manufacturing, expand exports, and
strhengﬂlen its position as a global economic pow-
erhouse.

“When you arise in the morning, think of
what a precious privilege it is to be alive

- to breathe, to think, to enjoy; to love.” -
Marcus Aurelius

UNION BUDGET
noiats 2026 AND THE CASE
FOR LONG-TERM

DEVELOPMENT

SHAGUN PARIHAR

Instead of looking for dramatic
headlines, the Union Budget
2026-2027 should be interpreted
as a declaration of strategic in-
tent. The Budgetreflectsagover-
nance approach that prioritizes
continuity, capacity-building,
and long-term results in a time
of global economic uncertainty,
climate pressures, and rapid
technological change. It up-
holds the idea that longterm
national advancement results
from consistent investment in
the individuals, organizations,
and systems that influence
daily life rather than depend-
ing on populist short cuts. It is
more important to strengthen
the foundations that will define
India’s growth trajectory in the
coming decades.

Education stands out as one
of the clearest expressions of
this longterm thinking. The
budget represents a significant
and intentional policy push in
the direction of enhancing ed-
ucational infrastructure, bol-
stering institutions, increasing
skill development, and foster-
ing innovation and research.
Today, education is a major
economic engine rather than
only a social sector issue. In a
knowledge-driven global econ-
omy, productivity, innovation,
and competitiveness are de-
termined by a workforce that
is both skilled and flexible. By
placing a high priority on ed-
ucation, the Budget acknowl-
edges that human capital is the
most precious and durable type
of national infrastructure, cru-
cial for social stability, demo-
cratic resilience, and economic
progress.

Equally important is the re-
newed focus on housing and
drinking water, two sectors that
directly shape the quality of
life and dignity of citizens. The
Budget marks a significantly
higher allocation compared to
the previous Budget cycle for
both housing and water-related
interventions, reflecting a clear
policy choice rather than in-

cremental adjustment. Secure
housing provides families with
stability, safety, and a sense of
permanence, enabling them to
participate more confidently
in economic and social life. It
also supports labour mobility
and local employment, creat-
ing multiplier effects across
the economy. Housing, in this
sense, is not merely about shel-
ter but about empowerment.

Access to clean drinking
water remains one of the most
transformative public invest-
ments. Reliable water supply
has immediate and measur-
able effects on health outcomes,
productivity, and household
well-being. It reduces the daily
burden on women, improves
child health, and strengthens
rural and semi-urban econ-
omies. The decision to scale
up investment in this sector
compared to the previous year
reflects an understanding that
development cannot be sus-
tained unless basic services are
assured. Water security isnot a
peripheral concern; it is central
to public health, social equity,
and economic participation.

What gives coherence to
these priorities is the way the
Budget integrates social devel-
opment with economic strat-
egy. Education, housing, and
water are treated not as iso-
lated welfare measures but as
interconnected foundations of
growth. When households have
access to basic services, they
are better positioned to invest
in education, participate in the
workforce, and respond to eco-
nomic opportunities. Poverty
reduction, in this framework,
is achieved through capabil-
ity-building rather than tem-
porary relief. It reflects a shift
from managing deprivation to
enabling aspiration.

A defining feature of the Bud-
get is its strong emphasis on
environmental responsibility
and green growth. The govern-
ment’s approach recognises
that climate change isnolonger
a distant environmental issue
but an immediate economic
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challenge. Investments in re-
newable energy, clean infra-
structure, sustainable urban
development, and energy effi-
ciency signal a decisive move

towards climate-conscious
planning. This approach treats
sustainability not as a con-
straint on growth but as a path-
way to future competitiveness.

The Budget’s focus on emerg-
ing carbon markets and carbon
trading technologies is particu-
larly noteworthy. Carbon trad-
ing introduces market-based
incentives for emissions reduc-
tion, encouraging innovation
rather than compliance alone.
By leveraging technology
for measurement, reporting,
and verification of emissions,
carbon markets create trans-
parency and credibility. This
allows Indian industries to
participate in global value
chains that are increasingly
shaped by sustainability stan-
dards. Carbon trading and
climate finance thus become
tools for economic transfor-
mation, attracting invest-
ment while aligning growth
with environmental respon-
sibility.

Green growth also has a di-
rect employment and indus-
trial dimension. Renewable
energy, clean mobility, ener-
gy-efficient construction, and
climateresilient infrastruc-
ture are sectors with strong
job-creation potential. By
integrating environmental
objectives into mainstream
economic planning, the Bud-
get avoids the false binary
between growth and sustain-
ability. Instead, it advances
a model where economic ex-
pansion and ecological re-
sponsibility reinforce each
other.

Capital expenditure contin-
ues to play a stabilizing role
in this strategy. Infrastruc-
ture investment enhances
productivity, strengthens
supply chains, and supports
private investment. While fi-
nancial markets may respond
to the Budget with short-term

fluctuations, long-term confi-
dence depends on policy con-
sistency, fiscal discipline, and

DIGITAL WAR OF WORDS

For decades,
Assam waited
for the
connectivity it
deserved. In the
past five years,
we have moved
with clear intent
to change that
reality. Now,

in every corner
of the state,
better roads
and stronger
connectivity are
driving a new
pace of progress
across Assam.

~ Dr. Himanta
Biswa Sarma

clarity of direction. In this
regard, the Budget reassures
the middle class by balancing
developmental ambition with
responsible economic man-
agement.

Notably, the Budget avoids
the temptation of populism.
It focuses on steady delivery,
institutional strengthening,
and future readiness rather
than quick fixes. The idea of
Viksit Bharat finds expres-
sion here not as a slogan but
as a policy framework that
links human development,
environmental responsibili-
ty, and economic resilience.
Taken together, the Union
Budget 202627 presents a
thoughtful and forward-look-
ing roadmap, reinforcing the
belief that when governance
prioritizes fundamentals and
plans for the future, develop-
ment becomes both inclusive
and sustainable.
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‘Assamese or Miya?’: CM Sarma challenges Congress
under Gaurav Gogoi to clarify political stand

GUWAHATI

Assam Chief Minister Himanta Biswa
Sarma mounted a sharp political attack
on the Congress, demanding that the
party under the leadership of Gaurav
Gogoi clearly state whether it stands
with what he described as the interests
of indigenous Assamese people or with
the Miya community.

Speaking to the media in Dergaon
after distributing cheques to women
beneficiaries under state empowerment
schemes, Sarma alleged that the Con-
gress has undergone a fundamental ide-
ological and organisational shift since
Gogoi assumed leadership.

“The Congress party must clarify
its stand in advance-whether it is on
the side of the Assamese people or on
the side of the Miyas. This question has
become unavoidable today,” the Chief
Minister said.

Mizoram

Raising concerns over what he
termed demographic pressure and land

Section 163 imposed in

filtration over the years has resulted in

large-scale occupation of land in Assam.
He alleged that nearly 3.2 million bighas
have been encroached upon, posing a
threat to indigenous communities.

“Earlier, such settlements were
largely confined to areas like Barpeta
and Dhubri. Now we are seeing a move-
ment towards places like Duliajan and
Margherita,” he said. “If this continues,
where will the indigenous people of As-
sam stay, and where will they go?”

Referring to protests and slo-
gan-shouting during the Congress’s on-
going Parivartan Yatra, Sarma linked
the reactions to growing public anxiety
over land rights, identity and cultural
preservation. He also cited alleged en-
croachments near religious and herit-
age sites, claiming these developments
have intensified local resentment.

The Chief Minister further alleged
that individuals “hostile to Assamese
interests” have gained influence with-

in the Congress since Gogoi took over,
something he said was not the case
during the leadership tenures of former
state Congress presidents Ripun Bora
and Bhupen Kumar Borah.

“During Ripun Bora and Bhupen
Borah’s time, such people had no
space in the Congress. Today, under
Gaurav Gogoi, anti-Assamese ele-
ments have found a place in the par-
ty’s core functioning,” Sarma alleged.

He specifically named Aman Udud,
claiming that he plays a key role in the
Congress social media cell, and linked
him ideologically to Delhi-based activ-
ist Harsh Mander. Sarma alleged that
both were associated with narratives
that challenge established Assamese
history and identity.

“These are the people advising
Gaurav Gogoi today,” Sarma said,
adding that such narratives go
against the interests and sentiments

of Assamese society.

Sarma also accused the Congress
social media machinery of engaging
in what he described as “character as-
sassination,” alleging that it was be-
ing used to spread malicious rumours
about his family. “Is this how politics
should be conducted?” he asked.

He said issues related to Gogoi
and what he referred to as “Paki-
stan-linked allegations” would be
discussed in the state cabinet, after
which he would address the media on
February 8.

On alliance-related matters, Sarma
said seat-sharing discussions between
the BJP and the Asom Gana Parishad
(AGP), including in Dergaon constitu-
ency, would be resolved through dia-
logue. “We do not believe in distribut-
ing tickets amid chaos. Decisions will
be taken peacefully at the discussion
table,” he said.

health minister
stresses
behavioural

change to stem
HIV spread

AIZAWL

Amid rising concern over high
HIV prevalence in the Northeast,
Mizoram Health Minister Lalrin-
puiion February 6 emphasised the
need for a behavioural approach
as the first line of defence against
new HIV infections.

Addressing the North East
Multimedia Campaign (Red Fest)
in Aizawl, the minister called for
renewed focus on the ‘ABC’ ap-
proach-abstinence, being faithful
to one partmer, and correct and
consistent use of condoms-which
she described as the most effective
method to prevent and control
HIV transmission.

“The ABC approach remains
the core principle in our fight
against HIV. Returning to these ba-
sicsisessential toensurearisk-free
future for our youth,” Lalrinpuii
said.The event was jointly organ-
ised by the Mizoram State AIDS
Control Society (MSACS) and the
National AIDS Control Organisa-
tion (NACO) as part of efforts to
promote HIV/AIDS awareness
across the Northeastern states.Lal-
rinpuii said the campaign seeks to
educate young people about HIV/
AIDS, promote healthy lifestyles
and risk-free behaviour, improve
access to treatment for those af-
fected, and eliminate stigma asso-
ciated with the disease.Expressing
concern over the region’s high
HIV burden, she urged Northeast-
ern states to intensify collective
efforts to prevent further spread of
the infection. “The Northeastern
states continue to record the high-
est HIV prevalence in the country.
With unity, sustained effort and
hope, controlling HIV/AIDS is an
achievable goal,” she said.Chief
Secretary Khilli Ram Meena, who
was also present at the event, said
discrimination remains a major
barrier to HIV testing and treat-
ment. He stressed that collective
responsibility and empathy are
essential to building a society
in which people living with HIV
can live with dignity and equal
opportunity.

Kokrajhar ahead of HSLC,
HS examinations

KOKRAJHAR

Ahead of the High School Leaving
Certificate (HSLC) and Higher Sec-
ondary (HS) examinations, 2026, the
Kokrajhar district administration
has imposed prohibitory orders
under Section 163 of the Bharatiya
Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS),
2023, to ensure the smooth and fair
conduct of the exams.

District Magistrate Pankaj
Chakravarty on Thursday issued
the order in view of the examina-
tions scheduled from February 10
to March 16. The directive aims to
prevent disturbances caused by
noise pollution, large gatherings
near examination centres and at-
tempts to use unfair means.

A total of 31 HSLC examination
centres and 22 HS examination cen-
tres have been set up across the dis-
trict. The restrictions are intended
to maintain peace, discipline and
tranquillity in and around these
centres throughout the examina-
tion period.

According to the notification,
the entry of unauthorised per-

sons-other than candidates and of-
ficials involved in conducting and
monitoring the examinations-has
been prohibited within a radius of
100 metres of the examination cen-
tres on exam days. The order also
bans the assembly of three or more
persons within the restricted zone,
except examinees and authorised
personnel.

The use of loudspeakers and
high-decibel sound systems within
a 200-metre radius of examination
centres has been prohibited to
avoid disturbances. In addition,
carrying electronic communica-
tion devices such as smartwatches,
health bands, electronic pens or
scanners, Bluetooth devices, ear-
phones, microphones or similar
gadgets within 100 metres of the
centres has been strictly banned.

The order further prohibits car-
rying weapons, explosives or any
suspicious objects in the restricted
area. Obstruction of traffic, illegal
parking and the setting up of food
stalls near the examination centres
will also not be permitted.

Meghalaya mine blast: Assam sends senior
kers from state die

GUWAHATI

The Assam government has
deputed a team of senior of-
ficials to Meghalaya’s East
Jaintia Hills district to oversee
rescue and relief operations af-
ter six labourers from Assam
were killed in an explosion at
an illegal coal mine on Febru-
ary s.

Officials said all six de-
ceased workers hailed from
Cachar district. An official
statement issued from Sil-
char confirmed that senior
district-level officers have
reached the blast site to co-
ordinate response measures,
facilitate inter-departmental
support, and assist families of
the victims.

Five injured workers have
been admitted to Silchar Med-
ical College and Hospital,
where they are undergoing
treatment under close medi-
cal supervision. Among the
officials deployed to the site
is Roktim Baruah, Additional

officials as six wor

District Commissioner and
Chief Executive Officer of the
District Disaster Management
Authority, who is supervising
operations on the ground.

The Assam administration
has also coordinated with the
National Disaster Response
Force (NDRF), with teams
from its 1st Battalion based
at Patgaon being kept ready
for deployment to reinforce
rescue efforts if required. Offi-
cials said the situation is being

Churachandpur sees cautious calm after protests over

IMPHAL
Normalcy began returning to parts
of Manipur’s Churachandpur district
on February 6after two days of unrest
triggered by the participation of three
BJPlegislators from the Kuki-Zoand
Hmar communities in the formation
of the state’s new popular govern-
ment.

Police said the protests, which
broke out on February 5, were large-
ly confined to the Tuibong-Kangvai
stretch of Churachandpur town.
Demonstrations turned violent at a
few locations, prompting authorities
to reinforce security deployment to
prevent escalation. Nofresh incidents
were reported on Friday, officials
said.

Markets and shops reopened in
several areasasdaily activities gradu-
ally resumed, though many establish-
ments in the Tuibong area remained
shuttered. The districtadministration
said the situation was under control,

Kuki-Zo BJP MLAs joining Manipur go

B o RS

with additional security forces kept
onstandby tomaintainlaw and order.

The unrest followed the swear-
ing-in of BJP MLA Nemcha Kipgen
as Deputy Chief Minister, along with
MLAs LM Khauteand Ngursanglung
Sanate, a move that drew sharp
opposition from Kuki-Zo civil socie-
ty organisations. Protesters alleged
that the legislators’ decision to join
the government ran contrary to the
collective position adopted by the
community.

Tensions escalated after two tribal
bodies imposed a “total shutdown”
across Kuki-dominated areas of
Churachandpur. Protest rallies
were also held in Kangpokpi and
Tengnoupal districts, where dem-
onstrators accused the legislators
of betraying community interests.

Kuki-Zo groups have been
demanding a separate administra-
tive arrangement, citing the ethnic
violence that erupted in Manipur
in May 2023 and the prolonged dis-

vernment

placement of both Kuki-Zo and Meitei
populations since then.

Meanwhile, the Zomi Council,
the apex body of the Zomi tribe, has
summoned the three legislators to
explain their decision to join the
government. In a statement issued
on Friday night, the council said the
MLAS were elected with the expec-
tation that they would uphold the
aspirations and collective will of the
community.

Expressing disappointment over
what it described as widespread pub-
lic dismay, the council warned that
failure to engage in dialogue could
lead to “appropriate organisational
measures,” including restrictions
on the legislators’ entry into Zomi
Council premises.

While the return of relative calm
has brought temporary relief to
Churachandpur, authoritiesacknowl-
edge that political and social tensions
in Manipur’s hill districts contin-

Congress predicts comeback in Assam in 2026,
attacks BJP over Sixth Schedule, hill district concerns

GUWAHATI

The Congress asserted that it is set to return
to power in Assam in the 2026 Assembly
elections, claiming that public sentiment
has turned decisively against the BJP-led
government headed by Chief Minister Him-
anta Biswa Sarma.

Addressing the media at Rajiv Bhawan
in Haflong, AICC Media Department editor
Happy Gogoi said the mood across the state
clearly favours a change in government. He
maintained that the BJP would be voted out
after nearly a decade in power.

Speaking at the press interaction, AICC
media in-charge Dr Anika Mehrotra said
the Congress has already begun prepara-
tions for the upcoming polls, with the All In-
dia Congress Committee constituting mul-
tiple committees to oversee election-related
work. She said these teams have started
groundwork across Assam, while sharply
criticising the BJP for what she described
as its failure to resolve long-standing issues,
particularly in hill districts such as Dima
Hasao.

Dr Mehrotra alleged that tribal rights
have been systematically weakened since
the BJP assumed power in the state. She
claimed that land belonging to indigenous
tribal communities in the hill districts had
been handed over to corporate houses, nam-
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ing major business groups in the process.
She said that if the Congress returns to pow-
er, the provisions of Article 244(A) under the
Sixth Schedule of the Constitution would be
implemented “in letter and spirit.”

She added that senior Congress leader
Rahul Gandhi has already assured that
effective implementation of Article 244(A)
would be a priority once the party forms the
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government in Assam. According to her,
the Congress has consistently worked for
the protection of Sixth Schedule provisions,
unlike the BJP, which she accused of under-
mining constitutional safeguards meant for
tribal areas.

The Congress leader further alleged that
people in Assam are increasingly afraid to
speak out under the current regime. Draw-

ing a contrast with the tenure of former
Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi, she said the
state had witnessed peace and development
during the Congress era, with insurgency
being addressed through dialogue, agree-
ments and memoranda of understanding
with militant groups. She accused the BJP
of fostering divisions and pushing the state
towards unrest through a “divide and rule”
approach.

Raising concerns over electoral process-
es, Dr Mehrotra alleged that the BJP was
attempting to manipulate voters’ lists in
the name of SIR. She warned that people
would not remain silent and claimed that
BJP candidates would face strong resist-
ance on the ground during the elections.
She said the Congress would continue to
stand with the people in what she described
as a decisive political battle.

Meanwhile, AICC media department
editor Hepi Gogoi recalled promises made
by Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Un-
ion Home Minister Amit Shah during the
2016 Assembly elections, including grant-
ing Scheduled Tribe status to six commu-
nities and permanently resolving Assam’s
flood problem. She alleged that neither
promise had been fulfilled. Gogoi further
claimed that Chief Minister Himanta Bis-
wa Sarma was aware that granting ST sta-
tus to the six communities could weaken
his political position.

Expressing confidence in the party’s
prospects, Congress leaders asserted that
the formation of a Congress government
in Assam in 2026 was “almost certain,” cit-
ing growing public dissatisfaction with the
BJP’s performance over the past decade.

monitored at the highest ad-
ministrative level.

“All necessary support
systems, including logistics,
medical services and commu-
nication, have been activated
to ensure effective response
management,” the statement
said.

Earlier, the Assam govern-
ment announced an ex-gratia
of Rs 5 lakh for the next of kin
of each labourer from the state
who died in the blast. Chief
Minister Himanta Biswa Sar-
ma said the Assam Chief Secre-
tary is in constant touch with
his counterpart in Meghalaya
to ensure coordination during
rescue and relief operations.

Meanwhile, Meghalaya Po-
lice on Friday produced two
persons, believed to be owners
of illegal coal mines linked to
the explosion, before a local
court and secured three days
of police custody. East Jaintia
Hills Superintendent of Police
Vikash Kumar said the overall
death toll in the incident has

risen to 25.

Rescue operations are con-
tinuing amid difficult condi-
tions, with one of the mines
rendered inaccessible due to
a landslide. Teams from the
State Disaster Response Force,
NDREF, Border Security Force
and medical units are engaged
in search and rescue opera-
tions, while the Army and Air
Force remain on standby.

Several workers are still
feared trapped inside the
mines, with families of at least
six miners reporting their rel-
atives missing. Nine seriously
injured workers are currently
undergoing treatment at vari-
ous hospitals.

Meghalaya Chief Minister
Conrad K. Sangma has said
stringent action will be taken
against those responsible for
the blast. He has deputed two
Cabinet ministers to assess the
situation on the ground, while
senior police and mining de-
partment officials continue to
remain stationed at the site.

Owaisi hits out at Himanta
Biswa Sarma over ‘Miya
Muslims’ remark, calls it

unconstitutional and divisive

NEW DELHI

AIMIM chief Asaduddin Owaisi on
February 6 mounted a sharp attack
on Assam Chief Minister Himanta
Biswa Sarma over his controversial
remarks on “troubling Miya Mus-
lims,” describing them as uncon-
stitutional, divisive and a threat to
India’s democratic ethos.

Mocking the chief minister’s
statement, Owaisi said, “I want to
give you Rs 2 in alms,” accusing
Sarma of reducing constitutional
governance to prejudice and intim-
idation. He asserted that the Consti-
tution guarantees equality before
the law and prohibits discrimina-
tion on the basis of religion or com-
munity.

“The Constitution says all are
equal. No discrimination should be
done, whether it is a chief minister
or anyone else,” Owaisi said, adding
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that no elected authority has the
right to selectively target a section
of citizens.

The AIMIM leader alleged that
Bengali-speaking Muslims in As-
sam were being routinely scape-
goated for political ends. “If vegeta-
ble prices increase in Assam, Miya
Muslims are blamed. If someone
wants to vote, they are told to go to
Bangladesh,” he said, claiming that
such rhetoric was designed to vilify
an entire community.

Owaisi’'s remarks came in re-
sponse to Sarma’s recent comments
advocating action against “Miya
Muslims” in the state.

The chief minister had reported-
ly said, “Trouble the Miya Muslims
by any means. If they face trouble,
they will go from Assam... We are
directly against the Miya Muslims.
We are not hiding anything.”

The statements have triggered
a political storm in election-bound
Assam, with opposition parties ac-
cusing the BJP of indulging in overt
communal polarisation to consol-
idate votes. Critics have described
the remarks as unprecedented
for a constitutional authority and
warned that such language could
further deepen social and commu-
nal fault lines.

The BJP, however, has main-
tained that its position in Assam
is focused on addressing illegal
immigration and safeguarding the
rights of indigenous communities.
Bengali-speaking Muslims have
frequently been labelled as “illegal
infiltrators” in political discourse,
an issue that continues to shape As-
sam’s electoral and identity politics.
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ailways now
oenerating small
revenue surplus:

Vaishnaw

NEW DELHI

Railways Minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw on Friday said the
financial health of the Railways
hasimproved inthelast10years,
adding that the national trans-
porter has now a small revenue
surplus after meeting all costs.

Replyingtosupplementaries
during the Question Hour in the
Rajya Sabha, the minister said
5.04 lakh jobs were generated
during the 2014-24 period while
another 1.5 lakh employment
is being provided in the third
term of the NDA government.
Vaishnaw said there have been
sustained efforts in the last 10
years to increase freight traffic
and passenger revenue, besides
controlling cost. “Under the
leadership of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, there has been
alotof improvement in thefinan-
cialhealth of the Indian Railways
in the last 10 years,” he said in
reply toa question by BJP mem-
ber Laxmikant Bajpayee.

Vaishnaw said the rail-
ways staff cost stands at around
Rs 1.18 1akh crore for about 12
lakh employees while 18 lakh
pensioners cost Rs 65,000 crore.
Theenergy cost is Rs32,000 crore,
finance cost Rs 23,000 crore and
maintenance cost Rs 8,000 crore.

The overall cost of Railways
is Rs 2.74 lakh crore, he added.
“Railways is earning a small
surplus after meeting all its
costs because of the steps taken
by the Centreinthelast10years,”
Vaishnaw said.

“Inthe2024-25fiscal year, the
operatingratiowas98.22%, gross
traffic receipts Rs 2,65,114 crore
and surplus Rs 2,660 crore,” he
said in a written reply.

Vaishnaw said the PM’s
decision to achieve complete
electrification of the railway
network has led to reduction in
theenergy cost besides providing
immense environmental bene-
fits. The diesel and electrical cost
has reduced to about Rs 32,400
crore from Rs 37,841 crore four

years ago, despite increase in
freight traffic, Vaishnaw said. He
added thatthe Railwaysishaving
asmall revenue surplus because
ofefficiencies in operations, espe-
cially saving of Rs 5,500 crore in
energy cost, better maintenance
practice, and increase in freight
traffic by 400 million tonnes.

Vaishnaw said the govern-
ment is providing a subsidy of
Rs 60,000 crore to all passengers.
The subsidy level is at 45% in
the railway fare for passengers.
He added that the recruitment
process for 18,000 assistant loco
pilots has been completed and
their onboarding has begun.

Replying to another sup-
plementary, Vaishnaw said the
Modigovernment has paid signif-
icant attention to the Northeast,
with the Budget increased to Rs
11,486 crore from Rs 2,000 crore
during the UPA government.
During the Zero Hour, the min-
ister informed the House about
progress in railway works in
J&K and Kerala.

Sonia Gandhi calls revision
plea “frivolous and politically
motivated’, seeks its dismissal

NEW DELHI

Congress Leader Sonia Gandhi has
opposed the criminal revision peti-
tion filed against her in the Rouse
Avenue Court, stating in her reply
that the plea is based on incorrect,
misleading and speculative facts and
is “wholly misconceived, frivolous,
politically motivated and an abuse
of the process of law.”

In a reply filed through counsel
before the Court of Special Judge
(CBI) Vishal Gogne, she has con-
tested the allegations relating to

her alleged inclusion in the electoral
rolls prior to acquiring Indian citi-
zenship and sought dismissal of the
revision petition. The response adds
that the complainant has made seri-
ous accusations in a reckless manner
based on assumptions, media reports
and personal presumptions rather
than authentic records. It states
that no specific document has been
identified as having been forged or
falsified and that the allegations lack
material particulars.

Sonia Gandhi’s reply further
maintains that matters relating

to citizenship fall exclusively
within the domain of the Central
Government, while preparation
and maintenance of electoral rolls
is the statutory responsibility of the
Election Commission of India. It con-
tends that criminal courts cannot
assume jurisdiction over such issues
by entertaining private complaints,
as this would amount to interference
in the electoral process.

The response also disputes claims
that her name was re-entered in the
electoral roll on the basis of any
application or forged documentation.

It states that the complainant has
failed to place on record any authen-
tic application or supporting record
allegedly used for inclusion in the
voter list, nor has any attempt been
shown to obtain such documents
through lawful means.

Denying further allegations,
the reply rejects presumptions that
fabricated government identity doc-
uments were used to obtain registra-
tion or that she cast a vote in the 1980
general election. It describes such
claims as baseless assertions made
without evidence.

The response also questions
the reliance placed on old media
reports, stating that such materi-
al does not carry legal recognition
and cannot form the basis of crim-
inal proceedings. It contends that
the complainant is attempting to
revive a controversy from 1980-83
after more than four decades with-
out any foundational documentary
proof, making the allegations stale
and legally untenable.

Legal objections have also been
raised regarding the maintainability
of the complaint. The reply states
that mandatory statutory require-
ments under the BNSS were not com-
plied with, including proper filing of
a valid affidavit, and therefore, the
court lacks jurisdiction to entertain
the complaint.

The revision petition has been
filed by advocate Vikas Tripathi,
challenging the Magistrate Court’s
September 2025 order, which had
dismissed his earlier complaint at
the threshold. The Magistrate had
observed that issues relating to
citizenship and electoral rolls fall
within the jurisdiction of the Central
Government and the Election
Commission of India and cannot
be adjudicated through a criminal
complaint. Sonia Gandhi’s reply,
filed through advocates Tarannum
Cheema, Kanishka Singh, Akash
Singh and Akshay Nagarajan, seeks
dismissal of the revision petition on
the ground that it is based on conjec-
tures, stale references and lacks any
essential factual foundation.

Trump

Indlia bL

litts 25% punitive tari

s on

t puts Russian oil imports
under US monitoring

WASHINGTON

US President Donald Trump on
Friday signed an executive order
rescinding a 25% punitive tariff on
Indian imports thathad been imposed
over India’s purchases of Russian
energy.

The White House said the move
followed assurances from India that
it would stop directly or indirectly
importing Russian oil — assertions
that New Delhi has not publicly con-
firmed.

Intheexecutiveorder, Trumpreit-
erated that India would stop buying
Russian oil and increase imports of
US energy.

“Specifically, India has committed
tostopdirectly or indirectly importing
Russian Federation oil, hasrepresent-
ed that it will purchase United States

energy products from the United
States, and has recently committed
toaframework with the United States
to expand defense cooperation over
the next 10 years,” the order said.
The document adds that Indiahas
taken “significant steps” to address
US concernsover Russian oil purchas-
es and to “align sufficiently with the
United States on national security,
foreign policy and economic matters.”
India, however, hasnot endorsed
Trump’s claim that it will cease
purchases of Russian energy. New
Delhi has consistently defended its
imports of discounted Russian crude,
arguing that its decisions are guided
by national interest and the need to
ensure energy security for its vast
population. Indian officialshave pre-
viously said oil sourcing decisions are
commercial in nature and factor in

evolving global dynamics.

Despitelifting the tariffs, the exec-
utive ordermakes clear that therelief
is conditional. It establishes a formal
US government monitoring mech-
anism to verify whether India has
indeed stopped importing Russian oil,
directly or indirectly. US Secretary of
Commerce Howard Lutnick hasbeen
tasked with overseeing thisprocess, in
coordination with Secretary of State
MarcoRubioand Treasury Secretary
Scott Bessent.

US President Donald Trump
speakstoreporters as heflies aboard
Air Force One from Joint Base
Andrews, Md., to West Palm Beach,
Fla., Friday, Feb. 6, 2026.

‘India is clearly reducing Russian
oil imports’: US Expert Lisa Curtis |
US-India trade agreement

The orderlays outa clear enforce-

ment trigger. “If the Secretary of
Commerce finds that India has
resumed directly or indirectly import-
ingRussian Federation oil,” it states,
the Secretary of State—atfter consul-
tations with senior Cabinet officials
and White House advisers—*“shall
recommend whether and to what
extent Ishould take additional action
astoIndia, including whetherIshould
reimpose the additional ad valorem
rate of duty of 25 percent on imports
of articles of India.”

Thelistof officials involved in any
such recommendation includes the
Homeland Security Secretary, the US
Trade Representative, the National
Security Adviser, and senior presi-
dential advisers on economic policy
and trade, underscoring that the issue
will be treated as both an economic
and national security matter.

“The Secretary of Commerce, in
coordination with the Secretary of
State, the Secretary of the Treasury,
and any other senior official the
Secretary of Commerce deems appro-
priate, shall monitor whether India
resumesdirectly or indirectly import-
ingRussian Federation oil, as defined
insection7of Executive Order 14329. If
the Secretary of Commerce finds that
Indiahasresumeddirectly or indirect-
ly importing Russian Federation oil,
the Secretary of State, in consultation
with the Secretary of the Treasury, the
Secretary of Commerce, the Secretary
of Homeland Security, the United
States Trade Representative, the
Assistanttothe President for National
Security Affairs, the Assistant tothe
President for Economic Policy, and
the Assistant to the President and
Senior Counselor for Trade and
Manufacturing, shall recommend
whether and to what extent I should
take additional action as to India,
including whether Ishould reimpose
theadditional ad valoremrate of duty
of 25 percent on imports of articles of
India,” the order reads.

Trump says US talks with
Iran “very good’, more
negotiations expected

WASHINGTON

US President Donald Trump
said that Washington had
“very good talks” on Iran
after the two sides held an
indirect dialogue in Oman,
pledging another round of
negotiations next week.

Iran for its part said it
expected to hold more nego-
tiations with the United
States, hailing a “positive
atmosphere” during a day
of talks in the Gulf sultanate.

With an American naval
group led by an aircraft carri-
er in Middle Eastern waters,
US and Iranian delegations
held talks in Muscat on
Friday mediated by Oman
without publicly meeting
face-to-face.

“We likewise had very
good talks on Iran,” Trump
told reporters on board Air
Force One en route to his
Mar-a-Lago resort in Florida.

“We’re going to meet
again early next week,” he
added.

Shortly after the talks
concluded, the US announced
new sanctions against ship-
ping entities and vessels,
aimed at curbing Iran’s oil
exports.

Trump also signed an
executive order Friday ena-
bling his administration to
impose tariffs on goods from
countries doing business
with Iran, with any potential
levies threatening trade with
countries including China,
Germany and the United
Arab Emirates.

It was not clear if the
moves were linked to the
talks, which were the first
between the two foes since
the United States joined
Israel’s war with Iran in June
with strikes on its nuclear
sites. While Iran warned
against further threats after
Washington raised the spec-
tre of new military action,
Trump said: “If they don’t
make a deal, the consequenc-
es are very steep.”

Foreign Minister Abbas
Araghchi, who led Iran’s del-
egation in Muscat, said talks

“focused exclusively” on the
Iranian nuclear program,
which the West believes is
aimed at making an atomic
bomb but Tehran insists is
peaceful.

The US delegation, led
by Middle East envoy Steve
Witkoff and Trump’s influ-
ential son-in-law Jared
Kushner, had also wanted
Tehran’s backing for militant
groups, its ballistic missile
program and treatment of
protesters on the agenda.

“In a very positive atmos-
phere, our arguments were
exchanged and the views of
the other side were shared
with us,” Araghchi told
Iranian state TV, adding that
the two sides had “agreed to
continue negotiations.”

Speaking to the offi-
cial IRNA news agency,
Araghchi expressed hope
that Washington would
refrain from “threats and
pressure” so that “the talks
can continue.”

Admiral Brad Cooper, the
commander of US Central
Command, was present at
the talks, according to images
published by the Oman News
Agency.

Multiple sessions of talks
in the morning and afternoon
involved both sides shuttling
to and from the residence of
Omani Foreign Minister
Badr Albusaidi.

The foreign ministry of
US ally Qatar expressed hope
the talks would “lead to a
comprehensive agreement
that serves the interests of
both parties and enhances
security and stability in the
region.” The White House has
made clear it wants the talks
torein in Tehran’s ability to
make a nuclear weapon, an
ambition the Islamic republic
has always denied. French
Foreign Minister Jean-Noel
Barrot said on Friday that
Iran should stop being a
“destabilising power,” citing
its nuclear program and sup-
port for “terrorist” groups.

Barrot also called on
“groups supported by Iran” to
exert “the utmost restraint”

in the event of any military
escalation involving the
Islamic republic.

Tehran provides support
for numerous groups in the
region, including Hezbollah
in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza,
the Houthis in Yemen and
various armed groups in Iraq.

Trump initially threat-
ened military action against
Tehran over its crackdown
on protesters last month,
which rights groups say
killed thousands, and even
told demonstrators “help is
on its way”.

Regional powers includ-
ing Turkey, Saudi Arabia and
Qatar urged the United States
not to intervene, calling on
Washington and Tehran to
instead return to talks.

The US-based Human
Rights Activists News
Agency (HRANA) said Friday
it has confirmed 6,505 protest-
ers were Killed, as well as 214
members of the security forc-
es and 61 bystanders.

Those numbers are
expected to climb because
the magnitude of the crack-
down has been masked by the
blanket internet shutdown
imposed by the authorities
for more than a fortnight,
rights groups say.

At 51,000 people have been
arrested amid “the growing
use of forced confessions,”
according to HRANA.

Trump’s rhetoric in
recent days, however, has
focused on reining in the
Iranian nuclear program
and the US has moved a naval
group led by aircraft carrier
USS Abraham Lincoln into
the region.

Iran has repeatedly
vowed it will hit back at
US bases in the region if
attacked.The new sanctions
to curb Iran’s oil exports
come with Trump “com-
mitted to driving down the
Iranian regime’s illicit oil
and petrochemical exports
under the administration’s
maximum pressure cam-
paign,” State Department
spokesman Tommy Pigott
said in a statement.
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When Al serves the underserved by bridging
access gaps and linkage to health services

DeepTek CXR-Y| almost (0T N L KU

TLEIAL] patients and (1% of finding
1 person with TB disease into [

SHOBHA SHUKLA - CNS

If one assumes that artificial intelligence (AI)
is for the ‘haves’ and not ‘have-nots,” then let us
dive deeper into how Al is helping reach the un-
reached populations with state-of-the-art public
health services. Not just Global North, but several
countries of the Global South too are shattering
this stereotype of ‘Al for the rich and mighty’ by
deploying Al to serve the most underserved com-
munities and helping overcome access barriers.
This becomes even more important when such
person-centred Al tools comes from Global South
innovators like DeepTek.

Before the largest TB and lung disease confer-
ence opens this year (Asia Pacific Regional Con-
ference of the International Union Against Tu-
berculosis and Lung Disease or APRC 2026), let us
dive deeper in how Al has been deployed in the re-
gion as well as globally to serve the underserved.

Unless we prevent all TB infection, find all
those with TB disease and link them to treatment,
care and support pathway, the #endTB goal would
remain elusive. When we miss TB cases, TB infec-
tion spreads, people suffer.

Finding TB early and accurately has been a
formidable challenge till recently. Due to access
barriers faced by those who are at higher TB risk
as well as bad diagnostic tests like microscopy
(which missed half or more of TB among those
who took a TB test), we were (and are) failing to
find all TB. Unless we find all TB, we cannot stop
the spread of infection (because soon after initia-
tion of right treatment, lung TB stops spreading)
and reduce avoidable human suffering and un-
timely deaths.

Only 58 months left to end TB: Keep the prom-
ise!

In 2023 when all world leaders met at the UN
General Assembly High Level Meeting on TB,
they promised to find at least 90% of all people
with TB by 2027 and link them with standard ser-
vices for treatment, care and support. Earlier, all
world leaders had committed to deliver on Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs), one of the
target is to end TB by 2030. But this is easier said
than done.

One critical challenge is that we have to find
people with TB disease when they have no symp-
toms. Several government-led surveys show that
almost half of TB is among the asymptomatic and
could only be detected with X-Rays. But access to
radiology is limited and radiologists even more
scarce. This is where Al-enabled TB detection
comes as a saviour.

Al-enabled handheld and ultraportable X-Rays
(battery operated) are increasingly being taken to
the communities (even in far and remote areas)
and screen everyone - regardless of TB symptoms.

Several countries in Asia and the Pacific re-
gion deploys Al to screen people who are at a high-
er risk of TB but least likely to access care. These
include homeless people, migrant workers, people
in prisons, among others. TB is the deadliest infec-
tious disease globally.

Al turning point

In July 2021, WHO had integrated Al powered
computer-aided detection software into its official
guidelines for TB screening and diagnosis to help
bridge the “missing millions” gap in detection. AI
powered software can be used to interpret digital
chest X-rays for TB screening.

This was historically the first time ever when
AI powered computer-aided detection software
was recommended for use in interpreting chest
X-Rays for TB.

Al accuracy similar to that of human radiolo-
gists

Several studies show that Al-enabled comput-
er-aided detection software can achieve highly
sensitive TB detection in population-based screen-
ing and has accuracy on-par with human readers.

Generally speaking, Al became a substitute for
a human expert reader in places where experts
were not available (for example, a radiologist or
trained medical officer) to detect abnormalities
consistent with TB and avoid delays in the care
pathway.

This was a big gamechanger because avail-
ability of human experts is often scarce in low-
and middle-income countries. And it saves time
of experts where Al can be of help. And who was
getting benefitted the most? Underserved people.

India made a foundational shift following sci-
ence and evidence

India, a country with highest TB burden glob-
ally, led from the front and made a foundational
shift worldwide on 7th December 2024 by being the
first country globally to screen everyone in high-
risk settings for TB with artificial intelligence
(AI) enabled handheld X-Rays and offer them up-
front molecular test Truenat and linkage to appro-
priate treatment, care and support. Initially this
drive was launched in almost half of districts in
the country and later expanded nationwide (as
per the concept note of government of India).

Within the first 100 days, India screened over
120 million people across the country in high-risk
settings - most of them were screened with Al-en-
abled X-Rays.

In the first 100 days, Indian government’s TB
programme could find over 285,000 people who
had no TB symptom (asymptomatic or sub-clini-
cal TB) - thanks to Al None of the TB asymptom-
atic people would have been found if Al-enabled
X-Rays were not taken closer to the communities
or at people’s doorstep.

Real gamechanger was Al because within few
seconds the AI generated report told the person
whether he/ she or they had presumptive TB.
Some Alslike that of DeepTek CXR Al (Genki) can
scan a person within seconds for over 20 findings.

Al saves mon-
KRC ey and helps save
Shaging Carvent o lives
Nothing holds you back
more than your own
insecurities. AL helped

save and maximise financial resources because
it was very cost effective and high impact public
health intervention when it comes to finding all
TB in high-risk settings. In an ideal world, ev-
eryone in high-risk settings (with or without TB
symptoms) should get an upfront molecular test
but this would be an extremely costly approach.
Al helps screen people at much lower costs and
those presumptive for TB are triaged for upfront
molecular testing for confirmation of active TB
disease, and linkage to care continuum.

The findings of the Indian government-led
Health Technology Assessment of India Study
published in 2025 further reinforce cost-effective-
ness of using Al for finding more TB. This study
compared Al tools with manual interpretation of
chest X-Ray to assess cost-effective as well as sen-
sitivity and specificity.

The study found that pooled sensitivity and
specificity of Al tools met the criteria of WHO con-
solidated guidelines for TB screening — and not
inferior to manual interpretation of chest X-Rays.

That is why this study strongly recommended
Al enabled interpretation of chest X-Rays especial-
ly where resources are scarce.

DeepTek’s Al making a difference worldwide

Recommended by the WHO for Al-powered TB
detection, DeepTek’s Al automatically analyses

son with TB disease without AI was INR 106,342
(US$ 1,250) whereas the cost to find one person
with TB with Genki Al reduced to INR 58,607 (US$
688).

“More importantly we see an impact on quali-
ty of life because through the use of Genki, we are
able to find patients who are sub-clinical or those
who have no symptoms yet. So impact of medi-
cation is better and so is the impact on quality of
life,” added Mohit.

“One of the key learnings is that when the
same Al product is used in different cohorts (for
example, different X-Ray machines, age groups,
ethnicities, genders or other such parameters) we
have slightly different accuracies. For example,
in different districts of Tamil Nadu we saw dif-
ferent accuracies of Al, however overall efficacy
numbers (sensitivity and specificity numbers) re-
mained fairly high around 92%,” he said.

Responsible Al

“Responsible Al is one of the key innovations
we have brought in, where while using this plat-
form, we automatically compare the Al outcome
with sputum results and radiology reviews. And
we help you identify what is the efficacy of Al at
your given setting and help you tune the AI to
your specific setting,” shared Mohit Agarwal.

With increasing deployment of AI enabled

Mohit Agarwal
Senior Director

{
e
DEEPT| |
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&=
X-Rays and molecular tests in low- and middle-in-
come countries, globally we were never so pre-
pared ever before - for multi-disease point-of-care
screening with Al and multi-disease point-of-care
molecular testing using the same diagnostic in-
frastructure in the Global South. Let us hope all
governments follow the science and evidence
and help serve the underserved with equity and
rights.
Shobha Shukla — CNS (Citizen News Service)
(Shobha Shukla is a feminist, health and devel-
opment justice advocate, and an award-winning
founding Managing Editor and Executive Direc-
tor of CNS (Citizen News Service). She was also
the Lead Discussant for SDG-3 at United Nations
inter-governmental High Level Political Forum
2025. She is a former senior Physics faculty of
prestigious Loreto Convent College; current Pres-
ident of Asia Pacific Regional Media Alliance for
Health, Gender and Development Justice (AP-
CAT Media); Chairperson of Global AMR Media
Alliance (GAMA received the inter-ministerial
AMR One Health Emerging Leaders and Out-
standing Talents Award 2024); and Host of SHE
& Rights (Sexual Health with Equity & Rights).
Follow her on Twitter/X @shobhalshukla or read
her writings here www.bit.ly/ShobhaShukla)

APRC 2026

@1 BANGKOK, THAILAND

the chest X-Rays (CXR) for over 20
conditions of the chest. Along with
Genki, DeepTek’s Augmento offers
a robust radiology Al platform.

“DeepTek’s CXR AI- Genki,
met the WHO performance stan-
dards in community-based and
facility-based screening for TB of
the lungs in people over 15 years
of age,” said Mohit Agarwal, Se-
nior Director of DeepTek. Mohit
is among the experts at APRC 2026
and Genki is being exhibited for
all delegates. “DeepTek CXR Al
is also compliant with The Global
Fund Quality Assurance Policy,”
he said.

All public hospitals in Singa-
pore deploying DeepTek’s Radiolo-
gy Solutions

Singapore government is adopt-
ing DeepTek’s solutions at the na-
tional level across all public hospi-
tals.

Several regulatory agencies
globally have validated or ap-
proved DeepTek’s CXR Al and at
varying level of rollout. These reg-
ulators include US FDA and those
of countries/ regions like Europe-
an Union, , Thailand, Singapore,
India (Indian Council of Medical
Research - ICMR and Central
Drugs Standard Control Organisa-
tion - CDSCO), Philippines, Malay-
sia, Indonesia, Kenya, UK, South
Africa among others.

“Currently DeepTek’s solutions
is deployed in more than 1000 hos-
pitals and medical imaging centres
(paying centres), and over 500 gov-
ernment-run public health screen-
ing sites globally, screening over
3 Million people across the globe,”
said Mohit Agarwal.

With Genki number of those de-
tected with TB doubled

Underpinning the much-need-
ed impact of Genki deployment
on finding more people with TB,
Mohit Agarwal said that over half
a million people were screened for
TB with Genki in Tamil Nadu, a
state in southern India.

“Genki almost doubled the yield
of TB patients, with 0.63% of people
who were screened diagnosed with
TB disease in districts of Tamil
Nadu where Genki was deployed.
This was compared with districts
of the state without Genki where
0.36% of those verbally screened
for TB symptoms were diagnosed
with TB disease,” said Mohit.

Cost of finding 1 person with TB
disease halves with use of Al

“Cost of identifying one person
with active TB disease is almost
halved when Genki is used,” said
Mohit Agarwal. Cost to find 1 per-
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‘B8isOne~Meghalaya Chapter of NEIR: A
Festival Where the Northeast Met Itself
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the venue came

The 8isOne-Meghalaya Chapter of North

East Integration Rally was not just a
cultural festival. It felt like a long con-
versation finally coming together. Held
over two days at Mebaai Resort in Um-
trew village of Ri Bhoi district, the event
celebrated the shared spirit, stories, and
struggles of the eight northeastern states
of India.

Organised by the Mebaai Group and
the North East Integration Rally, the fes-
tival brought artists, scholars, entrepre-
neurs, community leaders, and cultural
lovers under one roof. People came from
different corners of the Northeast, carry-
ing their own languages, clothes, songs,

and food. Yet, the feeling was one of close-

ness. Different, but deeply connected.
From the moment the festival began,

alive. Bright tradition-
al attire filled the space. Music echoed
through the hills. Dances from different
communities flowed one after another.
The colours, sounds, and smiles created
an atmosphere that felt warm and proud.
It was a reminder that the Northeast is
many worlds, yet one region.

The festival was built around dia-
logue as much as celebration. Alongside
performances, there were thoughtful
discussions and interactive networking
sessions. These spaces allowed people to
speak, listen, and reflect. Many conversa-
tions focused on building cultural bridg-
es and shaping shared narratives for the
region.

Participants spoke about the need to
protect indigenous traditions at a time
of fast change. Urban growth, migration,
and global media are reshaping daily life.

In this es, many local rctices, oral

histories, and art forms are slowly fad-
ing. The festival became a place to talk
about these concerns openly.

A key moment of the event was the
panel discussion titled “Cultural Inte-
gration through Art, Music, Literature
and Food in Meghalaya and Northeast
India.” The session was moderated by
Ibankyntiew Mawrie, Editor of 4Front
Media. It brought together voices from
art, academia, music, and community
work.

The panel featured Raphael Warjri,
anoted artist and filmmaker; Auswyn
Winter Japang, Assistant Professor at St.
Anthony’s College, Shillong; Hammars-
ing Kharhmar, musician and founder
of Da Minot Band; Alethea Lyngdoh,
Communication Head at NESFAS; and
Prasenjit Biswas, Professor of Philoso-
phy at North-Eastern Hill University.

The discussion moved deep and hon-
est. Panellists stressed the urgent need
to document and protect traditional
knowledge systems. They spoke about
oral histories, indigenous art, food prac-
tices, and community wisdom that have
survived for generations. Much of this
knowledge, they said, still lives only in
memory and everyday practice. Without
proper records, it remains fragile.

Speakers pointed out that culture
is not just performance. It is also food
cooked at home, stories told by elders,
and skills learned by watching and do-
ing. When these are lost, a part of identi-
ty is lost too.

At the same time, the panel did not ar-
gue against change. Instead, they spoke
about adapting tradition to modern tools.
Digital platforms, social media, film-
making, and online archives were seen
as powerful allies. These tools can help
indigenous voices reach wider audienc-
es, especially young people who now live
online.

Youth came up again and again in the
discussion. Panellists described young
people as both keepers of tradition and
creators of new paths. They encouraged
students, artists, and content creators to
take active roles in documenting their
communities. From short videos to mu-
sic experiments and digital storytelling,
new forms can keep old knowledge alive.

The discussion also highlighted the
need for collaboration. Artists, academ-
ics, community groups, and policy-
makers must work together. Cultural
preservation cannot happen in isolation.
Strong networks are needed to support
sustainable cultural growth across the
Northeast.
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