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With eye on ‘not Udta Punjab’, AAP
allocates Rs 130 crore for drug census

Agency: The AAP
government in Punjab on
Wednesday allocated Rs
150 crore to hold a drug
census to collect data
from every household to
understand the prevalence
of drugs, usage of de-
addiction centres and on
the socio-economic status
of the people. AAP chief
Arvind Kejriwal said the
drug census announced in
the state Budget 2025-26
was a bold step towards a
drug-free state, aimed at
creating a ‘Badalta Punjab’
(changing Punjab) and not
‘Udta Punjab’ (Punjab on
a high ). Punjab Finance
Minister Harpal Singh
Cheema, who presented the
Budget worth Rs 2.36 lakh
crore in the state Assembly,
said the AAP government
would use the drug census
data to craft an effective
and scientific strategy to

eradicate the problem of
drugs within the next one to
two years. “The drug census
will cover every household
and will collect data to
understand the prevalence
of drugs, the usage of
de-addiction centres and

on the socio-economic
status of the people of
Punjab. The government
will spend Rs 150 crore

on this initiative,” Cheema
said while presenting the
state Budget for the fourth
time. Reacting to the Punjab
Budget, Kejriwal tweeted,
“Punjab Budget 2025-26 is a
bold step towards a drug-
free, healthy and prosperous
Punjab ! War on drugs,
biggest ever investment

in rural development and
sports infrastructure. AAP
government is bringing real
change on the ground. Now
it will be ‘Badalta Punjab’
and not ‘Udta Punjab.” Since

the launch of the anti-drugs
campaign ‘Yudh Nashian
Virudh’ (war against drugs )
by the Punjab government
on March 1, authorities
have arrested 3,957
drug smugglers after the
registration of 2,248 FIRs
across the state and have
recovered a large amount
of contrabands, including
137.7 kg of heroin from the
possession of drug smugglers.
Punjab Director General
of Police (DGP) Gaurav
Yadav on Tuesday directed
all senior police officers to
identify and catalogue the
main drug suppliers and
peddlers in their respective
districts within seven
days. The directive, issued
through a stern letter, aims
to systematically dismantle
supply chains fuelling the
state’s narcotics trade.
“Feedback from the
citizens and other inputs

Asia largest tulip garden in
Srinagar opens for public

Agency: Nestled
between the Dal Lake
and the Zabarwan Hills,
Asia’s largest tulip garden
opened for the public on
Wednesday, marking the
beginning of a new tourism
season in the Kashmir
Valley. The Indira Gandhi
Memorial Tulip Garden
was thrown open to the
public by Chief Minister
Omar Abdullah. The garden
was set up by Ghulam

Nabi Azad, the then chief
minister of the erstwhile
state in 2007 to advance
J-K's tourist season which
was earlier limited to the
summers and the winters.
Formerly known as Siraj
Bagh, the garden was
opened to the public as tulips
of different colours have
started to bloom, Floriculture
Department officials said.
The department plants tulip
bulbs in a phased manner so

India calls US religious
freedom panel ‘entity of
concern, rejects its report

Agency: India asserted
that the US Commission
on International Religious
Freedom (USCIRF ) should
be designated an “entity of
concern” as it rejected its
report suggesting sanctions
against the Research and
Analysis Wing (RAW)
over its alleged role in
murder plots. In a strongly
worded statement, the
Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA ) underscored that
efforts to undermine India’s
standing as a beacon of
democracy and tolerance
would not succeed. MEA

spokesperson Randhir
Jaiswal said the latest
USCIRF report continues

its pattern of issuing

“biased and politically
motivated assessments”.
“The USCIRF's persistent
attempts to misrepresent
isolated incidents and cast
aspersions on India’s vibrant
multicultural society reflect
a deliberate agenda rather
than a genuine concern

for religious freedom... In
fact, it is the USCIRF that
should be designated as an
entity of concern,” the MEA
statement said

that the flowers remain in
bloom for a month or more.
This year, the department
has added two new varieties
of tulips to the garden. A
new colour scheme has been
introduced this year, and
the total number of varieties
of tulips and other flowers
has risen to 74. Other
spring flowers including
hyacinths, daffodils, muscari
and cyclamens are also on
display.

indicate that the street-level
availability of heroin and
other drugs has considerably
reduced,” the DGP said in a
letter. “However, there is a
need to carry on the drug law
enforcement in a meticulous
and professional manner by
ensuring effective action
against the drug peddlers
selling drugs in villages and
urban mohallas and suppliers
providing drugs to peddlers,”
he said. As the Punjab
government kept its immense
focus on combating drugs,
Cheema said the government
has set aside Rs 110 crore
for setting up anti-drone
technology and recruiting
5,000 guards to keep an

eye on the movement of
drug consignments through
the India-Pakistan border.
Meanwhile, AAP’s much-
hyped poll promise of giving
Rs 1,000 per month to the
women of Punjab found no

mention in the state Budget
presented by Cheema. Ahead
of the 2022 Assembly

polls, AAP had promised

to give Rs 1,000 per month
to women. Recently,

Chief Minister Bhagwant
Mann said that the scheme
was revised and women
would now get Rs 1,100
per month. However, the
state government has not
yet begun disbursing the
amount to the beneficiaries,

=1 atl
drawing protests from
women's groups and
opposition parties.

When questioned on
the promisee, Cheema
said, “Our government has
fulfilled many guarantees
given to the people in
education and health. Yes,
the guarantee regarding
assistance for women is
pending. We are getting
surveys done and soon it
will be fulfilled too.”
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ATM cash withdrawals to get costlier from May 1

Agency: Come May
1, withdrawing cash from
ATMs will become costlier,
as the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) has raised ATM
interchange fees. This means
customers who rely on ATMs
for financial transactions
will have to pay additional
charges once they exceed
their free transaction limit.
Customers will have to pay
an additional Rs 2 for each
financial transaction beyond
the free limit. Currently,
a bank user in a metro
area can make five free

Gentral Government
discontinues Gold Monetisation
Scheme; hanks may continue

Agency:The Central
Government has decided
to discontinue the Gold
Monetisation Scheme (GMS )
starting from Wednesday in
view of the evolving market
conditions, the Finance
Ministry said. However, the
banks may continue their short-
term gold deposit schemes (1-3
years ), the ministry said in the
statement late on Tuesday. Till
November 2024, approximately
31,164 kg of gold has been
mobilised under the scheme.
The GMS was introduced on
September 15, 2015, to reduce
the country's reliance on the
import of gold in the long
run and mobilise gold held by
households and institutions
in the country to facilitate its
use for productive purposes.
The GMS is comprised of 3
components - Short-Term Bank
Deposit (1-3 years ); Medium
Term Government Deposit
(5-7 years ), and Long-Term
Government Deposit (12-15
years).

“Based on the examination
of the performance of the Gold
Monetisation Scheme (GMS )
and evolving market conditions,
it has been decided to
discontinue the Medium Term
and Long Term Government
Deposit (MLTGD)
components of the GMS w.e.f.
March 26, 2025,” the ministry
said. The Short-Term Bank
Deposits (STBD) offered by
the banks under GMS shall
continue at the discretion of the
individual banks based on the
commercial viability as assessed
by them.

The detailed guidelines
of Reserve Bank of India in
this regard shall follow. The
ministry further said any
gold deposits tendered at the
designated Collection and
Purity Testing Centre or GMS
Mobilisation, Collection &
Testing Agent or the designated
bank branches under the
MLTGD components of GMS
shall not be accepted with
effect from March 26, 2025.

transactions on other banks’
ATMs each month, whereas
in a non-metro area, the
number of free transactions
is limited to three. For non-
financial transactions, such
as balance inquiries, the fee
will increase by Re 1. As

a result, withdrawing cash
from an ATM will cost Rs
19 per transaction, up from
the current Rs 17. Checking
account balances will now
cost Rs 7 per transaction,
according to the official
notification. An ATM
interchange fee is a charge

that one bank pays to another
for providing ATM services.
This fee, usually a fixed
amount per transaction, is
often passed on to customers
as part of their banking costs.
The RBI decided to revise
these charges following
requests from white-label
ATM operators, who argued
that rising operational
expenses were affecting their
business. The increase in
charges will apply nationwide
and is expected to impact
customers, particularly those
from smaller banks.
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India may cut duties on
Harley bikes, bourbon
whlskey amld US trade talks

Agency: The government
is considering lowering
import duties on Harley-
Davidson motorcycles,
Bourbon whiskey, and
Californian wine as part of
ongoing trade discussions
with the United States.
According to sources, both
countries are engaged in
negotiations to further
reduce tariffs on certain
products and boost trade
ties. The government had
earlier reduced import
duties on Harley-Davidson
motorcycles from 50% to
40%. Now, discussions
are underway to further
lower the tariffs, making
these premium bikes
more affordable in the
market. Similarly, import
duty on Bourbon whisky
was reduced from 150%
to 100% in the past,
and officials are now
considering another cut to
promote smoother trade
between the two nations.
Californian wine is also part
of the talks, with the US
pushing for better access to
the Indian market.

The trade negotiations
are not limited to
motorcycles and alcoholic
beverages. Officials
are also discussing the
expansion of US exports of

pharmaceutical products and
chemicals to India. The US
has been keen to increase
its market share in India’s
growing pharmaceutical
sector, while India is
looking to secure favourable
terms for its exports to

the US. India’s imports of
pharmaceutical products
from the US have seen
significant changes in recent
years. In 2020-21, imports
stood at Rs 2,26,728.33
lakh. This surged by 78.8%
to Rs 4,05,317.35 lakh

in 2021-22. However,
imports then fell by 27.5%
to Rs 2,93,642.57 lakh

in 2022-23. The trend
shifted again in 2023, with
imports rising by 10.8% to
Rs 3,25,500.17 lakh. If the
proposed tariff reductions
are implemented, Harley-
Davidson motorcycles could
become more affordable for
Indian buyers.

Lower duties on Bourbon
whisky and Californian
wine could also make these
products more competitive
in the Indian liquor market.
At the same time, increased
pharmaceutical imports
from the US could impact
Indian drug manufacturers,
who are key players in the
global generic medicine
market.

Insensitive, inhuman: Supreme Court
pauses ‘grabbing breasts not rape” order

Agency: The Supreme
Court on Wednesday
paused a controversial
order by the Allahabad
High Court that held
“grabbing breasts” and
“breaking the strings of
a girl’s pyjamas” don’t
constitute rape or attempt
to rape. The Supreme
Court, which took suo
motu cognisance of the
order, which triggered an
outrage, said the judgment
showed a lack of sensitivity.
The top court noted that the
verdict was not at the spur
of the moment and there
was an application of mind
as it was delivered four
months after reserving the
judgment. “We are at pains
to state that it shows total
lack of sensitivity on part of
the author of the judgment.
It was not even at the spur
of the moment and was
delivered 4 months after

Rahul Gandhi says he wasn’t allowed to
speak in Lok Sahha, BIP calls him ‘puerile’

Agency: Leader of the
Opposition Rahul Gandhi
claimed that he wasn't
allowed to speak in the
Lok Sabha, saying the
Speaker “just ran away”
when he attempted to raise
the issue of unemployment.
The Congress MP has on
several occasions alleged
that his microphone was
switched off in the Lok
Sabha when he attempted to
raise pressing issues. ‘There
is a convention that the
Leader of the Opposition
is allowed to speak. I
requested him to let me
speak but he (Speaker )
just ran away. This is no
way to run the House. The
Speaker just left, and he did
not let me speak... he said

something unsubstantiated
about me...he adjourned
the House,” Gandhi told
reporters in the Parliament
complex. The Raebareli
MP accused Speaker

Om Birla of running the
House proceedings in an
“undemocratic manner”
and claimed that his
repeated requests to raise
key issues were ignored. “I
have not been allowed to
speak in the last 7-8 days.
There is no place for the
Opposition... there is only
place for the government.
The Prime Minister spoke
about Kumbh Mela. I also
wanted to speak about
unemployment, but I wasn’t
allowed,” he said. During
the proceedings, Speaker

Om Birla asked Gandhi to
follow the rules to uphold
the dignity of the House
when he attempted to raise
an issue. “In this House,
father and daughter, mother
and daughter, husband and
wife have been members.
In this context, I expect the
Leader of the Opposition
to conduct himself in
accordance with Rule 349
that deals with rules to be
observed by members,”

the Speaker said. After the
incident, 70 Congress MPs,
including Gaurav Gogoi
and KC Venugopal, met
the Lok Sabha Speaker and
expressed their anguish at
Rahul Gandhi not being
allowed to speak in the
House. Last year, in June,

-

Rahul Gandhi alleged that
his microphone was turned
off in Lok Sabha as he
raised the NEET paper leak
issue. The Speaker then said
he does not switch off the
microphones of MPs and
has no such control. BJP

IT Cell chief Amit Malviya

L ol

said it was disgraceful that
the Speaker had to remind
the Leader of the Opposition
about basic parliamentary
decorum. “The fact that
Congress has imposed this
puerile man upon us is

truly unfortunate,” Malviya
tweeted.

reserving the same. Thus,
there was application of
mind,” a bench of Justices
BR Gavai and Augustine
George Masih said. “We
are usually hesitant to
grant stay at this stage.
But since the observations
in para 21, 24 and 26 are
unknown to cannons of
law and show an inhuman
approach, we stay the
observations,” the Supreme
Court said. The Supreme
Court sought the responses
of the Centre and the
Uttar Pradesh government
on the issue. “We issue
notice to the Union, the
state of Uttar Pradesh and
parties before the HC. The
learned Attorney General
and Solicitor General

shall assist the court,” the
court said. Interestingly,
another Supreme Court
bench refused to entertain
a PIL filed against the

controversial court order on
March 24. The Allahabad
High Court’s order came
while it was hearing a

plea by two people who
were summoned by a trial
court on rape charges.

The accused, Pawan and
Akash, allegedly grabbed
the breasts of an 11-year-
old girl. One of them broke
the string of her pyjama
and attempted to drag her
beneath a culvert. Justice
Ram Manohar Narayan
Mishra ruled that mere

grabbing of the breast
doesn’t constitute rape,
but such an offence falls

under the ambit of assault
or use of criminal force
against any woman with
the intent to disrobe or
compel her to be naked.
The High Court ruled that
the duo should be tried
under assault charges along
with sections 9/10 of the
POCSO Act (aggravated
sexual assault) - which
attract lesser penalties if
convicted.

Palaniswami says no alliance talks with BJP,
but keeps door ajar after meeting Amit Shah

Agency: AIADMK s
Edappadi K Palaniswami on
Wednesday said there were no
talks for alliance with the BJP,
which gained ground after
the former Tamil Nadu CM
reached New Delhi to meet
Union home minister Amit
Shah at his house. However,
the former Tamil Nadu CM
said he would only consider
talks of an alliance after the
election dates are announced.

“Is election date is
announced to speak about
alliance 7 In 2019 and 2021
we spoke about alliance only
near to election. Alliance
and ideology is different.

Our ideology is constant and
alliance would be based on
circumstances. Circumstances
only decide the alliance. There
is still one year for election,”
Palaniswami told news agency

PTL “There is nothing related
to alliance. we came here for
people issues. Only media is
giving news about alliance for
sensationalism. There is still
one year for the election,” he
further added. Palaniswami
said his meeting with Shah
was about the Enforcement
Directorate case linked to an
alleged scam in the state-run
liquor corporation, TASMAC
(Tamil Nadu State Marketing
Corporation Limited ).
“Various issues of Tamil
Nadu were discussed with
Union Minister Amit Shah.
We stressed two-language
policy should continue in the
State. Requested to release
funds and implement various
schemes for Railway projects,”
the AIADMK leader told news
agency PTI in Delhi. No talks
on BJP alliance, met Amit

Shah over Tamil Nadu issues:
AIADMK chief Palaniswami
Palaniswami's visit to Shah's
house came at a time when
rumours were rife that ex-
allies may come together to
fight assembly polls next year.
In September 2023, the
AIADMK made a decisive
break as it severed ties with
the BJP, ending an alliance
that had been riddled with
tension. AIADMK leaders
were reportedly frustrated
with the BJP's growing
ambitions in Tamil Nadu
and its leaders’ controversial
remarks about Dravidian
icons like Periyar. With the
2024 Lok Sabha elections
approaching, AIADMK
announced it would go solo,
determined to carve its
own path without the BJP’s
influence.



