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7,000 FIRs, no action: Punjab sits on farm fire cases

Punjab, Agency: Close to
7,000 FIRs were registered
against farmersburning paddy
stubble in Punjab between
2022 and 2024, but there has
hardly been any action with
most cases yet to result in a
chargesheet, wound up after
nominal fines or quietly closed
under pressure from farmer
unions, according to police
records and senior officials in
multiple hot spot districts.

In 2024, Punjab registered
5,783 FIRs for farm fires, com-
pared to 1,144 in 2023 and 44
in2022. Asof November 4,972
FIRs have been registered this
year. The police cases are part
of a crackdown on a practice
that is known to shroud much
ofnorthern Indiain toxicsmog
from late October to most of
November, sending air pollu-
tion levels into health emer-
gency levels for millions of
peopleinthese states.

According to police
records, prosecution depart-
ment data and district admin-
istration officials who spoke
on condition of anonymity, the
vast majority of FIRs have seen
no follow-up action and
remain pending in police sta-
tions or have been settled with
minimal penalties.

Punjab government offi-

cials, including the Punjab
Police nodal officer for farm
fires and special DGP Arpit
Shukla, did not respond to
requests for comment.

For instance, in farm fire
hotspot  districts including
Patiala, Sangrur, Muktsar,
Moga and Faridkot, not a sin-
gle FIR over the three-year
period till November 1, 2025,
has reached the stage of chal-
lan, or chargesheet, in court,
according to the prosecution
department data. These dis-
tricts registered 1,875 cases in
pastthreeyears.

In Amritsar, Tarn Taran,
Bathinda and Ferozepur —
other prominent districts with
the stubble burning problem--
fewer than 100 cases com-
bined have reached courts in
the past three years, a senior
prosecution wing officer told
HT, asking not to be named.

These districts registered
around 3,000 FIRs in 2022,
2023 and 2024.

To be sure, the number of
police cases itself reflects a
minuscule proportion of the
actual number of fires detect-
ed. In the three years — 2022,
2023 and 2024 — there were
46,752, 31,325 and 9,099 farm
fires observed from satellites,
according to data from Nasa’s

Fire Informatlon for Resource
Management System
(FIRMS).

Over at least more than a
decade, these fires have posed
a serious health emergency for
states and regions downwind.
Every year, smoke from these
regions spread out over the
Indo-Gangetic plains, visually
evident as thick white bands in
satellite photos and numeri-
cally correlated with a surge in
PM2.5levels

“Most cases remain stag-
nant. Many were settled with
nominal fines of ?500 to
?1,000. Several FIRs were
withdrawn due to pressure
from farmer unions,” said a
senior police officer from
Patiala district.

Beginning 2024, all farm
fire FIRs are registered under
Section 223 of the Bharatiya
Nyaya Sanhita, a section that
lays down punishment for
“disobedience of public orders
issued by officials” — in this
case, district magistrates’
orders against burning crop
residue. The maximum penal-
tyis six months’imprisonment
orafineupto ?5,000,orboth.

Prior to 2024, cases were
filed under the equivalent sec-
tion of the Indian Penal Code
Section 188 that carried most-
ly the same provisions, except
for a milder maximum fine of
?1,000.

HT is not considering cases
registered in the current year
to account for delays typical in

cases proceeding to the prose-
cution stage.

Apattern of dropped cases

Investigations have been
dropped in numerous cases
where farmers claimed fires
spread from neighbouring
fields, a deputy inspector gen-
eral (DIG) rank officer said,
asking not tobe named.

A second police official con-
curred, saying there were “sev-
eral factors”.

“Punjab has a common
practice of informal land con-
tracts (theka) with no written
agreements. Many cases were
closed because FIRs were reg-
istered against landowners on
record, while the actual culti-
vators were different people
living elsewhere,” said an
SHO-level officer in Jalandhar
district.

Another reason, according
to legal experts, is that Section
223 is inadequate for environ-
mental violations as it does not
directly address pollution
damage.

“Section 223 is very mild
section and even if a person is
arrested in these cases bail can
be taken immediately at SHO
level,” said lawyer Himanshu
Malik, who practises at the
Punjab and Haryana High
Court.

Director of prosecution
Punjab, Sukhpal Gill, however
denied there was a trend of
inadequate prosecution.
“Farm fire cases have reached
courts. I cannot comment
exactly on the number as our
district offices deal with such
local cases,” he said.

Gill did not give details of
how many cases reached the
chargesheet stage over the
threeyears.

Political hot potato

The real obstacle, officials
and experts said, is political
sensitivity.

“Farmers are politically
sensitive class and are strong
vote pocket. No government
can afford to annoy them. My
experience is even the admin-
istration, which is comprised
of people from farming back-
grounds, understand compul-
sion of farmers to burn straw
but when court direct them to
take action, they use mild sec-
tions so that they have some-
thing to show on paper. Even
officers understand that FIRs
against farmers won’t yield
any outcome,” said former

professor of Punjabi
University = Kesar  Singh
Bhangu, who is an expert in
agrarian economy.

Accessto critical minerals key tonet zero emissions amid strained supply cham

New Delhi, Agency: Access to
critical minerals has emerged as a
key factor in India’s pursuit of its
long-term net zero emissions goal,
prompting the country to sign agree-
ments with resource-rich nations
including Australia, Argentina and
Chile for mining, exploration and
investment, whilst launching a
234,300 crore (approximately $4 bil-
lion) National Critical Mineral
Mission to secure supplies amid
China’s tightening control over glob-
alreserves and processing.

Critical minerals such as lithium,
cobalt, nickel and rare earth ele-
ments are indispensable for solar
panels, wind turbines, electric vehi-
cle batteries and other clean energy
technologies essential to India’s cli-
mate goals. However, China’s grip on
both mining and refining—it
processes almost 90% of the world’s
rare earth elements despite mining
only half—has created a strategic vul-
nerability for countries pursuing
energy transitions. With global
demand for these minerals expected
to more than double by 2030, India
faces the twin challenge of securing
access to geographically concentrat-

ed resources whilst navigating
intense US-China competition over
supply chains.

The strategy was outlined by the
ministry of minesin responseto HT’s
queries. The ministry stated it is
actively engaged in multiple strate-
gic partnerships to strengthen the
critical minerals value chain, includ-
ing the US-led Mineral Security

Partnership—launched in 2022 with
14 countries and the European
Commission—the Indo-Pacific
Economic Framework, the India-UK
Technology and Security Initiative,
the Quad and the Strategic Mineral
Recovery Initiative, a US-India part-
nership announced in February fol-
lowing Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s visit to the US.

China has intensified pressure by
imposing tighter controls over the
sector and refining technologies over
the past couple of years, adding
urgency to India’s efforts.

“The core message is that India
must urgently adopt a strategic per-
spective on its mineral economy.
Minerals are essential for our indus-
trial requirements including defence
and strategic industries. The global
transition towards decarbonisation
of energy is creating a mineral-
dependent world, and this is occur-
ring amidst intense geopolitical
competition, particularly between
the US and China,” states a discus-
sion paper by the Centre for Social
and Economic Progress (CSEP)
titled “India’s Mineral Requirements
in a World of Economic and
Geopolitical Transition.”

Think tanks have warned that
India must accelerate its efforts to
address geopolitical challenges asso-
ciated with acquiring these reserves.
Policymakers recognise that China’s
dominance and moves such as export
restrictions will have significant
implications.

Multi-pronged approach

India’s response centres on the
National Critical Mineral Mission,
launched in January, which focuses
on increasing domestic production,
acquiring assets abroad, recycling
critical minerals and developing
trade and markets, among other pri-
orities.

Apart from acquiring these mines
abroad through Khanij Bidesh India
Limited (KABIL), we are also trying
to ramp up domestic mining as soon
as possible. The biggest issue with
rare earths is not that they are rare,
but because they exist in trace quan-
tities and extracting them can be dif-
ficult,” said an official on condition of
anonymity.

The other issue is that refining is
not only expensive but also has huge
pollution implications,” the official

Ashes iniron box, cops misled: How Pune
man killed W1fe, hid bodyin ‘Drishyam style

New Delhi, Agency:
In connection with a chill-
ing crime  allegedly
inspired by the Bollywood
thriller ‘Drishyam’, police
in Maharashtra's Pune on
Saturday arrested a 42-
year-old man for Kkilling
his wife and attempting to
destroy all traces of evi-
dence.

The accused, identified
as Sammer Punjabrao

placed wife's body in a
large iron box he had pre-
pared in advance, set it on
fire using firewood stored
earlier, and later dumped
the ashes in a nearby
riverbed. He even scraped
the metal box to remove
any remaining traces.
Deputy Commissioner
of Police Sambhaji Kadam
said, “The accused had
hatched a detailed plan.

school.

hatched murder plot on

Jadhav, confessed that he

was “influenced by the Extramarital affairand October 26, according to
movie” while plotting the abrutal plot the police. The couple had
murder, as reported earli- Investigators said gone for a drive to Mariaai

er by HT.

Jadhav, a resident of
Swami Sankul Apartment
near the Talathi office in
Shivane, runs an automo-
bile garage and holds a
diploma in automobile.
His wife, Anjali Sammer
Jadhav, 38, worked as a
teacher in a private

Sammer had been in an
extramarital relationship
with another woman. He
allegedly began sending
Anjali messages from a
friend’s phone to provoke
arguments and frame her
as unfaithful.

Ghat near Khed Shivapur.

On their way back, he
took Anjali to a godown he
had rented at Gogalwadi
Phata in Shindewadi.
There, while sharing a
meal, he allegedly stran-
gled herto death.

To eliminate evidence,
the accused husband

He had taken the godown
on ?18,000 monthly rent,
made the iron box at the
place and also stored fire-
wood.” Like in the film
Drishyam, where a man
goes to extreme lengths to
conceal a murder.

two days after the
killing, Sammer
approached the Warje-
Malwadi Police Station
and filed a missing per-
son’s report for his wife.

added.

Domestic production ramps up

Tosecureraw material for magnet
manufacturing, the ministry of
mines has auctioned the Nawatola-
Laband rare earth elements (REE)
block in Uttar Pradesh. Additionally,
three blocks have been auctioned in
which REE are associated with other
minerals: the Katghora Lithium
Block in  Chhattisgarh, the
Dombarahalli Phosphate Block in
Karnataka and the Patehra REE and
graphite block in Madhya Pradesh.

Exploration licence blocks—the
Ontillu-Chandragiri REE Block in
Andhra Pradesh and the Nawatala-
Devigarh REE block in Rajasthan—
have also been auctioned.

Bdles of 3NITSllchar students
recovered from Assam waterfall

Dima Hasao, Agency: The
bodies of three missing students of
the National Institute of
Technology Silchar were recovered
from a waterfall in Assam’s Dima
Hasao district, police said on
Sunday.

The students, who had gone for
an outing on Saturday morning,
reportedly fell into a waterfall near
Harangajao village. While the body
of one student was recovered on
Saturday evening, the other two
were found around 12.30 pm on
Sunday, officials said.

The deceased have been identi-
fied as Sarva Kritika (20), Sauhard
Rai (20) and Radhika Kumari (19).
Police said that Kritika and Rai were
residents of Uttar Pradesh, while
Radhika hailed from Bihar.

Dima Hasao additional superin-
tendent of police (ASP), Farukh
Ahmed, said they received informa-
tion about an accident at
Harangajao on Saturday afternoon
and two teams of the State Disaster
Response Force (SDRF) were
immediately dispatched to the spot.

“After a thorough search, one
body was recovered on Saturday
evening, and today two more bodies

Sammer decided to
execute his carefully
mm
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were found under the water. All
three have been sent to Haflong for
post-mortem examination,” Ahmed
said on Sunday.

NIT Silchar director, professor
Dilip Kumar Baidya, confirmed that
all three were first-year students.
He said they had left the institute
premises without following campus
protocols.

“We have a rule that every stu-
dent must inform the concerned
authorities before going out.
Unfortunately, some students vio-
late thisrule, and it happened in this
case as well,” Baidya said.

He added that the parents of the
students have been informed and
asked to visit the institute.
According to police in Dima Hasao,
the parents of two students have
already reached the district, while
the others are on their way.

“Since the incident occurred in
Dima Hasao, the local police are
handling the legal formalities. If the
parents wish to collect the bodies
directly from Haflong, they will be
allowed to do so. If they want the
bodies brought to the NIT campus,
we will facilitate that as well,” the
director said.



