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Aggressive H3N2 vari-
ant prompts changes to
this year's flu shot

NEW DELHI, Agency: After a
year marked by an early and sharp rise
in flu cases in several countries, India is
set to update its seasonal influenza vac-
cine to deal with a fast-spreading new
strain, reports Anuja Jaiswal.

The WHO has issued its annual rec-
ommendations for the 2026-27 north-
ern hemisphere flu season, based on
global surveillance data that showed a
new A(H3N2) variant, known as sub-
clade K, becoming dominant. India, as
part of the northern hemisphere, fol-
lows this guidance each year to decide
which strains are covered in the flu
shot. The new strain appears to spread
more easily than the earlier versions.
While it is not necessarily more severe
for each infected person, its higher
transmissibility has led to increased
case numbers and earlier-than-usual
flu activity in many regions.

"The updated recommendations are
timely, given the rapid global spread of
the new variant," said Dr Rommel
Tickoo, director of internal medicine at
Max Hospital, Saket. "H3N2 strains are
often linked to more severe illness,
especially in the elderly and those with
medical conditions. Since influenza
viruses keep changing, updating the
vaccine each year is critical. High-risk
groups' early vaccination can reduce
complications and hospital admis-
sions." WHO has recommended updat-
ed components for HiN1, H3N2 and
B/Victoria strains. Indian vaccine man-
ufacturers will now align production to
match these strains so that doses are
available before peak transmission.
Doctors advise getting the flu shot
before winter.

SC: Make prisons refor-
mative, give women
right to open jails

NEW DELHI, Agency: In an
effort to transform India's punitive
prison system into reformative centres,
Supreme Court has mandated radical
reforms and ruled that women inmates,
like male prisoners, have a fundamen-
tal right to be lodged in open correc-
tional institutions (OCIs), which must
change character from labour camps to
vocational training centres and allow
inmates' to have regular access to their
families. Penning a 138-page magnum
opus of a judgment on what ails the
Indian prison system and the judicially
devised antidotes, a bench of Justices
Vikram Nath and Sandeep Mehta
appointed former SC judge S R Bhat as
chairperson of a high powered commit-
tee with a honorarium of Rs 10 lakh per
month along with other facilities to
frame within six months a nationally
consistent common minimum stan-
dards for "Reforms and Governance of
Open Correctional Institutions". It
asked states, which do not have open
jails, to establish these institutions and
mandated setting up of multi-layered
monitoring systems to ensure that its
series of directions are scrupulously
complied with in a time bound manner.
It posted the next hearing on the matter
on Sep 1. It directed state committees to
file quarterly reports on implementa-
tion of SC directed reforms in open
prisons before the jurisdictional HCs,
which in turn will file yearly reports
before SC every March 31.

Can J&K's Ranji triumph
heal old wounds?

Jammu, Agency: Jammu and
Kashmir have become India's cricket-
ing champs by thrashing favourites
Karnataka in the Ranji Trophy finals.
This is a fantastic, heart-warming
Cinderella tale in a small state long
viewed as a no-hoper in cricket. Experts
say nobody watches Ranji Trophy crick-
et because it is not exciting and lacks
top stars. But I followed the Ranji semi-
final and the final avidly and, by the
end, was cheering myself hoarse for
J&K. There must have been many more
viewers like me.

Before this season, J&K had played
334 Ranji Trophy matches over 67
years and won only 45 of them. It took
44 years to win its first match, against
the Services in 1982-83. But this year, it
steadily eliminated one tough opponent
after another-Rajasthan, Hyderabad,
Delhi, Madhya Pradesh, West Bengal,
and finally seven-time champions
Karnataka.

Karnataka had five Test players-KL
Rahul, Mayank Agrawal, Devdutt
Padikkal, Karun Nair, and Prasidh
Krishna. J&K had none. A year ago, you
would have been hard-pressed to name
a single member of its team. Yet it won
in commanding style.

This is more than a cricketing story.
Out of the blue, it provides a non-polit-
ical avenue to help alienated Kashmiris
feel part of the Indian mainstream.

'India reliable': PM woos global

investors at chlp plantl

AHMEDABAD, Agency: Amid
intensifying geopohtlcal conflicts and
trade tensions, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi made a strong pitch on
Saturday for India as a preferred
investment destination.

"India is capable, India is competi-
tive, and India is committed. Today,
India has only one message for
investors worldwide: India is ready,
India is reliable, and India will deliver,"
Modi said.

Speaking after inaugurating US-
based chip giant Micron Technology's
ATMP (Assembly, Testing, Marking
and Packaging) plant at Sanand, the
first such facility in the country, Modi
said Gujarat would provide the lifestyle
and social life that international com-
panies desire.

"A small town (Sanand) suddenly
found its place on the global map.
Development and systems are needed;

perhaps even today you may have
thoughts like, 'Tt would be nice if this
were there, it would be nice if that were

there.' I assure you, friends, the lifestyle
you desire, the social life you desire, the
way you live your life, Gujarat will cre-

aunch

ate that too. We will not let you feel
anything is lacking." He said after
establishing itself as a software power-
house, the country is "firmly establish-
ing its identity" in the hardware sector
too. The PM said that until 10-11 years
ago, discussions about data and chips
in India were confined to very close cir-
cles, and these often revolved only
around IT services. Speaking about the
speed of project approvals, he said,
"Today's India is moving forward with
this approach - from policy to produc-
tion. It is visible. Remember, the MoU
for this facility was signed in June
2023. Subsequently, the groundbreak-
ing for this facility took place in Sept
2023 in Sanand. In Feb 2024, machines
began to be installed in the pilot facili-
ty, and today, in Feb 2025, commercial
production has begun at this facility.
Anyone who follows this sector can
understand the meaning of this speed.

HM Shah reviews border security in Seeman- Railways plans 5th, 6th lines on high-
chal all post-SIR deaths to be verified

NEW DELHI, Agency:
A high-level meeting chaired
by home minister Amit Shah
in Purnea, Bihar on Friday to
examine security-related con-
cerns in border districts of the
state, decided that all death
cases reported after special
intensive revision (SIR) will
be thoroughly verified and
matching deletions and
updates carried out in all offi-
cial records including aadhaar,
driving licence and PAN data-
bases etc, to ensure accuracy
and prevent any misuse. A
door-to-door survey will be
undertaken to verify individu-
als reported as migrated but
absent during verification,
while ensuring that no genuine
voter is erroneously deleted,
Central govt sources told
Media.

The review meeting exam-
ined -- attended by the district
magistrates and superintend-
ents of police of seven border

districts of Seemanchal -- called
for stricter border manage-
ment, enhanced vigilance
against illegal activities, and
coordinated inter-agency action
to address concerns such as ille-
gal constructions near border
areas, illegal migration, circula-
tion of fake Indian currency
notes (FICN), encroachment,
and unauthorised financial
flows.

Shah, during the meeting,
called for strict enforcement of
a zero-tolerance policy against
illegal constructions, particu-

"

larly in forest and uninhabited
areas, and ordered the imme-
diate removal of encroach-
ments in 'mo man's land'
adjoining the international
border. District magistrates of
border districts have been
tasked with ensuring legal and
financial compliance by all
banks, including cooperative
banks, within their jurisdic-
tions. All banks have been
directed to follow compliances
issued by RBI, including report-
ing of cash transactions of high
value and PAN linkage with
bank accounts.

Bihar chief secretary will
review compliance, particularly
concerning cooperative banks.
Strict action will be taken
against sub registrar offices
(SROs) that fail to report or
resort to defective reporting of
high-value property transac-
tions or violations involving
cash transactions beyond pre-
scribed norms.

density corridors to boost capacity

NEW DELHI,
Agency: For the next
phase of network

expansion, the railway
ministry has started
preparation for laying
5th and 6th lines on the
High Density Network
(HDN) corridors con-
necting the four major
metro cities - Delhi,
Howrah, Mumbai and
Chennai - so that more pas-
senger and freight trains can
run on these corridors.

This is significant consid-
ering that the 11,051-km HDN
forms the backbone of rail-
ways, accounting for 16% of
the total network, but han-
dling 41% of total rail traffic.
Around 8,400-km of this,
over 60% of the HDN network
operate at 100-150% more
than the line capacity.

The sven HDN corridors
are - Delhi-Howrah (1,422
km), Howrah-Mumbai (2,039
km), Delhi-Mumbai (1,321

km), Delhi-Guwahati (1,875
km), Delhi-Chennai (2,041
km), Howrah-Chennai (1,117
km) and Mumbai-Chennai
(1,238 km).

Media has learnt that
recently the railway board
called a meeting of senior
officials from all zones to
finalise the planning of dou-
bling, multitracking and 5th
and 6th line requirement on
HDN routes. The zones have
been asked to prepare pro-
posals for their respective
sections based on line capaci-
ty, traffic requirements and
future planning.

India could soon get its For 61 lakh 'doubtful' voters, it's a race
against time to get on electoral roll

first openly queer MP

New Delhi, Agency:
When Menaka Guruswamy
walks into Parliament building
for the Rajya Sabha election in
mid-March, she will possibly
be the first openly queer per-
son on the ballot. From the
Sept 2018 Supreme Court ver-
dict decriminalising Article
377 to a possible seat in the
Upper House has been a long

journey. The Trinamool Congress

has nominated her as its Rajya
Sabha candidate.

Perhaps cognizant of the
enormity of the moment,
Guruswamy on Saturday posted
on X, "I am deeply honoured to
be nominated to the Rajya Sabha
by the All India Trinamool
Congress. I am grateful to the
Hon'ble Chief Minister of West
Bengal Ms Mamata Banerjee for
reposing her faith in me. Our
Constitution's values of equality,
fraternity & non-discrimination
have guided my life & work, I

hope to carry these ideals for-
ward into Parliament. I look for-

gorised as 'doubtful’

NEW DELHI, Agency: !,"""
Around 60 lakh electors in
West Bengal have been cate-
by
Election Commission, and
their cases have been sent for
adjudication by judicial offi-
the

cers appointed by
Kolkata high court. This is in
line with the Supreme

Court's directive dated Feb
20. With assembly elections
in the state likely to be

"4

places and another 60 lakh

ward to representing the inter-
ests of the people of West Bengal
& to serve 'We the People' of
India."

Guruswamy has been public
about her relationship with fel-
low lawyer Arundhati Katju. In
2023, former diplomat Vivek
Katju wrote a personal piece on
his journey in accepting his
daughter Arundhati and her part-
ner, expressing his initial shock
and despair when he found out
about her sexuality.

announced in the second half
of March, this means that it
would be a race against time
for the "doubtful" voters to
be made a part of the elec-
toral list.

Sources said that the final
electorate of Bengal is
around 6.4 crore, with a total
1.2 crore deletions since Oct
27, 2025 (15.9%). Of these,
around 61.8 lakh were delet-
ed on account of being
deceased, shifted, migrated
and registered at multiple

categorised as 'doubtful' vot-
ers under adjudication.

Such 'doubtful' electors,
as and when their cases are
approved by the court-
appointed judicial officers,
shall be added back to the
state's roll by way of supple-
mentary lists to be published
later. Until then, these voters
will not be eligible to vote in
any election. A senior EC
functionary told Media that
the majority of these 'doubt-
ful' electors are likely to be

illegal immigrants from
Bangladesh. "Despite stiff
resistance, the SIR exercise
in Bengal has been a huge
success," said another EC
official. According to the
rules, the electoral roll of a
state is frozen 10 days before
the last date for nomination
in Lok Sabha or assembly
elections. So only those
'doubtful’ voters whose cases
are disposed of within the
prescribed deadline can vote
in the upcoming Bengal
assembly elections.

India walks tlghtrope amid Iran conflict

NEW DELHI, Agency:
India is deeply concerned over
the recent developments in
Iran and the Gulf region, govt
said Saturday, hours after US-
Israel joint military action
against Iran and the latter's
retaliatory targeting of Gulf

states where Washington has |

military assets. While seeking
safety of civilians in a region
that is home to a nearly 10-mil-
lion-strong Indian diaspora,
the govt also stressed in its
tough balancing act that sover-
eignty and territorial integrity
of all states must be protected.

External affairs minister S
Jaishankar spoke to his Iranian
and Israeli counterparts, Seyed
Abbas Araghchi and Gideon
Sa'ar, respectively, to express
deep concern and to reiterate
India's call for dialogue and
diplomacy to de-escalate ten-
sions. Late in the evening,

Jaishankar also spoke to his
counterparts from the UAE,
Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain and
sought their cooperation in
ensuring the well-being of the
Indian community.

India's response in the form
of a statement by the ministry
of external affairs was carefully
calibrated as it said that dia-
logue and diplomacy should be

L ol

pursued to de-escalate ten-
sions and address underlying

issues. "We urge all sides to
exercise restraint, avoid escala-
tion and prioritise the safety of
civilians," said MEA, adding
that Indian missions across the
Gulf were in touch with Indian
nationals and had issued
appropriate advisories asking
them to remain vigilant and

follow local security guidance.
There are close to 40,000
Indian citizens in Israel and
anywhere between 6,000 and
10,000 in Iran.

With the US and Israel
reportedly looking to precipi-
tate a regime change in Iran,
India was again forced to walk
a diplomatic tightrope, caught
between its steady ties with
Iran that are based on common
regional interests and strong
signs of improvement in the
critical relationship with the
US after a period of extreme
turbulence.

The attack on Iran also
came barely 48 hours after a
bilateral meeting between PM
Narendra Modi and his coun-
terpart Benjamin Netanyahu in
Israel that saw the leaders dis-
cussing US-Iran tensions and
Modi offering, if required,
India's support for any efforts

towards a peaceful resolution.
Significantly, in his media
remarks during the visit which
took place amidst mounting
US-Iran friction, Modi said
that peace and security in West
Asia is directly linked to India's
security interests. The Gulf
region is also one of India's
most significant and reliable
sources of oil and gas. The
diaspora, whose well-being is a
major priority for the govt, is
one of the largest sources of
remittances for India. The GCC
countries - Bahrain, Kuwait,
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and
United Arab Emirates - are
together also India's largest
trading partner bloc. While
India has deepened its strate-
gic partnership with Israel in
the past decade or so, its ties
with Gulf states have also
undergone a complete trans-
formation during this period.



