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Real work begins after liftoff

Isro chief puts mission ops at

Bengaluru, Agency:
India's space missions may
grab headlines at liftoff, but
their real test begins only after
the rocket falls silent. Mission
operations, the long, invisible
phase that keeps satellites
alive for years, will define the
next phase of the country's
space ambitions, Isro chair-
man V Narayanan said here
on Wednesday.

Speaking at the Spacecraft
Mission Operations (SMOPs)
conference, Narayanan
underlined that while launch-
es last barely 15 to 25 minutes,
spacecraft must function reli-
ably for years, sometimes up
to 15. "Ensuring that the

spacecraft remains fully oper-
ational in orbit... continuous
monitoring, simulations, and
command operations. This is
a very important domain," he
said, placing mission opera-
tions at the centre of future

space efforts.

Narayanan spoke at a time
Isro is reeling under launch
failures and project delays
that have come under criti-
cism, especially given that the
Indian space programme is

centre of space ambitions

transitioning from milestone-
driven missions to sustained
space activity. He pointed to
three major achievements
since the last SMOPs confer-
ence: the successful docking
experiment in space, the
Chandrayaan-3 Moon land-
ing, and the Aditya-L1 solar
mission.

He described the docking
experiment as particularly
complex, involving two satel-
lites moving at speeds exceed-
ing 15,000 kmph being
brought together with preci-
sion. "Any wrong command...
you know what will be the end
result," he said, highlighting
the risks involved.

Students still on phones in
school, focus taking a hit

New Dehli, Agency: Even
as most schools ban mobile
phones, many students continue
to use them through the day, and
experts warn it may be quietly
affecting their ability to focus
and learn. The concern, teachers
and doctors say, is not just
screen time but how often stu-
dents check their phones. Even
brief interruptions can break
concentration and make it harder for
the brain to stay engaged.

"Students continue to use phones
despite school bans because they find
it psychologically difficult to discon-
nect," said Dr Nand Kumar, Prof in
psychiatry department at AIIMS.
"Phones provide a sense of constant
connectivity and reduce anxiety, mak-
ing them hard to put away."

On the ground, schools say enforce-
ment remains uneven. "Aaye din bac-
che phone le aate hain. In some cases,
there is a genuine concern - for

instance, girls travelling from far-off
areas may need to carry phones for
safety. We allow limited use, but mon-
itoring misuse like making reels or
clicking pictures on campus is a chal-
lenge," said Awadhesh Kumar Jha,
principal of CM Shri School.

Despite restrictions, students
access phones between classes, during
breaks or discreetly in lessons, with
usage rising in higher classes. Experts
say this leads to fragmented attention,
where the brain keeps switching tasks
instead of staying focused.

Sabarimala entry case:

Empty cylinders drive

Woman can't be treated as 'untouchable'

for 3 days, says SC judge N

New Dehli, Agency: A
woman cannot be treated as
"untouchable" for three days in
a month and then cease to be
considered untouchable on the
fourth day, Supreme Court
judge BV Nagarathna remarked
on Tuesday during hearing of
cases including Sabarimala
issue. The remarks came as
solicitor general Tushar Mehta,
representing the Centre, said he
strongly objected to the 2018
Sabarimala judgment's obser-
vation that barring women aged
10 to 50 from the temple
amounted to "untouchability”
under Article 17 of the
Constitution.

"Article 17 in the context of
Sabarimala, I don't know how it
can be argued. Speaking as a
woman, there can't be a three-
day untouchability every
month, and on the fourth day,
there is no untouchability," PTI

arathn

.,

quoted justice Nagarathna say-
ing. The observation came in
response to Mehta's statement:
"India is not that patriarchal or
gender stereotyped in the way
that the West understands."”

In the Sabarimala case, jus-
tice DY Chandrachud held that
barring women from Kerala's
Sabarimala temple, whether
due to age or menstrual status,
amounts to "untouchability,"
places them in a "subordinate"
position, reinforces "patri-

Construction, award of
highway projects at 7-
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New Dehli,
Agency: Highway con-
struction and awards for
new works fell to a
seven-year low in 2025-
26, official data show.
While overall construc-
tion stood at less than

year low in 2025-26

10,000 km, a first since
2019-20, barely 7,000 km of
works were awarded in FY26.

The reasons for the fall in per-
formance on these two key
parameters in the highway sector
include road agencies' following
stricter pre-condition of land
availability and clearances before
bidding out projects and a sharp
decline in conversion of state
highways to National Highways
(NHSs).

Officials said that agencies
have maintained "self-restraint"
to ensure that projects once bid

out don't get stuck or delayed due
to non-availability of land and
other issues, such as forest and
environment clearance and utili-
ty shifting.

"Projects getting delayed serve
no purpose; rather this results in
cost escalation. A lot of efforts
have been put into bringing down
the number of delayed projects.
Second, the focus now is on
building more economic corri-
dors and expressways rather than
incremental expansion of exist-
ing highways," an official said.

a
.
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archy,” and undermines their
dignity. Mehta said that the ban
on women entering Sabarimala
temple was not linked to men-
struation, but was imposed
solely based on a specific age
group.
Sabarimala concerns only a par-
ticular age group. There should
be no confusion. Lord Ayyappa
temples across the country and
the world are open to women of
all ages. It is only one temple
which has this restriction.

"Let us be clear.

Patna, Agency: @i
Trains rolled in.
Platforms swelled.

Migrant families from
Bihar stepped down at
Patna Junction with
bedding, steel contain-
ers, plastic sacks -
returning from cities
where cooking has
become unaffordable.
Faces carried fatigue
and a decision driven by
empty cylinders and the
search for a flame that costs
less than a day's wage. LPG
shortage bites.

"LPG vendors are charging
Rs 500 a kg. It lasts two
days," said Manoj, a construc-
tion worker from Punpun in
Patna district who arrived
from New Delhi with his wife
and two children. "We could
not continue."

Ramu, a Chennai factory
worker bound for Saharsa,
did the maths. "Two days'
wages for gas to cook one

migrants back home

meal. Better unemployed at
home than starving in a big
city." Officials said around
2,500 workers have returned
so far, many citing cooking
gas costs. Bihar has an esti-
mated 48 lakh migrants

working across Gujarat,
Tamil Nadu, Delhi-NCR,
Bengaluru and Mumbai.

Labour department teams
have begun panchayat-level
surveys to track returns.

Magadh Express from New
Delhi pulled in around
12.30pm Tuesday to a surge
of workers heading home.

Centre to be flexible in allocating funds
to states under agri schemes: Chouhan

New Dehli, Agency:
Union minister Shivraj
Chouhan on  Tuesday
announced that the Centre
will introduce flexibility in

allocating funds wunder
national agricultural
schemes, taking into

account the diverse geo-
graphical conditions of
states.He also said the gov-
ernment was working at a
rapid pace to make the agri-
cultural sector self-reliant
while also enhancing farm-
ers' incomes and improving
their quality of life.
Addressing the inaugural
session of the Western
Regional Conference in
Jaipur, the minister under-
lined the need for agricultur-
al diversification, enhanced
production, and the adop-
tion of integrated farming
systems to achieve these
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goals.

He urged all states to
ensure 100 per cent registra-
tion of farmers under the
Farmer ID scheme to enable
timely access to government
benefits. He also stressed the
importance of swift crop
damage assessments under
the Pradhan Mantri Fasal
Bima Yojana, ensuring farm-
ers receive insurance bene-
fits without delay.

"Food security is of para-

mount importance. In the
present global situation,
dependence on other coun-
tries for food is unaccept-
able. We must become self-
reliant. In wheat and rice, we
have made significant
progress, and our stocks are
full. We also need to become
self-sufficient in pulses and
oilseeds," Chouhan said.

Highlighting Rajasthan's
agricultural potential, he
praised the state's initiative
to develop a structured agri-
cultural roadmap. He
announced that the Centre
would send a team of agri-
cultural scientists and
experts to further strengthen
this effort. The minister
pointed to the challenges
posed by climate change,
including unseasonal rains
and extreme weather events
that damage crops.

Justice B V Nagarathna: Women cannot be
'untouchables' for 3 days every month

New Dehli, Agency: In a
debate over faith and belief vs
fundamental rights emerging
from the striking down of the cus-

judgment in the 'Indian Young
Lawyer Association vs Kerala'
case in testing the practice of
barring entry of women in the

Sabarimala was unique as devotees con-
sider the Lord Ayyappa deity at the tem-
ple a "naistik brahmachari".

"This unique attribute of the deity

tomary ban on the entry of men-
struating women into Lord
Ayyappa Temple at Sabarimala,
Justice B V Nagarathna on
Tuesday criticised the past social
practice of treating women as
'untouchables' for three days
every month.

Part of the CJI Surya Kant-
headed nine-judge constitution bench
that commenced what promises to be
an intense yet interesting elucidation
of contesting constitutional and legal
principles on equality, religion, reli-
gious practices, faith and belief,
Justice Nagarathna said, "As a woman,
I do not agree."

Slated to be the first woman Chief

Justice of India in Sept next year, she
questioned the social practice that iso-
lated menstruating women and said,
"There cannot be three days of untouch-
ability in a month for women, after
which they are treated normal."The
remark came when solicitor general
Tushar Mehta was questioning the
rationality of the Sept 28, 2018, SC

10-50 age group into the
Sabarimala temple on the touch-
stone of Article 17, which abol-
ished untouchability and made
its practice a penal offence.

He said in India women are
worshipped, and "we have a
president, PM, governors and
constitutional post-holders in
women". Equality for women is the cor-
nerstone of govt policies, and hence,
applying the Article 17 test to declare the
custom at Sabarimala as unconstitu-
tional appears to stretch the jurispru-
dence far beyond the ambit, he said. He
said women of all ages enter all Ayyappa
temples, but the practice of barring
entry of menstruating women into

L ol

can't be tested by SC," Mehta said, and
complained that the jurisprudence of
testing every issue with the gender
equality litmus paper has unfortunately
crept into constitution benches in the
last few decades. "Women are equal in
every aspect and must be treated equal-
ly," he said. Justice M M Sundresh said
it is the Centre's argument that since the
attribute of the deity is intrinsically
linked to the faith and belief of devotees
and Lord Ayyappa followers at
Sabarimala, the court cannot embark on
the validity test of such faith and belief.

Mehta said the Sabarimala temple
practice is 'sui generis' (of its own kind)
and similar attributes could be found in
other religious institutions also.

After February grounding
Tejas fleet set to fly again

New Dehli, Agency: In what is
good news for Indian Air Force (IAF),
the indigenously developed LCA Tejas
fleet is likely to resume flight opera-
tions on Wednesday following a nearly
two-month-long grounding. The fleet
was grounded in early Feb after a Tejas
aircraft suffered a problem during a
landing incident.

Hindustan Aeronautics Limited
(HAL) CMD D K Sunil recently said
that all 36 Tejas jets are likely to
resume flying from April 8 after a soft-
ware-related issue identified in the air-
craft was resolved. "There was a techni-
cal issue, which has been discussed and
committees are working on it. It was
discussed in a local modification com-
mittee (LMC). Good news is that Tejas,
the LMC is done. So, we expect that by
Wednesday the fleet will start flying."
Soon after the Feb incident, HAL had
stated that it was "not a crash" but a
"minor technical incident on the
ground". Amid the ongoing conflict in
West Asia and Pakistan's repeated
threats after Operation Sindoor, it is
important for India to keep the Tejas
squadrons combat-ready. IAF is
already facing a shortage of squadrons,
whose number has fallen to 29 as
against the 42 required for a two-front
war with Pakistan and China.

The Feb incident was the third one
involving a Tejas aircraft since its
induction in 2016. In March 2024, the
fighter faced its first accident near
Jaisalmer, when an aircraft crashed
while returning from a firepower
demonstration. The pilot managed to
eject successfully. The second crash
happened in Nov 2025 at an aerobatic
display at Dubai airshow. The tragic
accident killed the pilot, Wing
Commander Namansh Syal.

Government calls for Al
solutions to speed up
Ayushman Bharat claims

New Dehli, Agency: In a push to
reduce delays and improve efficiency
under the country's largest health
insurance scheme, the government has
called on researchers and innovators to
develop technology-driven solutions to
automate claims processing under
Ayushman Bharat.

The National Health Authority
(NHA), under the Union health min-
istry, is organising an Auto-
Adjudication Hackathon aimed at
building scalable tools to streamline
how insurance claims are assessed and
settled under the Pradhan Mantri Jan
Aarogya Yojana (PM-JAY).

The move comes amid growing
recognition that faster and more trans-
parent claims processing is critical to
strengthening trust in public health
insurance schemes, both for hospitals
and beneficiaries.

According to a public notice issued
by the National Medical Commission
(NMC), the hackathon will focus on
developing automated systems that can
handle large volumes of claims while
ensuring accuracy and compliance.

The initiative will culminate in a
two-day offline event at the Indian
Institute of Science (IISc), Bengaluru,
on May 8 and 9, where selected teams
will present their solutions.

Registrations for the hackathon are
open from March 31 to April 13. In its
notice, the National Medical
Commission said, "All medical colleges
and institutions are advised to dissem-
inate information about the hackathon
among stakeholders and encourage
participation of researchers, innova-
tors and professionals from academic
and professional networks."




