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BRIFF NEWS

Restore J&K state-
hood, says human
rights forum

Srinagar, Agency; The
Forum for Human Rights in
J&K has called for full restora-
tion of statehood and repeal of
2019 Reorganisation Act, cau-
tioning that linking statehood
to the security situation and ter-
rorist attacks could erode dem-
ocratic rights in the Union terri-
tory.

It presented its annual
report "Seven Years Under
Union Rule - With a Special
Section on Ladakh & Pakistan-
held Territories of J&K (Aug
2025-July 2026)" to National
Conference president Farooq
Abdullah, PDP president and
former J&K CM Mehbooba
Mufti, CPM's MY Tarigami
and Congress's J&K president
Tariq Hamid Karra.

The forum said arguments
that restoration of statehood is
"not appropriate”" because of
security concerns and terrorist
attacks are dangerous and
could be used to undermine
people's democratic rights.

Kashmir route outpaces
Manali as Ladakh
tourism surges
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Srinagar, Agency. Ladakh
continues to witness a surge in
tourist arrivals, with the union
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territory recording 330,332
tourists from Jan to July this
year, already reaching 98.35%
of the 335,872 tourists recorded
last year, a govt spokesman said.

Air travel remained the most
popular mode of reaching
Ladakh, accounting for 47.64%
of the total arrivals. Among
tourists arriving by road, the
Kashmir route continued to be
more popular than the Manali
route, with 35.27% entering
Ladakh through Kashmir com-
pared with 17.09% through
Manali, according to the latest
figures released by the Ladakh
govt. "The surge in tourism
numbers has been particularly
noticeable in June and July,
when more than 2.12 lakh
tourists visited Ladakh, account-
ing for nearly 65% of the total
3.30 lakh tourist arrivals record-
ed so far this year," the
spokesman said.

He said the growth in
tourism coincides with a major
and rapid transformation in
Ladakh's connectivity infra-
structure since the formation of
the UT.

Rijiju, Rahul trade

barbs over women's
quota bill rollout

b A ™
New Delhi, Agency: Prime
Minister Narendra Modi's gov-
ernment and Rahul Gandhi
Saturday sparred over the
women's reservation bill, when
Union parliamentary affairs min-
ister Kiren Rijiju urged LoP
Rahul Gandhi to support the
women's quota, and the latter shot
back that it was passed by
Parliament in 2023. The to and
fro started when Union parlia-
mentary affairs minister Kiren
Rijiju seized upon a video of
Rahul Gandhi on X in which he,
espousing the cause of women's
empowerment, said no country
can progress without its women
having the freedom to express
themselves.

To corner the LoP, Rijiju
replied, "This seems to be a posi-
tive message from Congress.

Government spending on education
below Unesco's 15 % standard

New Delhi, Agency: India
remains just above Unesco's
minimum GDP benchmark for
education, but the sector's share
in government spending has
slipped below the prescribed
threshold. Education accounts
for 4.1% of GDP but 14.2% of
total public expenditure, down
from 15.7% in 2015 and below
the 15% benchmark, Unesco's
2026 SDG 4 scorecard has
shown.

The funding picture assumes
significance because India con-
tinues to lag on secondary
school completion. Its latest
lower secondary (Classes VI-
VIII) completion rate is 86% as
against its 99% national bench-
mark for 2025, while upper sec-

ondary (Classes IX-XII) com-
pletion rate is 51% as against
84%. Unesco classifies progress
at both levels as slow.

Under the Education 2030
framework, countries committed
to spending 4-6% of GDP and/or
15-20% of public expenditure
on education. The scorecard
uses the lower thresholds as
minimum benchmarks. India
meets one. Its spending on edu-
cation has remained at 4.1% of
GDP since 2015, but its share of
public expenditure has declined
1.5 percentage points to 14.2%.

Among major emerging
economies, China too meets one
benchmark, at 4% of GDP
(11.9% of public spending),
while figures for Brazil are 5.6%

and 12.9%. South Africa meets
both, at 6% and 19.1%, while
Indonesia, Bangladesh and
Pakistan meet neither. The pat-
tern is common among devel-
oped economies too: the US,

UK, Germany and France meet
the GDP threshold but not the
public expenditure benchmark,
while Sweden and Switzerland
meet both. Unesco noted that
richer countries tend to meet the

GDP benchmark but not the
public expenditure threshold
because they raise more rev-
enue, while education often
accounts for a larger share of
budgets in poorer countries.
Latest data show 39 of 205
countries, or 19%, meeting both
benchmarks, while 72, or 35%,
meet neither. Another 64 coun-
tries, including India, spend
above 4% of GDP but below
15% of public expenditure.
Among high-income countries,
11% meet both benchmarks and
50% follow India's pattern.
India, however, has larger
unmet schooling needs. Lower
secondary completion has risen
from 81% in 2015 to 86% but
remains 13 percentage points

below its 99% benchmark. Even
Unesco's "feasible" 2025 bench-
mark of 90% is four points
above the latest rate.

This is despite programmes
operating at scale. Unesco's
India profile says Samagra
Shiksha supports about 15.6
crore learners, while PM-Poshan
covers around 11.8 crore chil-
dren in 11.2 lakh government
and aided schools.

The trend is part of a broad-
er global concern. The scorecard
concludes that, on average,
countries are "moving away"
from the public education
expenditure benchmarks of at
least 4% of GDP or 15% of total
public expenditure.

Captain of turbulence-hit Phuket-Delhi
flight may have failed dope test

New Delhi, Agency: The captain
operating Air India's turbulence-hit

Phuket-Delhi flight on Tuesday

4) reportedly tested positive in a psy-

choactive substances (dope) test

ducted on arrival, according to multiple
sources. The airline did not either con-
firm or deny it, saying while the tests
were conducted, the results have not
been shared with it. "We are aware that

a post-flight screening test was

ducted on the pilots in accordance with
However, the
results of the test have not been shared
with Air India, and we are therefore not

applicable protocols.

in a position to comment on any
ings," an Al spokesperson said.

"Air India undertakes regular drug
testing of crew members in compliance

with civil aviation regulations,

pendent of any specific flight or opera-
tional incident. We will continue to
cooperate with the relevant authorities

as required," the airline added.

The Airbus A320 with 145 people
on board had encountered severe turbu-

Proposed MDR for UPI transactions
be nominal, says government

will

(Aug

con-

lence near Odisha and then suddenly
dropped 300 feet. On arrival in Delhi,
13 passengers and four crew members
were hospitalised. Sources say the
Directorate General of Civil Aviation
(DGCA) is probing this case from all
angles including whether the handling
of this turbulence event was correct;
whether the event happened due to
weather or some other reason; the like-
ly impact on the aircraft like did it suf-
fer hydraulic failure due to impact and
whether it should have flown all the
way to Delhi after the episode and not
diverted to some nearby airport like
Varanasi or Lucknow.

Pending probe, flight crew is taken

con-

find-

inde-

off flying duty as per protocol. So the
pilots of this flight are also not flying
currently. DGCA rules stipulate that a
pilot testing positive for consumption
of psychoactive substances for the first
time be referred to for de-addiction and
rehabilitation. Such crew member can
return for active duties with a negative
dope test report.

But after resuming flying if the
same person tests positive for psy-
choactive substances again, their
licence will be suspended for three
years. And if after resuming flying the
same person again tests positive for the
third time, the flying licence is can-
celled.

International Civil  Aviation
Organisation says that "holders of
licences shall not exercise the privi-
leges of their licences and related rat-
ings while under the influence of any
psychoactive substance, which might
render them unable to safely and prop-
erly exercise these privileges".

Government appoints 30 judges to high courts
of Calcutta, MP, Karnataka, Madras

New Delhi, Agency: The
law ministry notified the
appointments of 30 judges for
the high courts of Madras,
Calcutta, Karnataka and MP
on Saturday. The highest num-
ber of 15 judges have been
appointed in the Madras high
court, followed by eight in the
Calcutta high court, six in
Karnataka high court and one in
MP high court. There are 25 high
courts in the country; together
they had 341 vacancies against a
sanctioned strength of 1,112
judges. In the latest notifications,
of the 30 appointments, seven are
judicial officers who have been
elevated to the HC benches, while
23 are advocates. Some of them
have been appointed permanent
judges, while most others have
been appointed as additional
judges for a two-year tenure, after
which they will be evaluated and
considered for being made a per-

manent judge.

In the 25 high courts across
the country, over 60 lakh cases are
pending, of which 80,000 cases

are pending for three
decades.

The law minister has blamed
the respective HC collegium for
not following the timeline pre-
scribed for initiating recommen-
dations for appointments of
judges for the HCs, the primary
reason behind large vacancies.
The HC collegium comprises the
chief justice and two senior-most
judges of the HC.
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New Delhi, Agency : Weeks after
the rollout of the new centralised IT
enabled system (CITES) early July by
Employees'
Organisation (EPFO), which promised
to enhance member
through faster automated claims settle-
ments, field officials across the country
have been "left to their own devices" to
deal with the mounting claim penden-
cies as the new system faces strain,

Provident Fund

convenience

EPFO, officers'body contest claims about new IT system

2-3 days, EPFOA claims that "lakhs of
auto claims were kept pending in the
system for more than 20 days, with no
explanation to either the field offices or
to the members."

claimed the EPF Officers Association
(EPFOA) in a letter to labour minister
Mansukh Mandaviya.

Contrary to expectations that the
majority of claims would be settled in

of
in

these and
implemented with minimal disruption

new enterprise-wide platform.

However, EPFO has dismissed
said this transition was

services, and the temporary increase
pendency was due to moving to a

AW

New Delhi, Agency: The gov-
ernment said on Saturday that the
proposed merchant discount rate
(MDR) for UPI transactions will be
nominal and apply only to a limited
set of merchants for transactions
above a threshold, while seeking to
assure users that all person-to-per-
son transactions will remain free
and consumers who make the pay-

ment will not face any fees.

"A vast majority of the transac-
tions will remain free of charge for
merchants on UPI. MDR, if intro-

duced, will only be threshold-base

and not levied on a blanket basis to
all," the statement said, adding that

the UPI and Services Steerin

Committee, headed by NPCI, will

decide on the MDR, if any. It als

dismissed reports of the charges
being imposed under pressure from
the US, which was seen to be push-
ing the case of Visa and Mastercard

that levy MDR on credit card and
debit card transactions, which are
up to 2%, and usually not passed on
to consumers unless the merchant is
keen on a cash transaction. "If
external pressure had been a factor,
the government would not have
introduced UPI in 2016 or made it
free of charge for both merchants as
well as citizens since Jan 2020 and
ensured that it became the world's
largest real-time interoperable pay-
ment system. The amendment
should be viewed in the context of
d the government's broader objective
of ensuring that India's digital pay-
ment infrastructure remains sustain-
g able, competitive, and capable of
serving the country's rapidly
o expanding digital economy."

The finance ministry argued the
move was necessary to expand the
infrastructure into rural and semi-
urban areas.

farer,

equipment,
members can take refuge
during a pirate attack. The
pirates failed to breach the
citadel and eventually fled
the vessel.

the vessel's

safe room with essential sup- Conference  this
plies such as food and water, Captain  Vikram
as well as communication Manhas,

where crew

Sharing this incident at
the National Port Security

deputy nautical
adviser at DGMA (maritime
regulator), urged all crew
members and masters to
remain vigilant and follow
preventive measures
scribed under best manage-

ment practices (BMP),

Four vessels are

week,
Singh

pre-

arise in plracy incidents.

hostage by Somali pirates at
present, three of which have

Indian crew, respectively.
Highlighting the signifi-
cance of prevention in such
cases, Manhas said that once
a vessel is held by pirates,
everything is dependent upon
the negotiations with the
pirates and that the govern-
ment is working to ensure the
safe release of Indian seafar-

Captain moves crew to citadel, thwarts
pirate assault on India-bound vessel

New Delhi, Agency: On
July 1, an attack by pirates on
an India-bound bulk carrier,
Golden Arsenal, in the Gulf
of Aden was foiled after the
captain moved all crew mem-
bers, including an Indian sea-
into
"citadel" and sought assis-
tance from the Indian Navy.

A citadel is a fortified

amid ers.

In the direction of ensur-
ing their safety, the govern-
ment is set to launch a dash-

board on August 15 to track

held

Indian crew  members every Indian seafarer on any
aboard. ship. Additionally, shipping

One of the vessels has and ports minister
one Indian seafarer, while the Sarbananda Sonowal
other two have five and 11 Saturday launched e-

Samudra, a digital platform
integrating services for sea-
farers, shipping companies,
ports and other maritime
stakeholders, and said,
"Every Indian seafarer must
be safe, respected and sup-
ported as India strengthens
its position as a global mar-
itime power."

6 years after NDA exit, PunJ ab's SAD backs delimitation push

New Delhi, Agency: A day
after his meeting with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, Akali
Dal president Sukhbir Singh
Badal on Saturday reversed his
party's earlier opposition to the
rollout of the women's reservation
law from 2029 with an increase in
the Lok Sabha's strength by 50%
and supported any fresh move to
implement the two together, sig-
nalling the possibility of the govt
reviving the Constitution amend-
ment bill soon.

Akali Dal had walked out of
BJP-led NDA government
September 2020, ending a 23-y

old alliance, due to the Centre's pas-
sage of the three farm bills. DMK,

another opponent being eyed by

government as a potential supporter

the  of its renewed bid, snubbed governing
in  TVK's all-party meeting on delimita-
ear- tion. NDA is also banking on

NCP(SP) to support the measure.
Government likely to bring back

the  delimitation bill, but timing not clear

L ol

dered why CM Vijay did not summon
the meeting on a pressing issue like
the Mekedatu dam row, the party
clearly did not want to be part of an
exercise to frame delimitation as dam-
aging to the interests of the state, with

yet 6 yrs after NDA exit, Badal
backs delimitation push While
Sukhbir Singh Badal's party has
only one MP - his wife Harsimrat
is a Lok Sabha member - his
announcement conveyed the
government's efforts to realign
the numbers in its favour this
time round, after a similar exer-
cise was defeated in the last ses-
sion by a joint opposition, which
has since been considerably
weakened. While DMK called it
a diversionary tactic and won-

TVK ally Congress up in arms against
it. Developments in governing BJP-
led NDA and opposition camps are a
clear indication that the government is
bringing back the bill, which will
need
Parliament.
remains uncertain, with a section of
lawmakers being of the view that
Parliament can be summoned after
Independence Day to debate it. The
ongoing monsoon session is sched-
uled to end on Aug 13, leaving the
government with not much time to
pursue its ambitious agenda that seeks
to raise Lok Sabha's maximum
strength from the existing 550 to 850.
Sukhbir demanded implementation of
one-third reservation for women in
Lok Sabha and state assemblies.

two-thirds support  in

Its timing, however,

He

said, "SAD also demanded a fair and
equitable delimitation.” Incidentally,
his wife had made a fiery speech
against a similar bill last time, flaying
the government for linking reserva-
tion for women to delimitation.

The changed political environ-
ment and the fact that the government
may write into the new bill all the
assurances it has made verbally may
have persuaded his party and DMK to
consider a rethink.

NCP MP Supriya Sule had earlier
suggested that if the bill proposes a
rise in Lok Sabha seats of every state
by an equal proportion, it would not
create any problem, though she had
added that they will be part of opposi-
tion consultations before making a
final decision.



