


NEW DELHI, Jan 30 (PTI)

INDIA is expected to seal in the
next few weeks procurement of
26navalvariantofRafalejetsand
three Scorpene submarines from
France to further crank up its
naval prowess, people familiar
with the matter said onThursday:
It is not immediately clear if
the procurement will be
announced during Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s visit
to Paris next month to attend a
summit onartificialintelligence.
Modi and French President
Emmanuel Macron are expect-
ed to hold bilateral talks on the
sideline of the summit, being
held on February 10 and 11.
Thepeoplecitedabove saidall
thetwodealsarein the final stage

India to seal Rafale-M,
Scorpene sub de

of finalisation and that the
Cabinet Committee on Security
(CCS) will have to look at them.

In July 2023, the Defence
Ministry approved the purchase
of 22 Rafale (marine) jets from
France, primarily for deployment
on board the indigenously built
aircraftcarrier INSVikrant. Under
the Indian Navy's Project 75, six
Scorpene submarines have
already beenconstructedin India
byMazagon Dock Limited (MDL)
in cooperation with the Naval
Group of France.



CSL lays keelfof

KOCHI, Jan 30 (PTI)

THE Cochin Shipyard Ltd (CSL)
onThursday said that it has laid
the keel for the seventh Anti-
Submarine Warfare Shallow
Water Craft (ASW SWC) as part
ofa contract to build eight such
vessels for the Indian Navy.

e keel-laying ceremony took
place on Wednesday at CSL in
the presence of Rear Admiral
Upal Kundu, VSM, Chief of Staff,
Southern Naval Command.
The agreement to construct
eight ASWSWC ships was signed
between the Ministry of Defence
(MoD) and CSL in April 2019.

nti-Sub craft

“The Mahe-class ships will
replace the in-service Abhay-
class ASW Corvettes and are
designed to perform anti-sub-
marine operations in coastal
waters, Low-Intensity Maritime
Operations (LIMO), mine-laying
tasks, and subsurface surveil-
lance,” the release stated.
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Rebel leader named Syrla

DAMASCUS, Jan 30 (AP)

THE leader of Syrias rebels who
toppled President Hashar Assad
last monthwas named thecoun-
try's interim  President on
Wednesdayas former insurgents
cancelled the existing constitu-
tion, saying a new charter would
be drafted soon.

The appointment of Ahmad
al-Sharaa, a rebel once aligned
with al-Qaeda, as Syria's
President "in the transitional
phase,” came alter a meeting of
the former insurgent factions in
Damascus, the Syrian capital.

Theannouncementwas made
by the spokesperson for Syria's
new, de facto Government's mil-
itary operations sector, Col

Hassan Abdul Ghani,
the state-run SANA
news agency said.

Al- bhmahnd been

lowing the meel
bui did not immedi-
ately do so, and i
remained unclear il

he would, The exact Ahmad at%hman

€ group was
B once affiliated with
| al-Qaeda but has
since denounced its
former ties, and in
tecent  years, al-
Sharaa has sought to
cast himsell as a
champion of plural-
ism and tolerance

mechanism  under
which the factions selected him
asinterimPresidentwasalsonot
clear.

Al-Sharag, formetly known as
AbuMohammedal -Golani,isthe
leader of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham,
an Islamist former insurgent
group thatled the lightning offen-
sive that toppled Assad in early

and promised to pro-
tect therightsolwomen andreli-
gious minorites.

The United States had previ-
ously placed a USD 10 million
bounty on al-Sharaa but can-
celled it last month after a US
delegation visited Damascusand
mel with him, Top US diplomat
fortheMiddle East, Barbara Leaf

said after the meeting
that al-Sharaa came across as
“pragmatic.”

Therewas noimmediatereac-
tionby the Arab word dorbeyond
on al-Sharaa's appointment,
which had been expected.
Western nations, although they
have moved o restore ties with
Damascus after Assad was over-
thrown, are still somewhai cir-
cumspect about Syria's new
Islamist rulers.

Abdul Ghani, the spokesman,
also announced on Wednesday
the cancelation of the country’s
constitution - adopted in 2012,
underAssad's rule-and said that
al-Sharaa would be authorised
to form a temporary legislative
council untila new constitution

erim President

is dralted.

All the armed factions in the
country would be disbanded,
Abdul Ghani said, and would be
absorbed into state institutions.

Since Assads fall, HTS has
become the de facto ruling par-
ty and has set up an interim
Government largely composed
of officials from the local
Government il previously ran in
rebel-held 1dlib province,

The interim authorities have
promised they would launch an
inclusive process to set up a
new Government and constitu-
tion, including convening a
national dialogue conference
and invite Syria's different com-
munities, though no date has
been setl
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NSV Tarini with 2 womer

Pt Nemo,

Point Nemo is one of the
most remote locations on
Earth, situated appro
2,688 kilometers from the
nearest landmass. Due to
its isolation, it is often
considered the farthest
point from any human
habitation. The nearest
human presence is usually
aboard the International
Space Station, which orbits
above the region.

Lt Commander Dilna K and Lt Commander Roopa A aboard INSV
Tarini as it crosses Point Nemo - the Oceanic Pole of
Inaccessibility.

(PTI)

LYTTELTON, Jan 30 (ANI)

LIEUTENANT Commander
Dilna K and Lieutenant
Commander Roopa A, aboard
INSV Tarini, crossed Point Nemo
at0030hours (IST) on Thursday
during the third leg of their jour-
ney from Lyttelton, New Zealand,
toPort Stanley, Falkland Islands,
said an Indian Navy statementL

This event marks a significant
milestone in the Navika Sagar

Parikrama Il mission, a circum-
navigation journey undertaken
by the two officers as part of
India's naval exploration initia-
tive, the statement added.
Point Nemo, located at coor-
dinates 48°53'S 123°24'W, is
known as the Oceanic Pole of
Inaccessibility. It is one of the
most remote locationson Earth,
situated approximately 2,688
kilometersfrom the nearest land-
mass. Due to its isolation, it is

often considered the farthest
point [rom any human habita-
tion. The nearest human pres-
ence is usually aboard the
International Space Station,
which orbits above the region.
Additionally, Point Nemoisades-
ignated area where space agen-
cies intentionally guide decom-
missioned spacecralt, including
satellites and space stations, to
re-enter Earth’s atmosphereand
fall into the ocean to avoid harm

EW CI'0SSes

to populated areas.

INSVTarini's passage through
Point Nemowas achievedentire-
ly under sail, which makes it a
noteworthy accomplishment in
terms of maritime navigation.
Thevessel'scrossing through this
isolated pointhighlights the chal -
lengesolnavigating such remote
and difficult waters.

During their passage, the offi-
cersalsocollected walersamples
from the area, which will be
analysed by the National Institute
of Oceanography.

These samples are expected
to provide valuable data on
oceanic conditions, including
marine biodiversity and the
chemical composition of the
water, contributing to ongoing
oceanographic research, the
Navy statement said.

Further the statement added,
Navika Sagar Parikrama [T rep-
resents a continuation of India's
effortstosupportsdentificexplo-
ration and collaboration. As the
officers continue their journey,
they will progress toward their
next destination, Port Stanley,
furtheradvancing the objectives
of the mission.
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NEW YORK, Jan 30 (IANS)

INDIAN Space Research
Organisation (ISRO) astronaut
and Indian Air Force (IAF) offi-
cer, Shubhanshu Shukla, wilTt:
on the role of pilot on the Axiom
Mission 4, or Ax-4, that will go
to the International Space Station
(IS8) from NASAs Kennedy Space
Centerin Florida no earlier than
Spring2025, the USspace agency
said on Thursday.

Shuklawill make history as the
first Indian astronaut to visit the
orbiting laboratory aboard a
SpaceX Dragon spacecraft. A
serving officer in the IAF, he has
also been chosen as an astro-
naut for India's Gaganyaan
Mission.

Peggy Whitson, former NASA
astronaut and Director ofhuman
spaceflight at Axiom Space, will
command the commercial mis-
sion, while ISRO astronaut

'&._ 1

Shukla will serve as pilot, said
NASA. The two mission special-
ists areFuropean Space Agency
project astronaut Slawosz
Uznanski-Wisniewski of Poland
and Tibor Kapu of Hungary.
“lam excited tosee continued
interest and dedication for the
private astronaul missions

aboard the International Space
Station,” said DanaWeigel, man-
ager of NASA's International
Space Station Program at the
agency’s Johnson Space Center
in Houston.

“As NASA looks toward the
future oflow Earth orbit, private
astronautmissions help pavethe
way and expand access lo the
unique microgravity environ-
ment,” saidthe USspaceagency.

The first private astronaut mis-
sionto thestation, Axiom Mission
1, lifted off in April 2022 fora17-
day mission aboard the orbiting
laboratory.

The second private astronaut
mission to the station, Axiom
Mission 2, also was command-
ed by Whitson and launched in
May 2023 with four private astro-
nauts who spent eight days in
orbit.

The mostrecent privateastro-
naul mission, Axiom Mission 3,

an astronaut to fly to ISS

launched in January 2024; the
crew spent 18daysdockedtothe
space station.

“Workingwith the talented and
diverse Ax-4 crew has been a
deeply rewarding experience,”
said Whitson.

“Witnessing their sellless ded -
ication and commitment to
expanding horizons and creat-
ing opportunities for their
nations in space exploration is
truly remarkable. Each crew
member bringsunique strengths
and perspectives, making our
mission not just a scientific
endeavour, but a testament to
human ingenuity and team-
work,” Whitson added.

The Lord is compassionate

and gracious, slow o

anger, abounding in love.
Bsalm 103:8




Challenges galore as
team sit down to

NEW DELHI, Jan 30 (PTI)

FINANCE Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman, set to make history
with her eighth consecutive
Union Budget, has worked tire-
lessly with key officials, includ-
ing Finance Secretary Tuhin
Kanta Pandey, to prepare a
Budget of over Rs 50 lakh crore
for FY26.

The Budget willhave to address
several challenges, including
decelerating economic growth,
fallingvalue ofrupeeagainst the
USdollarandmoderationincon-
sumption demand.

The economic growth is esti-
mated to slow to a 4-year low of
6.4 per cent in FY25. This is the
lowestgrowth since the outbreak
of the COVID pandemic which
hit the world in 2019.

Sitharaman, who had steered
the Indian economy through
many difficult phases, including

alion, moderation
in consumption,
stagnant private
investment,andan
uncertain geopo-
litical situation.

On account of
various factors, the
rupee plunged o
anall-timelowof 86,7 per USdol-
lar earlier this month.

The team, assisting the
Finance Minister to frame Budgel
proposals for 2025-26, includes
Revenue Secretary Pandey,
Economic Affairs Secretary Ajay
Seth, Expenditure Secretary
Manaoj Govil, Department of
Investment and Public Asset
Management (DIPAM) Secrelary
Arunish Chawla, Financial
Services Secretary M Nagaraju,

and Chief
Economic
Advisor v
Anantha
Nageswaran.

The uphill task
before the
Finance Minister
and her team
would be to bol-
ster growth with-
out sacrificing fis-
cal prudence.

The Govemnment is also
expected o stick to the fiscal
glide path of reducing the fiscal
deficit to below 4.5 per cent of
Gross Domestic  Product
(GDP) in FY26 amidst various
headwinds.

Finance Secretary and
Revenue Secretary Tuhin Kanta
Pandey: The oldest hand at the
Finance Ministry who has been
involved with the Budget mak-
ing process since October 2019

ala and her
e FY26 Budget

when he joined DIPAM as
Secretary. In September last year,
Pandey, a 1987-batch IAS officer
from Odishacadre, was appoint-
ed the Finance Secretary.

The Finance Ministry has six
departments -- Revenue,
Economic Affairs, Expenditure,
Financial Services, DIPAM and
DPE -- and the senior most
bureaucratin the ministryisdes-
ignatedasthe Finance Secretary.

He has been credited with
divestment of Air India and PSU
dividend policy among others
during his tenure as DIPAM
Secrelary.

Before serving as Secretary in
the DIPAM, Pandey held many
significant positionsinthe Union
Government and the Odisha
Governmenl, inaddition toserv-
ing astint in the Regional Office
of the United Nations Industrial
Development  Organisation
(UNIDQ).



Stormy Budget
Session likely as
Oppn to raise
Mahakumbh
slampede issue

The Union Budget
will be presented
on February 1

NEW DIELHIE, lan 30 {PT1)

PARLIAMENT'S Budget Session
is likedy 1o getafToa siormy star
on Friday with Opposition par-
ties demanding a discussion on
the alleged mismanagement of
the Mahakumbh festival in
Prayagraj where 30 pilgims were
killed in a stampede.

Atthe all party meeting chaired
by Delence Minister Rajnath

— irnes Mineus

Unian Ministers Rajnath Singh, JP Nadda, and Kiren Rijiju with MaS
L. Murugan and Arjun Ram Meghwal during an all-party meeting,
convened by the Government, ahead of the Budget Session of

Pariamant, in New Daihi on Thursday.

(P11

Singh on the eve of the
Parliament Session, Opposition
parties also  accused the
Government of politicising the
parliamentary committees and
trving to push itsagenda by using
i1 mujority

The Budge! Session starts on
Friday with President Droupadi
Murmu addressing both the
HousesofFarliamentassembled
togetherin the Lok Sabha, Afer
the President s address, Finance

[Cantd on page 5)

idicial panel to

visit Mahakumbh
stampede site

today

LUCKNOW, Jan 30 (FT1

THE three-member fudicial
commission sel up by the
Uitar Pradesh Government
to probe the Mahakumbh
stampede willvisitthesiteon
Friday, panel head Harsh
Kumar, a retired judge of the
Allahabad High Court, said.
Kumar alse said that the
commission has a month 10
wrap upits investigation but
will try 1o expedite it Kumar
and panel members former
{Confd on page 5

rom today

Parit panel on Wagf amendment bill
submits report to LS Speaker

NEW DELHI, lan 30 {PT1)

THE joint committee of
Parlinment examining the Waigf
(Amendment] Bill submitted
its report to Lok Sabha Speaker
Om Birla on Thursday.

Panel chairperson
Jagdambika Pal met Birla at his

Parliament House office and
handed over the report.

The panel on Wednesday
adopted by o majority vote its
report that contained changes
suggested by members of the
ruling BIP promipting theoppo-
sition 1o dub the exerclse an
attemptio destrovWagf boards,



