
Vol 05 | Issue 327 | Gangtok | Wednesday | 16 December 2020 RNI No. SIKENG/2016/69420

START WITH EQUALITY, 
AND THEN WE CAN TALK 

EMPOWERMENT
pg 04 

CHRIS PINE TO STAR IN 
PARAMOUNT’S DUNGEONS 

AND DRAGONS’ MOVIE
pg 08

DAKOTA JOHNSON’S BOLD RING 
ON THAT FINGER SPARKS CHRIS 
MARTIN ENGAGEMENT RUMORS

pg 08

Pages 8 | RS. 5

Those who rushed process for political gain, now 
instigating challenge in Court: CM on OFOJ issue

…ASSURES APPOINTEES THAT HIS GOVT WILL DEFEND THEIR CASE RIGHT UP TO SUPREME COURT IF REQUIRED
SUMMIT REPORT
Gangtok, 15 Dec: 

Chief Minister PS Tamang 
today alleged that “those” 

who rushed the One Family-
One Job scheme in 2019 for 
political gain, and cut corners 
to meet their selfish ends, had 
not only imperiled the job-
security of the appointees, 
but have also now instigated 
a court challenge against the 
appointments.

The CM’s reference was 
clearly to the recent Public 
Interest Litigation filed in 
the High Court of Sikkim 
challenging the OFOJ scheme 
itself and seeking that 
appointments made under it 
be cancelled.

Speaking at the foundation 
stone laying ceremony of 
a monastery at Lossing, 
Dikling, near Pakyong in East 
Sikkim, the CM argued that 
the previous SDF Government 
had hurried the OFOJ scheme 
in an election year with only 
its own short-term political 
gains in mind and had thus 
compromised the futures 
of the thousands who were 
appointed under the scheme.

Now, with the elections 
over, the same people, he 
said, were pulling the strings 
from the background to create 
uncertainty.

Addressing the OFOJ 
appointees at large, who 
number nearly 18,000, 
he assured them that his 

government stands with them 
and will defend their case 
right up to the Supreme Court 
if required. 

He stressed that OFOJ 
was originally an SKM idea 
which had been hijacked by 
the SDF when it was in office. 
However, because SDF was not 

completely committed to the 
idea and had not reasoned out 
the processes entailed in such 
an exercise, it delivered a half-
baked idea which apparently 
did not follow de process.

This is something that Mr 
Tamang and his party have 
argued in the past as well.

Today, the CM reiterated 
that his government was 
committed to regularizing 
the services of the OFOJ 
appointees and reminded that 
it had even begun the process 
to do so sometime back.

“We are with you and will 
defend the case,” he reiterated.

Private schools urge Govt to reconsider order 
requiring fresh registration every year

ASSOC SEEKS RELAXATION TO TRAINED TEACHER REQUIREMENT SINCE OFOJ HAS EMPTIED POOL AVAILABLE TO THEM
AARON RAI
Gangtok, 15 Dec:

Private schools, under the 
aegis of All Sikkim Private 

Schools Welfare Association, 
have resolved to urge the State 
Government to reconsider its 
notification requiring private 
schools to get registered 
every year. They have also 
reasoned that the One Family-
One Job scheme of 2019 which 
provided government jobs to 
nearly 18,000 Sikkimese youth 
has emptied the pool of qualified 
teachers available to them. They 
are thus hard-pressed to find 
teachers meeting the qualification 
stipulations insisted upon the State 
Government and have requested that 
these conditions be relaxed until the 
situation improves for them.

These and other issues common 
to private schools were discussed at 
the fifth meeting of the association 
convened at Gorkha Dharmasala, 
Singtam, East Sikkim today. 

ASPSWA president, DB Stephen 
Gurung, in his opening remarks flagged 
the fore-mentioned issues as the main 
agenda of the day since these had 
created a situation which was proving 

difficult for 
private schools to 
negotiate. 

To seek fresh 
registration every 
year was hard and 
tedious for private 
schools, not all of 
whom have the 
resources or time 
to invest in such 
an annual feature. 
The association 

has thus resolved to request the State 
Government to make such registrations 
permanent for a lifetime. About trained 
teachers, Mr Gurung stated that there 
was currently an acute shortage of 
trained candidates because of the One 
Family, One Job scheme.

Most of the trained teachers 
employed in private schools have 

joined OFOJ, he said, and the few 
who remained were absorbed by the 
Education Department is a recent spate 
of hirings, he pointed out.

In the current situation, there are 
not enough qualified/ trained teachers 
to employ in private schools, making 
the rule to staff schools only with such 
teachers impossible to meet. 

The association is thus urging the 
Government to relax this stipulation.

Mr Gurung also reminded the State 
Govt about its election manifesto in 
which it has promised support for 
private schools and laptops as well. 

The association today drafted a 
memorandum detailing these issues 
which it plans to submit to the 
Education Department and also to 
Chief Minister and are confident that 
the SKM Government will resolve the 
matter.

Teenager succumbs to 
Covid complications, 

Sikkim’s toll reaches 119
SUMMIT REPORT
Gangtok, 15 Dec:

A 16-year-old from 
South Sikkim passed 

away at STNM Hospital 
on Sunday evening 
after battling COVID-19 
for two weeks, having 
tested positive for Novel 
Coronavirus on 01 
December.

The teenager, a 
resident of Namthang-
Tanzi in South Sikkim, had 
the underlying condition 
of chronic kidney disease 
and was already a dialysis 
patient when she tested 
positive. Her passing 
away has been recorded 
as a Covid-death with co-
morbidities.

With the latest 
fatality, Sikkim has lost 
119 lives to the virus. 
Most of the patients had 
co-morbidities.

With 199 deaths from 
the 5,365 confirmed 
COVID-19 cases, Sikkim 
case fatality rate works 
out to 2.21%. The national 
Case Fatality Rate is 
currently at 1.45%, and 
Sikkim’s number is closer 
to global CFR which, as on 
14 December, was 2.26%. 

That said, with 
questions being raised 
on the country’s focus 
on testing and whether 
India is testing enough 
among those at risk of 
contracting the virus, one 
way to look at Sikkim’s 
higher CFR would be 
to see it as evidence 
that the State is testing 
in the right segment 
even if the number of 
tests being conducted is 
comparatively low.

Over all, Sikkim has 
carried out 65,710 tests 
for COVID thus far, 5,365 
of which have returned 
positive. While 4,858 
people, 36 of them on 
Monday, have recovered 
from the virus and 
returned to normal life, 

the State currently has 
294 active cases.

The condition of three 
patients is currently 
delicate, requiring them 
to be admitted to the ICU 
of the COVID-dedicated 
STNM Hospital.

Meanwhile, on 
Monday, Sikkim tested 
211 samples, of which 25 
returned positive. 

While 20 new cases 
were reported from East 
Sikkim, five new cases 
were detected in South 
Sikkim and none in 
South and North districts 
yesterday.

As per the daily health 
bulletin, six cases were 
reported from Tadong 
[including a 24 year old 
female who could not 
be contacted], two from 
Rongneck [both of whom 
were already admitted 
in STNM Hospital], two 
from Yangang [with both 
currently in Siliguri], one 
from Sama Lingdum, 
one from Melli-Majhitar, 
one from Baluwakhani 
[Gangtok], and one each 
from Namchi, Deorali, 
Upper Boomtar and Wok.

Also yesterday, eight 
primary contacts – three 
from near Zero Point and 
five in Upper Syari – also 
tested positive for the 
virus.

As Sikkim battles 
COVID, it is hoped that 
more detailed data 
is being crunched 
to establish how the 
State was faring. 
Statistics like how 
many people a Covid-
positive person was 
transmitting the 
virus to and how it is 
taking before people 
realize they might 
have contracted the 
virus and then getting 
themselves tested needs 
to looked into so that 
follow-up measures can 
be initiated if required.

Foundation stone laid for Shadrup Tempel Chokorling Monastery

SUMMIT REPORT
Gangtok, 15 Dec:
Chief Minister PS Tamang marked Lossong today 
by laying the foundation stone of Shadrup Tempel 
Chokorling Monastery at Lossing, Dikling near 
Parkyond in East Sikkim.

The significance of the timing was not lost of 
him as, in a post on his official Facebook page, he 
shared, “On the auspicious occasion of Lossong, I felt 
extremely fortunate to lay the foundation stone of a 
Monastery (Gumpa) at Loosing, Dikling, East Sikkim.”

Extending Lossong/ Namsoong greetings to 
the people of Sikkim, the CM, impressed with the 
commitment of the committee looking after the 

monastery construction project, announced a Rs One 
crore financial assistance from the government’s side 
to assist the construction.

He also reiterated that “as promised, after 
assuming office, our government has provided stress 
and pressure-free environment where people are 
able to exercise all their democratic rights and enjoy 
them to the fullest.”

“The aim of our government is to provide a free 
and fair environment and protect the rights and 
reservations of our people and ensure their safety 
and security,” he affirmed.

Recognising the natural beauty of the surroundings 
and Sikkim’s continuing appeal for tourism, the 
CM called on the people to focus more diligently on 
rural tourism in the coming year and added that the 

government will provide financial assistance for the 
construction of 3 to 5 roomed houses to establish 
homestays in rural areas. 

He also shared that he has received very positive 
feedback from the people about their area MLA, 
Bishnu Kumar Khatiwada, affectionately referred to 
as “Badaa” by the people, and endorsed that in 
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Civil Society Organisations and Foreign 
Contributions: Why the Xenophobia? V I EWPO I N T

MS SRIRAM

In the 1970s, when Verghese Kurien, 
the father of India’s White Revolution, 

decided to accept aid from European 
nations, he was asked if he was playing 
into the colonial game plan of market 
colonisation through the instrumentality 
of aid. He is said to have retorted (my 
paraphrasing): “Why do you think it is 
always the others who are ‘using’ us? Can 
we not protect ourselves? I am ‘using’ the 
aid givers and not the other way round. 
We are not fools and can take care of the 
interests of our farmers.” India’s self-
sufficient and flourishing dairy sector 
today is there for us to see this to be true.

As India’s present government 
tightens rules on foreign contributions 
to civil society organisations (CSOs) on 
the grounds of a larger ‘national interest’, 
Kurien’s attitude of confidence rather 
than of conspiracy would serve the 
country better.

However, that is too much to expect 
from an inherently suspicious and 
paranoid government. Past governments 
too have treated CSOs as adversaries, for 
questioning the state from the vantage 
of citizens or beneficiaries. But despite 
longstanding friction, these governments 
used the services of CSOs to deliver welfare 
services more deeply and efficiently.. 
CSOs have worked constructively in 
many developmental programmes, 
across forestry management, water 
and sanitation, watersheds, ecology, 
environment, and livelihoods.

The flagship programme of the rural 
development ministry, the National 
Rural Livelihoods Mission, owes its 
framework of delivery through Self Help 
Groups entirely to the contribution of 
CSOs. Laws on the Right to Information, 
Food Security, Right to Education, and 
Employment Guarantee, all came to be 
because of the groundwork by CSOs. 
These organisations have also been able 
to break the monopoly of the state in the 
function of welfare and redistribution. 
The work of H. Sudarshan of Vivekananda 
Girijana Kalyana Kendra in setting up 
primary health centres in tribal areas of 
Karnataka to deliver healthcare services 
could be a case in point.

However, the current Indian 
government has a particular antipathy 
towards such organisations. New 
rules that regulate foreign aid could 
sound a death knell for many of these 
organisations, especially for those 
working in remote regions and difficult 
circumstances. These organisations 
depend on funds from different sources: 
individuals, Indian foundations, state and 
central governments, and foundations 
abroad.

The government can claim itself as 
patriotic for rejecting the conspiratorial 
foreign aid that destabilises the fragile 
Indian nation. But this might be at the 
cost of the welfare of the people whom the 
state is unable to reach. However small 
and insignificant foreign contributions 
are, this source of funding and these CSOs 
are crucial to society.

FUNDING WOES
There are three aspects now affecting 

the funding of CSOs in India. First, at 
the domestic end, the contraction of 
the economy and reduced corporate 
profits (or even losses) have shrunk 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
funding. Second, CSOs have a formidable 
and pre-emptive competition from 
the government promoted PM CARES 

Fund, donations to which are not only 
recognised as legitimate CSR expenses 
but also are fully exempt from taxation 
and insulated from disclosure. More 
than Rs 3,000 crores were collected by 
PM CARES within the first four days of 
it being set up in March. Third, the latest 
amendments to the Foreign Contribution 
Regulation Act (FCRA) and notification of 
rules may pull out the oxygen pipe from 
many CSOs.

The total pie of foreign contributions 
is not significant, it is around Rs 20,000 
crores. As the regulations get tighter, 
getting even this modest amount will 
get increasingly challenging. It is a 
paradox that while India liberalises laws 
and policies to welcome international 
investments to exploit the domestic 
market, it is closing options for welfare 
funding. The tightening of the laws under 
foreign contribution has been going on 
for a while and CSOs have been facing 
increased scrutiny and compliance 
requirements. To a large extent, the 
recipients are constantly adjusting to the 
new regime.

However, the latest set of amendments 
are near draconian and almost criminalise 
the funding route. They require every 
organisation receiving aid under the FCRA 
to open an account in a specified branch 
of State Bank of India (in New Delhi), to 
restrict administrative expenses to 20% 
of the grant, and forbid recipients from 
making sub-grants.

This last stipulation hits a common 
practice in the CSO sector where larger 
organisations raise money and distribute 
it as sub-grants to FCRA-approved smaller 
agencies who have people on the ground 
or are working in very remote locations. 
What construes an administrative expense 
will be interpreted and re-interpreted 
by the Inspector Raj. Is the money spent 
on renting a vehicle to take people to 
a protest site an operational cost or an 
administrative overhead for transport? 
Is printing posters an administrative 
overhead? There are bound to be very 
interesting contestations over these 
matters.

What is most dangerous and sneaked 
in mischievously, however, pertains to the 
“surrender” of FCRA permission. When 
an organisation chooses to voluntarily 
surrender the permission, this is treated 
as equivalent to cancellation. The act of 
surrender is voluntary and is completely 
different from cancellation by the 
authorities, which is an action in response 
to a failing. Treating both on a similar 
footing is unfair and unjust. These are 
distinct, both in terms of where the action 
is initiated and in terms of the process 
adopted and the consequences.

The current reading of the 
amendments indicates that in the event 
of surrendering FCRA permission, the 
government can take over assets created 
out of the grants and any unspent foreign 
funds. What is left unsaid is if this applies 
only to CSOs that will be liquidated. It is 
yet unclear what happens to the assets 
created with past international funding 
if the organisation surrenders its FCRA 
permission and becomes a domestically 
funded entity, Would the assets be taken 
away? This certainly looks and sounds 
sinister and would be subject to long 
drawn litigation.

FOREIGN AID AND CSOS
There are three routes for 

international funding: capital coming 
in through Foreign Institutional 

Investments, Foreign Direct Investments, 
and External Commercial Borrowings 
by commercial entities; grants or long-
term loans from foreign governments or 
multilateral agencies, going directly to 
governments in India, and occasionally to 
CSOs; and loans or grants for CSOs from 
philanthropic agencies or foundations, 
who sometimes also make programme 
related equity investments in social 
sector enterprises.

India’s approach to external aid, 
covering both aid to the governments 
and the CSOs, has been evolving over the 
years. From being a nation seeking food 
aid from the United States from 1955 
through 1971 and commodity aid for the 
dairy development programme, India 
has historically been open to external 
assistance (GoI 2008). Independent 
organisations like the Ford Foundations 
were invited to set up office in India.. Ford 
Foundation grants were instrumental in 
setting up iconic institutions including 
the Indian Institute of Management 
Ahmedabad and contributed to the dairy 
development programme undertaken 
by Kurien’s National Dairy Development 
Board.

After the balance of payments crisis 
in 1991 and the subsequent reforms, 
liberalisation, and economic growth, 
India’s reliance on external aid has 
reduced. By January 2005, India decided 
to take bilateral aid only from the G-7 
nations and the Russian Federation. 
Multilateral aid would be accepted 
without any conditionalities. Funding 
from European Union nations beyond the 
G-7 members was also accepted subject 
to a minimum funding of $25 million. This 
position continues and was reiterated in 
a position paper on external assistance in 
2008 (GoI 2008).

Over time, external involvement 
has moved from grants and assistance 
to investments and debt. In the recent 
past, the funding from multilateral 
organisations to the union government 
has been in the ballpark of Rs 50,000 
crores (GoI 2020, 6). This has largely 
come as loans to the government of 
India. In comparison, aid in the form 
of grants to the government has been 
around Rs 1,000 crores. CSOs too have 
received funding from several bilateral 
agencies and independent foundations, 
including USAID, the UK’s Department for 
International Development (Earlier DfiD, 
now UK Aid), the Canadian International 
Development Agency, and Swiss 
Development Co-operation. Locally, the 
Tatas have had a legacy of funding these 
initiatives.

However, the landscape of aid to CSOs 
has also changed significantly. Their 
sources of funds were not restricted 
by the new policy of 2005, as long as 
they complied with the FCRA. However, 
following the new policy, several donor 
agencies from outside the G-7, such as 
Hivos of Netherlands, left India as it did 
not make sense to them to maintain 
offices just to provide aid to CSOs. This 
also coincided with the emergence of 
Indian investor-philanthropists like the 
Nilekanis and Azim Premji; domestic 
organisations like the Infosys Foundation; 
and international donors like the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, Michael and 
Susan Dell Foundation, and Omidyar 
Network.

These Indian and international 
philanthropies now have a significant 
footprint in India, with their hybrid 

funding model of providing investment 
capital to social enterprises and grants 
to work in certain specific areas such 
as education, financial inclusion, and 
healthcare. An amendment to the 
Companies Act in 2014, that mandated 
corporate contributions to the social 
sector, opened up more local sources for 
funding.

A loose divide has emerged between 
organisations operating in the enterprise 
space — ‘social enterprises’ — and 
organisations operating in the rights 
and aid space, generally termed as CSOs. 
The ecosystem for social enterprises 
has been evolving, and investment from 
foreign sources is openly welcomed and 
encouraged. There are now alternative 
investment funds, patient investors, 
impact investors, and even a proposal to 
set up a social stock exchange for them. 
So, in one sense, India seems to be okay 
with interventions in the commercial and 
enterprise space.

AT THE EDGE OF POLITICS
However, it has always been a 

challenge to manage organisations 
operating in the rights and welfare 
space, who question the government 
and work for civil rights. These activities 
are not only in favour of the poor and 
dispossessed but are also on the edge of 
being political. These are institutions that 
directly question governments and the 
status quo. For instance, how do we term 
the work of a CSO like the Association 
of Democratic Reforms, which is deeply 
political without being partisan?

The methods employed by many of 
these rights-based organisations are 
political in nature, whether it is a protest, 
a sit-in, a hunger strike, or a march. This is 
where the articulation of the aspirations 
and rights of the poor blurs into political 
opposition. These institutions are now 
suffering because of multiple reasons. 
The donor ecosystem has moved more 
towards funding projects with concrete 
and measurable impact, making 
conditions difficult for organisations 
working towards unquantifiable goals. 
Second, governments have increasingly 
made it difficult for these organisations 
to get international aid by introducing 
successive amendments to the FCRA. The 
latest amendments will shut down even 
that trickle of aid.

There was a brief period of 
respite, not necessarily in the 
legal architecture, but at least 
in the way governments engage 
with the rights-based CSOs. The 
first United Progressive Alliance 
government (2004–2009) co-opted 
some of the most significant voices 
of these CSOs into the National 
Advisory Council (NAC). This was 
questioned both as a practice and 
over the constitutionality of framing 
laws without the mandate of the 
people. However, the NAC never 
bypassed Parliament and the nation 
possibly gained more than it lost 
in this arrangement. The Right to 
Information, Food Security, Right 
to Education, and Employment 
Guarantee Acts were all launched 
at the behest of these voices, who 
brought field experience to the 
drafting process, weaving rights into the 
framework of governance.

The NAC experiment demonstrated 
that CSOs were not compulsively 
adversarial and when given an 
opportunity, could work in partnership 

with governments on several rights-
based programmes. The same people 
who were earlier sitting in protest against 
the government now sat across the NAC 
table and worked with the government. 
At the same time, these NAC members 
remained independent, and some chose 
to resign from the council when they 
thought that staying on was going to be a 
compromise. While certain organisations 
were thus collaborating with the 
government, there were also instances 
of adversarial agitation, like the India 
Against Corruption agitation led by Anna 
Hazare in 2011 to get the anti-corruption 
Lokpal Bill (however ineffective it was, 
eventually) passed.

CONCLUSION
Never let go of a good crisis to initiate 

reforms is a much-abused adage. But are 
the new foreign donations rules reforms? 
It is understandable that successive 
regimes have seen international aid with 
suspicion and have raised larger issues 
of national interest. After all, anything 
that fuels the demanding of rights, and 
encourages the language of protest is 
in a way destabilising the status quo, 
including the political formation in power. 
But beyond that, is there a real threat to 
national interest? Is our national interest 
so inexpensive as can be compromised 
by Rs 20,000 crore? This issue has to be 
contested.

Of course, we should not be held to 
ransom by international agencies which 
have their agendas. Neither should 
we seek funding from sources that 
destabilise our country, nor should 
the government permit it. However, as 
we shut the door to foreign donations 
to CSOs, we are not even scrutinising 
if there is merit in the action. We are 
throwing out the baby, the bathwater, 
and the tub all together. Should we shut 
this route on some suspicion, or do we 
move ahead with the confidence that 
we can take care of our interests and 
resist any attempts to compromise? 
Unsurprisingly, the government has 
chosen the route of suspicion over the 
route of confidence and self-assurance to 
deal with the issue.

In the current situation of a financial 
crisis and with the fiscal deficit ballooning, 
the government has to realise that it needs 
all the resources it can gather to continue 
to provide stimulus and assistance 
to the poor and the vulnerable. The 
capacity of governments to get aid to 
the last person is limited, both in terms 
of resources and in terms of logistics. 
CSOs usually fill the gap. If they can do 
so bypassing the Consolidated Fund of 
India, through external aid, why not? 
It just adds around Rs 20,000 crore to 
our economy — and hopefully much 
more if  we are liberal — without any 
pain. It will  contribute to domestic 
consumption and demand and have 
a multiplier effect on other parts 
of the economy. But it seems that 
the poor and the vulnerable can be 
damned, as long as we can show our 
patriotism towards the nation and 
peddle the notion of protecting ourselves 
from conspiracies hatched in foreign 
lands. It seems we now cannot expect 
anything better from the state.

The Telugu poet Guruzada Appa Rao 
once wrote: “The country is not soil; the 
country is people.” But who will read the 
poem to the current dispensation?

[The India Forum]

As India’s COVID-19 cases decline, Centre warns against carelessness
New Delhi, 15 Dec [PTI]: 
COVID-19 cases and deaths 
are declining in India, which 
is very reassuring, the 
centre said on Tuesday, but 
cautioned against any laxity, 
saying an overwhelming 
proportion of the country’s 
population is still “very 
susceptible” to the virus and 
the situation may escalate 
unexpectedly.

While there is an 
increasing trend in 
COVID-19 cases and deaths 
globally, particularly in the 
US and Europe, and the 
situation in the world is 
becoming worrisome, in 
contrast, the scene in India 
is satisfying as the cases 
and deaths are declining, 
VK Paul, member (health) 
at NITI Aayog said at a press 
conference.

“Mortality is declining 

and it is well below 400 per 
day. Cases have come down 
to almost 22,000. This is 
the kind of number we all 
experienced in July. So that 
is very reassuring. As a 
nation, we seem to be now 
doing very well,” he said.

“We are saving lives. 
But remember, this cannot 
be taken for granted. An 
overwhelming proportion 
of our population is still 
very very susceptible to the 
virus. And the situation can 
escalate unexpectedly,” Mr 
Paul said while cautioning 
against any laxity.

He further said the 
reassuring thing is that 
people are saying the 
R0, which represents the 
number of new infections 
estimated to stem from 
a single case, has come 
below one which means the 

pandemic is shrinking.
“So, we should be happy 

about that, but cautiously 
happy,” he said.

Noting Delhi has 
made progress, he said, 
“We congratulate the 
government of Delhi as also 
all the other governments 
who have done so well in 
contributing towards such 
a significant control (in 
cases) in recent times.”

Mr Paul, however, 
expressed concern over the 
COVID-19 situation in some 
states like Uttarakhand, 
Nagaland and Himachal 
Pradesh and stated all 
efforts to control the 
spread are being made in 
collaboration with these 
governments.

Union Health Secretary 
Rajesh Bhushan said that 
more than 15.55 crore tests 

have been conducted so far 
for detection of coronavirus 
infection in the country, and 
the cumulative positivity 
rate has come down to 6.37, 
while the average daily 
positivity rate during last 
week was 3.00 per cent.

India’s Case Fatality 
Rate (CFR) is also among 
the lowest in the world. At 
present, India’s CFR is 1.45 

per cent, whereas globally it 
is 2.26 per cent, Mr Bhushan 
said.

Speaking about the 
preparation for the 
COVID-19 vaccination drive, 
Mr Bhushan said guidelines 
for estimation of electrical 
and non-electrical cold 
chain equipment and their 
strengthening have been 
issued to states.

Guidelines for 
management of cold chain 
at last cold chain points 
and session sites have been 
issued.

At least 29,000 cold chain 
points, 240 walk-in coolers, 
70 walk-in freezers, 45,000 
ice-lined refrigerators, 
41,000 deep freezers and 
300 solar refrigerators will 
be used for the COVID-19 
vaccination drive.

States have been asked 
to identify at least one 
adverse event following 
immunisation (AEFI) 
management centre in each 
block.

“Adverse events 
following immunisation is a 
critical aspect. Even during 
universal immunisation 
programmes, which have 
been going on for decades, 
some adverse effects 

are seen in children and 
pregnant women after 
vaccination,” he said.

“So, we can’t deny the 
possibility of an adverse 
event when the COVID-19 
vaccination begins. 
The countries where 
inocolution has already 
started, especially in the UK, 
adverse events took place 
on the very first day. So, it 
is essential that states and 
union territories prepare 
for this too,” Mr Bhushan 
said.

Detailed instructions 
on infection prevention 
and control practices 
during vaccination 
and management of 
minor, severe, serious 
adverse events following 
immunisation (AEFI) have 
been issued to states.
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AFFIDAVIT
This is to state that Mr. B.Pradhan and Smt S. Mukhia were legally bound 

in marriage in the year 2011. This is also to state that Mr. B. Pradhan 
has been living separately from Smt. S. Mukhia  since march 2020 i.e. 9 
months. This is also to state that Mr. B.Pradhan & Smt S.Mukhia are not 
totally and martially obligated to each other

Sd/-
B.Pradhan

Namsoong at Wok
SUMMIT REPORT
Gangtok, 15 Dec:

Namsoong celebration was organised at the Wok 
public playground by members of the Lepcha 

community of Wok-Omchu GPU, South Sikkim, from 
15 to 19 Dec. Today, chairperson, Farmers’ Welfare 
Board, Phurden Lepcha, was at the celebration as 
the chief guest accompanied by former MLA Norzang 
Lepcha, the chief patron and South Sikkim members 
of the Lepcha association present as special guests.

Brand Factory’s Free Shopping Weekend: 
The biggest sale of the year is here from 14 to 20 December!

Gangtok, 14 Dec: The 
most awaited sale of the 
year is here. Touted as 
2020s biggest shopping 
bonanza, it brings 
you unbelievable 
offers that make your 
shopping quite literally 
FREE!

Yes, you heard it 
right! The 5th Season 
of Free Shopping 
Weekend brings you 
the best of fashion 
brands at a steal. 

•	 Shop	 for	 MRP	
Rs. 5000/-, pay only 
Rs. 2100/- and get that 

back, with free apparel 
worth Rs. 500/-, gift 
vouchers worth Rs. 
1200/- and also cash 
back of Rs. 400/- in 

Future Pay Wallet; so 
you can enjoy absolutely 
FREE shopping, valid 
from 14th to 20th Dec, 
2020 only! 

The surprises don’t 
end here… CLICK, 
SHARE & WIN by 
sharing this offer via 
WhatsApp, getting 
a chance to win Rs. 
1000/- unconditional 
voucher! Also, get 
additional 7.5% instant 
discount (up to Rs. 
1000/- max.) when you 
shop using your HDFC 
Bank Debit/Credit 
Cardor by availing easy 
EMI option. 

So what are you 
waiting for… Choose 
from a wide range of 

National & International 
fashion brands such 
Zara, Wrangler, Spykar, 
Pepe, Lee, Jack & Jones, 
Lee Cooper, Jealous, 
Bare Denim, John Miller, 
SBPRC, Scullers, Bare 
Leisure, Indigo Nation,  
Umbro, Hey, Alice & May, 
Buffalo, The Privilege 
Club, Knighthood, Iktara, 
Morpankh, Nayan’s, 
Imara, Recap, Colors, 
Arrow and Wrogn , and 
enjoy your free shopping 
weekend. It’s the best 
time for bulk buying and 
huge savings!

Nepali litterateurs form 
committee for development and 
preservation of Hindi literature

SUMMIT REPORT
Rangpo, 15 Dec:

Known names of the 
Nepali literati today 

came together to form 
a state-level committee 
for the development and 
preservation of Nepali 
literature in Sikkim.

This was formalised 
at a meeting held today 
at Press Club of Sikkim 
under the presidentship 
of former top-cop CP Giri 
on the initiative of writer 

Amar Bania ‘Lohoro.’
Mr Bania briefed 

the meeting, conducted 
by Kubera Bista, about 
the responsibility, 
requirement and 
framework of Hindi 
language development. 

KN Sharma and Mr 
Giri also addressed the 
meeting and decisions 
were taken to take the 
campaign forward. 

The meeting 
selected Shyam Pradhan 

as president of the 
committee with Asha 
Kiran and Dr Pradeep 
Tripathi from Sikkim 
University as vice 
presidents, Dr Chukhi 
Lepcha as general 
secretary, Usha Sharma 
as literary secretary 
and Sanjay Agarwal as 
publicity in-charge 

The new committee 
will be given a name 
during Atal Jayanti (25 
Dec), Mr Bania informs. 

Centre interfering in West 
Bengal’s jurisdiction: Mamata

Jalpaiguri, Dec 15 
(PTI): West Bengal 
Chief Minister Mamata 
Banerjee on Tuesday 
accused the Centre 
of interfering in the 
state’s jurisdiction by 
summoning	 IPS	 officers	
to serve under it.

Banerjee also dared 
the Union government to 
impose President’s Rule 
in the state, lashing out 
at the BJP for trying to 
convert West Bengal into 
“riot-torn” Gujarat.

She reiterated that 
BJP national president 
J P Nadda’s convoy 
was not attacked 
and wondered why 
“convicted criminals” 
were accompanying him.

“If the BJP and the 
central government 
think they can scare us 
by bringing in central 
forces and transferring 
state	cadre	officers,	 they	

are wrong. The Centre 
is summoning our 
officers...	No	one	wanted	
to hurt him (Nadda) or 
his convoy,” Banerjee 
said at a rally here.

“Why were so many 
cars accompanying his 
convoy? Why were convicted 
criminals accompanying him? 
The goons who vandalised 
the bust of Ishwar Chandra 
Vidyasagar last year were 
also accompanying Nadda... 
People get infuriated when 
they see such goons roaming 
free... I dare the Centre to 
impose President’s Rule in 
Bengal,” she added.

Referring to a recent 
letter addressed to 
the prime minister by 
BJP MP Subramanian 
Swamy over changing 
the national anthem, the 
chief minister said the 
people of the state will 
give	the	party	a	befitting	
reply if it goes ahead with 
such a “misadventure”.

After ward video, AIIMS nurses accuse hospital of “cruelty” to patients
New Delhi, 15 Dec [NDTV]: 
The AIIMS nurses’ union, which 
has	 started	 an	 indefinite	 strike,	
today blamed the hospital 
authorities for the suffering of 
the patients. Stung by a widely 
circulated video of unattended 
patients inside a ward of the 
hospital, the striking nurses 
in a statement this afternoon, 
said the hospital authorities are 
putting the patients at risk with 
their plans to recruit nurses on 
contract who are “unskilled and 
inexperienced”.

Accusing the hospital of 
“cruelty and negligent behavior”, 
the nurses union said the plan 
was “anti-labour” as contractual 
employees always get low 
salaries.

“If they are really concerned 
for the patients they could 
have called us for discussion or 
negotiation. It has been a month 
since we sent the strike notice, 
but we have not been called for 
any constructive discussion,” the 
statement read.

The strike started yesterday 
over a list of 23 demands which 
was topped by revised salary 
under Sixth Pay Commission.

The hospital had appealed to 
the nurses earlier to reconsider 
their strike plan in view of the 
COVID-19 situation. AIIMS is one 
of the key dedicated facilities for 
Covid.

“I am very proud of the AIIMS 
family for the tremendous work 
done during the COVID-19... the 

nation is proud. Unfortunately, 
at this time of pandemic, the 
nurses’ union has gone on 
strike,” AIIMS Director Prof 
Randeep Guleria had said in a 
video message to the hospital’s 
Nurses Union.

Professor Guleria also said 
the nurses had misinterpreted 
the Sixth Pay Commission rules, 
but the government was willing 
to consider their demands.

“It, however, seems 
inappropriate that when a 
country	is	fighting	a	pandemic...
the nurse union has decided 
to go on a strike...I appeal to all 
of you to come back to work 
and really help get us through,” 
Professor Guleria said.

Since yesterday, a video of 

a ward of the premier medical 
institution, showing patients 
with no one to attend to them, 
has been widely circulated and 
many have pointed to the timing 
of the strike as unfortunate.

Health services being 
under the Essential Services 
Maintenance Act, the Union 
Health Secretary had cited an 
order of the Delhi High Court 
that said there should be no 
disruption of nursing work in 
AIIMS.

Non-compliance will also 
be treated as offence under the 
Disaster Management Act and 
the Indian Penal Code, the health 
secretary said, adding, “Action 
will be taken against defaulting 
authorities and employees”.

Ayush doctors can’t prescribe, advertise Covid medicines: Supreme Court
New Delhi, 15 Dec 
[NDTV]: Ayush doctors 
and homeopaths cannot 
prescribe or advertise 
medicines for the deadly 
coronavirus, which has 
so far affected over 99 
lakh people in India, the 
Supreme Court said today. 
Refusing to modify a 
Kerala High Court order, 
which had earlier passed 
a judgement prohibiting 
such prescriptions, the 
top court - at the same 
time - also upheld an 
advisory by the centre on 
Ayush doctors prescribing 
immunity boosters for 

Covid.
The Health Ministry 

had told the doctors 
that the Ayush and 
homeopaths can prescribe 
government-approved 
tablets and mixtures only 
as immunity booster and 
preventive measure for 
COVID-19, and not as 
treatment. 

The top court - 
responding to a petition 
against August 21 
judgement by the Kerala 
High Court - declined to 
modify the order. A three-
judge Bench of Justices 
Ashok Bhushan, Subhash 

Reddy and MR Shah was 
listening to an appeal 
by Dr AKB Sadbhavana 
Mission School of Homeo 
Pharmacy. 

India has logged over 
99 lakh cases so far, the 
second highest number 
of cases in the world after 
the United States, and 

over 1.43 deaths linked 
to the virus. Worldwide, 
over 7.2 crore people 
have contracted the highly 
infectious virus, and more 
than 16 lakh have died 
since the beginning of the 
pandemic. 

The use of Ayurveda for 
Covid had earlier sparked 

controversy in October 
when Union Health 
Minister Harsh Vardhan 
had released a protocol for 
the clinical management 
of COVID-19. The protocol 
listed dietary measures, 
yoga and Ayurvedic herbs 
and formulations such 
as Ashwagandha and 
AYUSH-64 for prevention 
of coronavirus infection 
and treatment of mild 
and asymptomatic cases.

However, the Indian 
Medical Association had 
questioned	 the	 scientific	
basis of the protocols in a 
sharply-worded letter.

Mr Khatiwada, the people have chose a “a very sincere and energetic 
representative who has been highly competent and committed towards the 
people of the constituency.” 

He advised the people work with the area MLA for overall development in 
area. 

He also announced that healthcare facilities in the area will be upgraded, 
and that the various demands put forward by the people and Dikling senior 
Secondary School will receive immediate follow-up.

Foundation stone laid for Shadrup

HAVE  A STORY TO SHARE? 
email us: news@summittimes.com
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Empowering Women?
Start with equality, and then 

we can talk empowerment

A job notice for doctors required for the emergency of 
COVID-19 requires married Sikkimese women with 

an MBBS degree and will to apply for “regular temporary” 
employment to include the Certificate of Identification or 
Sikkim Subject Certificate of their spouses. And, with that 
continuation of tying of identity and rights [as Sikkimese] 
of women here should remind us of women continue to be 
treated as second class citizens. For all those who insist that 
women in Sikkim live in a safer environment and are more 
emancipated than women elsewhere in the country are falling 
into the regressive patriarchal trap  that generations of such 
messaging has normalised. But that does not make it right. 
Comparing the status of women in Sikkim to mainland India 
is a wrong equivalent, even deceptively dangerous, because 
that is not a model anyone should use for comparison. To get a 
sense of how seriously women are taken, one could do well to 
look at the rules [like the one this piece opened with] and how 
seriously they figure in political discussions and parties. When 
it comes to the latter, the engagement has been essentially 
superficial and the gestures have been token most of the times, 
and even when earnest, tinged with too much male privilege 
on display. Maybe it is for this reason that when one looks at 
what different parties have to say about women, one does not 
get a sense of how their ideological positions differ beyond the 
scale of the sops they promise or claim. Increasingly, they do 
not even recognise that equality has still not been achieved. 
One hopes though that more political debates arrive more 
often in Sikkim and with that, the nature of discussions also 
matures.

That said, social indicators across the board suggest that 
Sikkimese women enjoy a better status than women in most 
other parts of the country. But that, as mentioned, cannot be a 
comparison to gloat over. While the shame of female foeticide 
remains unheard of, and dowry related harassments have not 
reached worrisome levels yet, there still remain other issues 
which hamstring equality for women in Sikkim. Given that 
Sikkim has had a largely peaceful and consistently stable few 
decades, one would have expected it to have made stronger 
strides towards gender equality and empowerment; because 
let’s face it, gender equality evades Sikkim. State Governments 
here have initiated several policy decisions to bring women’s 
issues to the centre-stage and has even attempted some 
forward-thinking legislations within the space available to it, 
but the societal engagement required to see such plans through 
and institutionalise gender equality have unfortunately not 
come about yet.

Empowerments that governance can deliver on its own 
have made rapid strides in Sikkim. For instance, female literacy 
rate has nearly quadrupled in the past three decades from 
22% in 1981 to 76% as of 2011, and now Sikkim claims to be 
fully literate. This leap has been even more substantial in rural 
Sikkim where female literacy has gone up from 18% in 1981 
to 73% in 2011! What also bodes well for the future is that 
literacy levels were handsomely higher among women aged 
between 15 to 24 years, around 95% of whom are literate (as 
per State Govt records as of 2007-08). Impressively for Sikkim, 
the gender parity index in enrolment for higher education and 
professional courses on government nomination has been 
tilting in favour of women of late. As per data released by the 
Education Department, 54% of the students nominated for 
higher studies by the State Government were women in 2005. 
In 2010, this share had slipped but was still higher than males 
at 52%. It will be interesting to see what the latest stats on 
this reveal.

What this improvement could help achieve for Sikkim 
is a stronger representation of women in the organised 
workforce. As things stand though, even though there is 30% 
job reservation for women in State Government employment, 
women represent only 21% of the total officers in the 
Groups A and B category. Even here, they are seen more in 
the traditionally established vocations for women in the 
State Agricultural Engineering Service, Health Services and 
Education. In recent years though, women have managed to 
outgrow the quota by occupying 34% of the posts in the State 
Civil Services. 

This is not a condescending paean to woman power in 
Sikkim, but an effort to highlight the fact that they are reaching 
higher despite a societal indifference to their rights. They 
manage all this despite a legacy of rules, old laws and practices 
which are regressively sexist. The linking of a woman’s status 
and identity as a Sikkimese to her father and husband, and 
refusing her the right to pass on her independent identity to 
her children is unfair and discriminatory. Similarly, women 
in Sikkim are particularly discriminated against in that they 
still do not enjoy any legal rights to family property, neither 
of their parents’ nor of their husband’s. They can acquire 
a share of family property only by way of a gift or through a 
will, but cannot otherwise make any claims to it as a matter 
of right under law. Yes, a small step towards ensuring some 
measure of equal property rights at least for unmarried daughters 
and surviving wives was attempted by the State Government in the 
year 2008 with the introduction of the Sikkim Succession Bill. This 
was however never notified, and hence never written into law. 

No one expects the past to be anything but regressive, but 
to perpetuate the same attitudes without concerted efforts to 
amend things is disheartening. These issues are still to receive 
any traction in the public domain. Perhaps the young will ask 
for better.

Striking Farmers Lock Out Delhi 
in a Show of Popular Democracy

Nikita Sud
theconversation.com

India is going through yet 
another restive winter. Between 

200,000 and 300,000 women, 
men and children are camping 
on the highways leading to the 
country’s capital Delhi. They 
have come from neighbouring 
provinces, particularly Punjab, 
but also Haryana, Uttar Pradesh 
and Rajasthan. Meanwhile local 
agitations are being organised 
across the country – Punjab alone 
has more than 31 farmers’ unions 
and organisations, representing 
around a million farmers that have 
joined the movement.

The protests recall unrest across 
the country last year when people 
took to the streets in opposition 
to the Citizenship Amendment 
Act, which sought to determine 
certain types of citizenship on 
religious grounds. Ordinary Muslim 
women from the under-resourced 
neighbourhood of Shaheen Bagh in 
Delhi camped on the smoggy and 
cold streets for 101 days, attaining 
iconic status. It took a harsh and 
suddenly imposed lockdown 
brought on by COVID-19 to finally 
dislodge the women.

Like the anti-CAA 
demonstrators, the farmers too are 
fighting for their rights, as they face 
up to the might of the state. Once 
again, the government of Narendra 
Modi has hurriedly pushed through 
legislation, which farmers feel will 
severely affect their ability to earn a 
decent living.

Broadly, these laws seek to 
further deregulate agriculture. 
They allow for greater space for 
corporations to deal directly with 
farmers, without the security of 
state-regulated agricultural market 
yards, and a minimum support price 
for certain essential commodities.

Farmers and farmers’ unions are 
convinced that large agri-businesses 
will have disproportionate power 

in this arrangement, with the new 
laws even denying legal recourse 
should a deal with a corporation go 
bad.

The government is insistent that 
the farm laws are for the benefit of 
farmers and that protesters have 
been misled. This paternalistic take 
was also visible in last year’s anti-
CAA agitation, where opponents 
were projected as ignorant at best, 
and venal and traitorous at worst.

In an attempt to firefight, the 
government has recently offered 
concessions on the minimum 
support price. It has also agreed 
to put in tax-based safeguards for 
private market yards. The farmers 
have rejected these offers. They are 
adamant that they will continue 
camping in the national capital, and 
blocking its roads, till the offending 
laws are repealed.

The deadlock continues, even as 
the might of farmers’ organisations 
and labour unions is gaining global 
attention. Questions have been 
raised in national parliaments, 
while international organisations 
including the United Nations have 
emphasised people’s right to 
peaceful protest.

ECONOMIC PAIN
Certain conclusions can be 

drawn from India’s successive 
winters of discontent. The country’s 
much-feted economy went into 
freefall in the wake of the COVID 
pandemic. GDP plunged to the 
lowest among the G20 nations, 
shrinking by 23.9% in the April-
June quarter of 2020.

But the economy had already 
been slowing. On assuming power 
in 2014, the Modi government 
expedited the decline by a hurriedly 
imposed demonetisation of the 
economy, and badly implemented 
tax reform. Inability to build 
stakeholder consensus, or consult 
with experts across the political and 
ideological spectrum, is a theme 
that underlies many actions of the 

regime.
The recent “reform” to 

agriculture, as well as recent 
deregulation of labour laws, should 
be seen against this backdrop. The 
government is keen to inject vitality 
in markets with the expectation 
that this will attract national and 
international investment and spur 
growth. The barrier it faces are its 
own citizens.

On November 26, 250 million 
workers from the agrarian, 
transport, industrial, retail and 
informal sectors participated 
in a nationwide shutdown. On 
December 14, farmers, union 
members, opposition politicians 
and others are observing a day-
long hunger strike, reminiscent of 
Gandhian satyagraha (the righteous 
path of truth) practised during the 
freedom movement.

POPULIST RESPONSE
Political authoritarians tend 

to cosy up to big capital. A state 
that operates via control rather 
than consensus, is being accused 
of prioritising the interests of 
industrial houses, to the detriment 
of the majority of its citizens. To 
illustrate this, opponents point to 
the spectacular economic success 
of India’s richest people, even in the 
face of COVID.

To quell this anger, India’s rulers 
have turned time and again to the 
classic playbook of populism and 
religious nationalism. Most recently, 
Sikh farmers were singled out for 
criticism. They were accused of 
pro-Khalistan sentiments, recalling 
a bloody separatist movement 
that peaked in Punjab in the 
1980s. This accusation did not 
stick, as protesting farmers and 
workers cannot be fitted into any 
homogenising mould.

Perhaps for this reason the 
population’s attention is now being 
turned towards a grand building 
project that Modi’s government 
is undertaking in central Delhi. 

On December 10, Indians were 
treated to televised visuals of a 
Hindu ground-breaking ceremony 
for a new parliament complex. 
This is attached to a larger plan to 
rebuild Delhi’s central vista, which 
hosts grand colonial-era buildings 
occupied by key ministries.

Despite economic distress – and 
widespread protest brought on by 
this – people are being told this 
spectacular architectural marvel 
will increase national pride. The 
disjunct between the restive street 
and haughty state could not be 
more stark.

PEOPLE POWER
Notwithstanding this seeming 

moment of impasse, there is a 
message of hope. For many years, 
India’s democracy has been seen as 
more procedural than substantive. 
As far as procedures go, regular 
elections were held in an orderly 
manner and non-performing 
governments were thrown out in a 
multi-party system. But at the same 
time, questions have rightly been 
asked about the substantive reach 
of the democratic system – what 
access does it afford to the poorest?

Today, there is serious concern 
about democratic institutions and 
their resilience as authoritarianism 
takes over the Indian state, echoing 
developments across the world. 
Despite this shakiness of some 
of India’s institutions, including 
democratic pillars such as the 
courts, bureaucracy and media that 
appear increasingly partisan, the 
people have not been silenced.

Whether it is the women of 
Shaheen Bagh and beyond, or the 
farmers camping at Delhi’s border, 
Indians are determinedly staking 
a claim to public space, public 
resources and the very imagination 
of India.

[the writer is Associate 
Professor of Development Studies, 
University of Oxford]

Pfizer vaccine final results: it’s highly 
protective – but how long for?

ANNE MOORE
theconversation.com

The Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine for COVID-19 
has reached the end of clinical trials and is 

now being rolled out in multiple countries. 
Regulatory bodies in the UK, Canada 
and the US have granted temporary or 
emergency use authorisation for the 
vaccine to be given to the public.

This is a landmark moment. Building a 
biological barrier against the virus is now 
a possibility.  A highly effective vaccine, 
used in combination with current physical 
barriers, raises hope that bringing an end 
to the pandemic is achievable.

And after the tantalising interim 
results released by Pfizer last month, 
we can now see the full peer-reviewed 
results of its phase 3 trial.  Here’s what 
they tell  us.

SAFETY AND EFFICACY CONFIRMED
Approximately 37,000 people were 

included in the trial’s safety analysis. 
Half received two doses of the vaccine, 
the other half a saline placebo injection.

Importantly, the vaccine was tested 
in people at higher risk from COVID-19. 
Just over 40% of the participants were 
over 55 years old, about one-third were 
overweight and another third were obese. 
Individuals with pre-existing conditions 
that increase vulnerability – such as 
diabetes, pulmonary disease and HIV – 
were also included.

However, the vaccine was tested in 
some groups more than others. The 
majority (83%) of participants were 
white, and most of the trial (77%) 
occurred in the USA (with additional 
participants in Argentina, Brazil and 
South Africa).  As is common, pregnant 
women were excluded, and will  likely be 
excluded from vaccination programmes 
too until  we understand whether these 
vaccines are safe to use during pregnancy.

Nevertheless, the safety profile of the 
vaccine is good – across different ages, 
ethnicities,  both sexes and in individuals 
with pre-existing diseases.

Some participants reported side-
effects after being immunised, such as 

headaches, fatigue or pain at the injection 
site.  Most of these reactions were mild to 
moderate, and they resolved themselves 
within three days. No further reactions 
were reported afterwards for at least two 
months after the second immunisation.

Analysis of over 36,000 individuals was 
used to calculate the vaccine’s efficacy 
(the percentage of people it protected 
from the disease under controlled 
conditions). Nine vaccinated participants 
became infected with the virus, compared 
with 169 individuals injected with the 
placebo. This equates to 95% efficacy. 
Most importantly, protection was high 
across different groups, regardless of age, 
ethnicity or underlying health conditions.

Some participants became infected 
in between taking the first and second 
doses, highlighting the need to get the 
second dose (efficacy after just the first 
dose was only 52%). If  you take both 
doses, it ’s very likely you’ll  be protected 
from COVID-19, at the very least in the 
short term.

BUT STILL A LOT FIND OUT
Overall ,  this trial provided confidence 

in the vaccine’s efficacy and robustly 
documented its safety. However, this 
doesn’t mean the study shows what will 
happen in the real world. We cannot 
presume that the experiences of 19,000 
vaccinated individuals will  extrapolate to 
millions of people.

It’s impossible to detect less common 
side-effects,  for example. This is why 
very close monitoring of the vaccine 
now needs to happen as it rolls out ,  and 
authorities will  need to rapidly respond 
if  people have unexpected reactions to it . 
Decisive action has already been seen in 
the UK in response to previously unseen 
side-effects in people with a significant 
history of allergic reactions.

Similarly, it ’s possible that the efficacy 
of the vaccine in the real world – what we 
call its effectiveness – may also decrease 
as it is used in more diverse populations 
and over longer time periods.

And there are still  key questions that 
need to be answered – particularly around 

the length of protection the vaccine will 
offer.  It’s almost certain that the immune 
response initially generated will  wane 
over time. We don’t yet know the lowest 
amount of immunity that needs to be 
retained to protect against infection, 
nor what type of immunity provides this 
protection.

If vaccine-induced immune responses 
– such as antibodies or T cells – can 
wane to very low levels but still  prevent 
infection, then this vaccine will  protect 
people for a long time. But if  immune 
responses must be constantly kept high 
for protection, it  won’t .

At present ,  we only have two methods 
to find out which is the case. The first is 
to continue monitoring the effects of the 
vaccine in the clinical trial participants. 
But to get a robust answer, there will 
have to continue to be people in the 
unvaccinated, placebo arm of the study, 
which poses an ethical question. How do 
you balance the need to retain a placebo 
cohort with the rights of all  participants 
to be able to access a successful vaccine? 
The trial protocol suggests that follow-
up should last for 24 months after 
vaccination.

This balance might be achieved by 
initially prioritising vaccination for the 
most vulnerable placebo participants and 
aiming to persuade the less vulnerable 
participants to remain in the trial.  But if 
huge numbers of participants leave the 
trial,  then the robustness of the analysis 
will  deteriorate. We would then never 
know with good confidence how well this 
vaccine works over time.

The second method would be to expose 
people to SARS-CoV-2 under controlled 
conditions and see what happens (these 
experiments are known as human 
infection studies. Such trials are being 
planned in the UK and should be very 
powerful tools for finding out the levels 
and types of immunity needed to protect 
against infection in the long term.

[the writer is Senior Lecturer in 
Biochemistry and Cell Biology, University 
College Cork]
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Stop memoir, says Pranab Mukherjee’s 
son; Please don’t, responds daughter

New Delhi, 15 Dec 
[NDTV]: Pranab 
Mukherjee’s last book, 
teased as a tell-all 
memoir by its publisher, 
has caused a public fight 
between his son Abhijit 
Mukherjee and daughter 
Sharmishtha Mukherjee, 
both Congress leaders. 
First, Abhijit Mukherjee 
tweeted that he wanted 
to vet the memoirs and 
asked the publishers to 
stop the book before his 
written consent. Then 
Sharmistha Mukherjee 
told off her brother for 
seeking “cheap publicity” 
and forbade him from 
creating “unnecessary 
hurdles” in the release of 
their father’s book.

Abhijit Mukherjee’s 
surprising request came 
days after the release 
of excerpts in which 
the former President 
blames Sonia Gandhi 
and Manmohan Singh for 
the Congress’s exit from 
power.

In tweets today, 
Abhijit Mukherjee, a 
former Congress MP, said 
“motivated excerpts” 
were circulating 
in “certain media 
platforms” without his 
consent.

“I , the son of the 
author of the Memoir ‘The 
Presidential Memoirs’ 
request you to kindly 
stop the publication 
of the memoir as well 
as motivated excerpts 
which is already floating 
in certain media 
platforms without my 
written consent,” Mr 
Mukherjee posted.

“Since my father is 

no more , I being his son 
want to go through the 
contents of the final copy 
of the book before it’s 
publication as I believe , 
had my father been alive 
today , he too would 
have done the same,” he 
wrote.

“Therefore , I being 
his son request You to 
immediately stop it’s 
publication without my 
written consent till I go 
through its contents ! I 
have already sent you 
a detailed letter in this 
regard which will reach 
You soon!”

Two hours later, his 
sister Sharmistha hung 
him out to dry, even 
calling him out for the 

title error that he had 
himself amended in a 
tweet.

“I, daughter of the 
author of the memoir 
‘The Presidential Years’, 
request my brother @
ABHIJIT_LS not to create 
any unnecessary hurdles 
in publication of the last 
book written by our 
father. He completed the 
manuscript before he fell 
sick,” wrote Sharmistha 
Mukherjee.

“The final draft 
contains my dads’ 
hand written notes and 
comments that have 
been strictly adhered to. 
The views expressed by 
him are his own & no 
one should try to stop 

it from being published 
for any cheap publicity. 
That would be the 
greatest disservice to 
our departed father,” she 
said.

Her parting shot: 
“Btw bro, the title of the 
book is ‘The Presidential 
Years’, not ‘The 
Presidential Memoirs’.”

In the final volume of 
“The Presidential Years”, 
Pranab Mukherjee, who 
died in August, writes 
that “some members of 
the Congress” believed 
if he had become Prime 
Minister in 2004 instead 
of Manmohan Singh, the 
party would not have 
lost power. The memoir 
drops as the Congress’s 

leadership, mainly the 
Gandhis, faces open 
criticism from some 
leaders over the party’s 
apparent drift and 
sliding appeal.

“Some members 
of the Congress have 
theorized that, had 
I become the PM in 
2004, the party might 
have averted the 2014 
Lok Sabha drubbing. 
Though I don’t 
subscribe to this view, 
I do believe that the 
party’s leadership lost 
political focus after my 
elevation as president. 
While Sonia Gandhi 
was unable to handle 
the affairs of the party, 
Dr (Manmohan) Singh’s 

prolonged absence 
from the House put an 
end to any personal 
contact with other MPs,” 
Dr Mukherjee writes, 
according to excerpts 
released by publishers 
Rupa.

Mr Mukherjee also 
compares the two Prime 
Ministers he worked 
with - Manmohan 
Singh and his successor 
Narendra Modi.

“I believe that the 
moral authority to 
govern vests with 
the PM. The overall 
state of the nation 
is reflective of the 
functioning of the PM 
and his administration. 
While Dr Singh was 
preoccupied with saving 
the coalition, which took 
a toll on governance, 
Modi seemed to have 
employed a rather 
autocratic style of 
governance during his 
first term, as seen by 
the bitter relationship 
among the government, 
the legislature and the 
judiciary. Only time will 
tell if there is a better 
understanding on such 
matters in the second 
term of this government,” 
he writes, according to 
the excerpts.

While releasing a 
previous part of the 
book at a function in 
Rashtrapati Bhawan, Mr 
Mukherjee had made 
it clear that his diaries 
and notes would be in 
the safe custody of his 
daughter after his death 
and had also remarked 
that “some parts should 
never be published”.

16 new COVID-19 cases push 
Andamans tally to 4,834

Port Blair, Dec 15 
(PTI): Sixteen more 
people have tested 
positive for COVID-19 in 
Andaman and Nicobar 
Islands, pushing the tally 
in the Union Territory 
to 4,834, a health 
department official said 
on Tuesday.

Of the fresh cases, 
14 have travel history 
while two were detected 
during contact tracing, 
he said.

Eight more persons 
were cured of the 

disease on Monday, 
taking the total number 
of recoveries in the 
archipelago to 4,681, the 
official said.

The Union Territory 
now has 92 active cases 
while 61 people have 
died of the infection so 
far, he said.

The Andaman and 
Nicobar administration 
has conducted 1,53,677 
sample tests for 
COVID-19 so far, and the 
positivity rate stands at 
3.15 per cent, he added.

Arunachal Pradesh reports 
23 new COVID-19 cases; 

tally rises to 16,536
Itanagar, Dec 15 
(PTI): Arunachal 
Pradesh reported 23 
new COVID-19 cases, 
pushing the tally in the 
state 16,536, a senior 
health official said here 
on Tuesday.

Of the fresh cases, five 
were reported from the 
Capital Complex region, 
four each from East Siang 
and Changlang and three 
from Siang, he said.

Two cases each were 
also recorded in Anjaw 
and Lower Dibang Valley 
while one each was 
reported from Tirap, 
Papumpare and Tawang, 
the official said.

Twenty fresh 
infections were detected 
through rapid antigen 
tests while two through 
RT-PCR and one 
diagnosed through True 
NAT test, the SSO said.

Barring six, all 
the new patients are 
asymptomatic, he said.

The state now has 
238 active coronavirus 

cases.
Thirty-seven people 

were cured of the disease, 
taking the total number 
of COVID-19 recoveries 
in the state to 16,243, he 
said.

A total of 55 patients 
have succumbed to the 
infection as of date, the 
official said.

The recovery rate 
among the coronavirus 
patients in the state is 
98.22 per cent, he said.

The state’s positivity 
rate is 1.78 and fatality 
rate 0.33 per cent, Dr 
Jampa said.

The Capital Complex 
region, comprising 
Itanagar, Naharlagun, 
Nirjuli and Banderdewa 
areas, has the highest 
number of active cases 
at 106, followed by 
Changlang (25), West 
Kameng (22) and East 
Siang (21).

The state has so far 
tested 3,69,540 samples for 
COVID-19, including 699 on 
Monday, he added.

ATK Mohun Bagan reboot to face FC Goa charge
Margao, Dec 15 (PTI): 
Having slipped from 
the top position after 
going winless in their 
last two outings, ATK 
Mohun Bagan will aim 
to get their mojo back 
when they take on an in-
form FC Goa in an Indian 
Super League match here 
on Wednesday.

While the Mariners 
are placed third on the 
table with 10 points 
after five games, their 
opponents, FC Goa, 
occupy the fifth spot with 
eight points.

The contest will 
not only see two of the 
strongest teams in the 
league cross swords but 
will also pit two tactically 
sound managers with 
contrasting philosophies.

ATKMB coach 
Antonio Habas does not 
rely much on possession 
football. His side is 
known for counter-
attacking and being 
defensively organised. 
So far, the Kolkata giants 
have had an average of 
46 per cent possession 
-- the third-lowest by a 
team this season.

Juan Ferrando’s 
FC Goa side are the 
opposite. The Gaurs love 
dominating opponents 
and have usually 
accounted for the lion’s 
share of the ball. They 
have averaged 59 per 
cent possession -- the 
most by a team this 
campaign.

ATKMB are facing 
two injury concerns 
with doubts over Javi 
Hernandez and Tiri. 
Injuries to the duo have 
disrupted the balance 
of the side and Habas 
acknowledged the 
problem after his side 
dropped points in their 
previous game against 
Hyderabad FC.

“There is a long 
way (to go this season).

Obviously, we don’t want 
to lose but we have many 
problems with injuries. 
But we have to recover 
the players and make 
them compete,” Habas 
said.

While Igor Angulo 
will aim to extend his 
goal-scoring tally for the 
Gaurs, Roy Krishna will 
be key for ATKMB during 
counter-attacks. The 
Fijian has scored four of 

his team’s six goals so 
far with all their goals 
coming in the second 
half.

Out of the five goals 
FC Goa have let in so far, 
three have come after the 
break and Ferrando is 
aware his side will need 
to be alert throughout 
the game.

“It’s so very 
important to have one 
plan for the team since 

we play against a very 
good team, not only 
Krishna,” Ferrando said.

“It’s important to be 
compact of course (but) 
also (take care of) the 
time, area of the ball and 
the spaces. It’s important 
to focus on these details 
for 90 minutes. This team 
is incredible because 
for 90 minutes they are 
working hard,” he added.

Big Little Book Award for 
Subhadra Sen Gupta, Rajiv Eipe

New Delhi, Dec 15 
(PTI): Author Subhadra 
Sen Gupta and illustrator 
Rajiv Eipe have been 
named winners of the Big 
Little Book Award 2020 
for their contribution to 
children’s literature.

Instituted by the Parag 
initiative of Tata Trusts, 
the chosen language of the 
fifth edition of the Big Little 
Book Award was English. 
In the previous years, 
the award considered 
children’s literature in 
Hindi, Marathi, Bengali, 
and Kannada.

Sen Gupta has 
authored books like “The 
Constitution of India for 
Children”, “The Secret 
Diary of the World’s 
Worst Cook”, “History 
Mystery Dal Biryani”, 
“Let’s Go Time Traveling” 
and “Girls of India: A 
Mauryan Adventure”.

Eipe’s illustrations 
have appeared in titles 
like “Dive”, “Pishi and Me”, 
“Ammachi’s Amazing 
Machines’, “Oh No! Not 
Again!” and “Dinosaur as 
Long as 127 Kids’.

The total number of 
nominations received 
this year was 318 and the 
winners were selected 

based on the quality of 
their body of work.

The jury for the 
author category 
comprised Anil Menon, 
Ravi Subramanian, 
Shailaja Menon, Sujata 
Noronha and Usha 
Mukunda. It termed Sen 
Gupta a prolific but a 
particular writer who 
takes a route that is not 
an easy one.

“We can count on her 
rigour and her background 
research to stand by her 
content and always find her 
positions are balanced and 
enable the reader to arrive at 
their own decisions,” it said.

The jury for the 
illustrator category 
had Aashti Mudnani, 
Proiti Roy, Rani Dharker, 
Sunandini Banerjee and 
Thejaswi Shivanand. 
Eipe, it said, is brilliant 
with his skills and his 
illustrations tell stories 
of their own.

“His work stands 
out in originality and 
his observations of the 
world around us are 
sensitive and full of 
humour. A book with 
Rajiv’s illustrations 
is visually attractive, 
informative with details 

that are delightfully 
quirky and takes a reader 
to a world of imagination 
and fantasy effortlessly,” 
the jury said.

“It’s a great feeling 
of validation of all your 
work. Most importantly, 
it is about children. 
For 30 years, I’ve been 
talking to children and 
somehow it has been 
worth it,” Sen Gupta said 
about her win.

“For years, not many 
people took children 
writing seriously. There 
were no awards and 
even commissions from 
publishers were difficult. 
I have gone through all 
that,” she added.

Eipe said there is “so 
much great work happening 
right now and in the past 
and it is good to see that kind 
of work encouraged and 
appreciated”.

Previous winners 
(authors) are Madhuri 
Purandare (Marathi), 
Nabaneeta Dev Sen 
(Bengali), Nagesh Hegde 
(Kannada) and Prabhat 
(Hindi). Illustrators 
to win the award are 
Atanu Roy, Proiti Roy, 
Nina Sabnani and Priya 
Kuriyan.
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What happened when the Tarahumaras’ 
love of ultrarunning went global?

DAVE CALDWELL
London, 15 Dec 
[theGuardian]: Next 
up in ESPN’s venerable 
30 for 30 series is 
The Infinite Race, a 
documentary on a sports 
topic that hardly checks 
the biggest 30 for 30 box, 
in that the film does not 
involve a famous star 
athlete, sport or event. 
In fact, The Infinite 
Race kicks off with a 
simple story about an 
indigenous people’s joy 
of long-distance running.

The documentary 
explores what happens 
to these people, the 
Tarahumara, who live 
deep in the mountains 
of Chihuahua, Mexico, 
when their love of 
running, or even their 
calling to run, spills out 
to the rest of the world 
because of a popular 
book about running and 
an American known as 
Caballo Blanco, or the 
White Horse.

“It’s a story about 
resilience, survival and 
continuance,” Bernardo 
Ruiz, the veteran 
Mexican and American 
film-maker who directed 
The Infinite Race, tells 
the Guardian.

That the 50-mile Ultra 
Maratón Caballo Blanco, 
which The Infinite Race 
revolves around, will be 
held again next March 
in the rugged terrain 
of Chihuahua’s Copper 
Canyon is a testament 
to the event’s durability. 
Running won out, as 
it has for generations 
among the Tarahumara, 
but only after the event 
survived a culture clash 
that involved a lot of 
dollars and pesos, good 
and bad.

Although he directed 
an award-winning 2008 

documentary about 
baseball star Roberto 
Clemente and says he 
always wanted to make 
a film about running, 
Ruiz deals with tougher 
subjects, like the US-
Mexico drug war in 
his 2016 documentary 
Kingdom of Shadows.

He says of The Infinite 
Race: “I liked how it was 
a compelling, beautiful 
film about running, but 
it also talked about social 
issues.”

The film, which 
debuts on 15 December, 
starts a little slowly, but 
those who stick with it 
will find out much about 
an indigenous people’s 
rich past – and a future 
lighted by hope.

The Tarahumara, or 
the Rarámuri, have run 
vast distances for years, 
often wearing sandals 
that have tire treads as 
soles. They say running is 
in their blood: isolation 
and geography helped 
them build endurance to 
hunt prey. They became 
famous after they were 
featured in Born to Run, 
a 2009 bestseller by 
Christopher McDougall.

The central 
figure of Born to 
Run was American 
ultramarathon runner 
Micah True, also known 
as Caballo Blanco, 
who organized a race 
in 2003 that would 
eventually become the 
Ultra Maratón Caballo 
Blanco. True hoped the 
race would help the 
Tarahumara preserve 
their running heritage 
and, more significantly, 
their culture, which 
had been battered 
by hunger, a lack of 
drinking water, a 
shortage of housing and 
global heating.

True, who had 
wintered in the area 
for 10 years, offered 
prizes of cash and corn, 
a commodity: “I don’t 
want to see people kill 
themselves for corn,” he 
said in the documentary. 
He opened the event 
to ultramarathoners, 
and it became popular 
among Americans, who 
were looking for a new 
challenge and a new 
culture to explore.

True died in 2012 at 
the age of 58 of a heart 
attack while running, 
but the event named 
after him continued to 
grow. A shorter kids’ 
run for “Caballitos” 
was offered, with bags 
of school supplies 
given to participants. 
The event had become 
commercialized, even 
with its own line of 
merchandise, but the 
whole region benefited 

from Caballo Blanco’s 
idea.

But the region’s 
seclusion had also 
become attractive to 
criminal gangs, who 
took over farms to grow 
marijuana and poppy 
plants to smuggle into 
the United States, whose 
border is only about 
550 miles to the north. 
People needed work, 
and the drug trade 
provided opportunities, 
with even distance 
runners hauling drugs. 
Gangs proliferated. So 
did violence.

“Many families were 
forced out of their 
communities because 
of the violence,” Irma 
Chávez, an activist, 
explains in the film. 
“Unfortunately, you have 
to run away before they 
kill you.”

The 2015 Ultra 
Maratón Caballo Blanco 

was supposed to be the 
biggest yet, but gangs 
all but took over the 
town, clouding the event 
with the real threat of 
violence. The Americans 
who helped organize 
the race, believing 
participants could be in 
danger, decided almost 
at the last minute to call 
off the official race. No 
vouchers for corn would 
be issued to participants.

“They kind of 
intruded with a heavy 
hand into a runner’s 
paradise,” Ruiz says of 
the gangs.

He says, “It’s been 
my view that the race 
organizers were stuck 
in kind of an impossible 
situation.”

And that might have 
been the end of the 
event. But a group of 
Tarahumara assembled 
on what was supposed 
to be the morning of 

the race – and ran the 
course anyway, without 
incident. The marathon 
was officially back 
in 2017. Miguel Lara 
Viniegras won the 2020 
race, which attracted 
220 runners last March, 
in six hours 43 minutes.

As an ultrarunner 
and photographer Luis 
Escobar says in the film, 
“People are looking for 
something big, outside 
of their office, outside 
of their home. It is a 
big struggle, it’s hard 
physically and mentally 
– and there’s nothing 
like doing it. When 
you complete it, you 
know that you can do 
anything.”

Ruiz, who says he 
spent most of his career 
examining the love-hate 
relationship between 
the United States and 
Mexico, had a compelling 
challenge: telling a story 
that was not that well-
known and based in 
a place that was very 
difficult to get to from 
the outside world. “You’d 
have to kind of be an 
ultrarunner or a sports 
geek to care about it,” he 
says.

Perhaps the film 
won’t draw as big an 
audience as other 
ESPN documentaries 
because it does not 
include an American 
sports celebrity like 
OJ Simpson or Michael 
Jordan. But the 30 for 
30 project, now more 
than a decade old, has 
become much deeper, 
delivering quality 
projects that are way 
more than mere sports 
movies. This is one.

As Ruiz says, 30 for 
30 “is a franchise that 
is really film-maker-
driven.”

Australia and India can give life to the World Test Championship
JONATHAN LIEW
Sydney, 15 Dec 
[theGuardian]: There 
has been a lot of talk 
about what to do about 
the inaugural World 
Test Championship, 
which was originally 
established as a way of 
attracting casual fans 
to the five-day game 
by repackaging it in a 
simple, easy-to-follow 
format. So, let’s see 
how that’s going.

As a result of the 
pandemic, standings 
are now being 
calculated on points 
percentage rather than 
points total. Australia 
top the table on 82.2%. 
New Zealand are on 
62.5%, but will hit 70% 
if they beat Pakistan 
2-0 in the series that 
starts on 26 December. 
Which means that in 
order to qualify for 
the Lord’s final in 
June India (currently 
on 75%) would need 
five wins from their 
remaining eight Tests, 
or four wins and 
three draws. Feel the 
simplicity. Taste the 
change.

Greg Barclay, 
the new chair of 
the International 
Cricket Council, has 
been criticised for 
questioning the worth 
of the WTC before it has 
even finished. Yet one 
of the main issues with 
the WTC is that it tries 
to tell us something 
we already know. Most 
of the time, we have 
a basic intuition for 

who the best Test team 
are. Moreover, we can 
usually identify the 
rare moments when 
that status is being 
directly contested. 
With the greatest 
of respect to New 
Zealand, the first 
Test at Adelaide on 
Thursday is one of 
those occasions.

New Zealand’s 
recent 2-0 series win 
against West Indies 
edged them above India 
into No 2 in the world 
rankings, a position 
owed largely to playing 
10 of their past 13 
series at home, but 
most would probably 
agree Australia v India 
is a meeting of the two 
best teams. Not only 
that: in straitened times 
this might just be Test 
cricket’s last remaining 
superpower clash, a 
fascinating duel that for 
all its customary home 
advantage – and unlike, 
say, the Ashes – rarely 
fails to deliver on its 
promise.

The first to thing to 
say is that putting on 
any sort of international 
cricket these days, let 
alone four Tests in 
four different cities in 
front of live crowds, 
is a monumental 
undertaking: one 
involving months of 
knotty conference calls, 
weeks of bleak hotel 
confinement and a 
frankly unfathomable 
volume of antibacterial 
wipes. One of India’s 
backroom staff had 

to spend 24 days 
in hard quarantine 
after registering a 
false positive test in 
isolation. None of this, 
perhaps, constitutes 
genuine hardship. But 
it does sound like an 
absolute faff.

Will it be worth 
it? Almost certainly. 
The white-ball games 
were a treat: shared 
three apiece, with 
Hardik Pandya and 
Steve Smith offering 
multiple moments of 
transcendence.

And so to the 
Test series and the 
resumption of a rivalry 
that in terms of quality, 
entertainment value 
and wider resonance 
has a fair claim to be 
the most compelling in 
the sport today.

Part of the allure is 
the sense of competing 
cultures, competing 
systems, competing 
visions of the game. 
For all the talk of 

reinvention and elite 
mateship, Australian 
cricket is more bound 
up in tradition than it 
often likes to admit. Its 
basic DNA – a familiar 
formula of hard 
pitches, hard cricket, 
bone-breaking pace 
and six batsmen with 
ticker – has remained 
largely unchanged for 
decades.

By contrast, the 
Indian model scorns 
tradition, burns 
through its eras like 
paper, is too busy 
building the future to 
be worried about it. 
Everything here now is 
made to be torn down. 
If Australia’s cricket 
is based on the idea 
that the game remains 
fundamentally the 
same, India’s is based 
on the idea that it 
never stands still.

Naturally, there are 
exceptions. Smith is a 
very Indian cricketer 
in that he essentially 

sees the game as a 
problem to be solved. 
Virat Kohli is a very 
Australian cricketer in 
that he sees it as a foe 
to be conquered. What 
strikes you above all 
about this rivalry is the 
extent it is based on 
mutual admiration and 
mutual enchantment, 
two parts respect 
to one part animal 
curiosity.

Think Virender 
Sehwag earning a 
standing ovation from 
the MCG crowd after a 
brilliant 195 on Boxing 
Day 2003. Or the 
fondness with which 
Indians still recall the late 
Dean Jones’s epic 210 in 
the Chennai Test of 1986. 
Above all, what links 
both visions is romance: 
the idea of the cricket 
team as a vessel for a 
nation, an unbroken 
thread leading from 
the maidan and the 
back garden and the 
alleyway all the way 

to the Test arena. The 
idea that on some 
elemental level, cricket 
still matters.

Let’s face it, 
England shook itself 
free of that idea some 
years ago: its audience 
dwindling, its footprint 
shrivelling, its playing 
pool increasingly 
drawn from a few 
private schools. But 
walk through an 
Australian or Indian 
city on the morning of 
a big game and cricket 
breathes, swirls, lives. 
It leaks out of car 
radios and shouts at 
you from the front 
pages of newspapers. 
Is this still true 
anywhere else? 
Perhaps in Pakistan. 
Perhaps in Nottingham 
on the first morning of 
an Ashes series. But 
the Test match as an 
occasion? It’s probably 
rarer than you think.

Australia should win. 
They should probably 
win comfortably, with 
Smith in deity mode, 
with Kohli flying home 
after the first Test for 
the birth of his child, 
with Australia’s pace 
attack still formidable 
in home conditions, 
with the defeat of 2018-
19 still fresh in the 
memory.

Either way, a new 
and distant winter-
summer is finally upon 
us. Cherish it, savour 
it. For this is about as 
good as it’s likely to get 
for a while.

Chinese FA approves 
new salary cap to 

rein in CSL spending
Beijing, 15 Dec 
(Reuters): China’s 
football association 
(CFA) will introduce a 
salary cap for its top-
flight Chinese Super 
League next season as 
part of measures aimed 
at limiting spending and 
ensuring sustainable 
growth, state news 
agency Xinhua reported.

Salaries for domestic 
players would be 
capped at 5 million yuan 
($762,939.45), while 
those of foreign players 
cannot exceed 3 million 
euros ($3.64 million), 
Xinhua said.

Clubs will be allowed 
to spend up to 600 million 
yuan per year on salaries, 
with a maximum of 10 
million euros on foreign 

players, the report added.
Teams exceeding 

limits will be docked six 
to 24 points and players 
whose salaries exceed the 
cap will not be allowed to 
participate in matches 
organised by the CFA.

“CSL club expenditure 
is about 10 times higher 
than South Korea’s 
K-League and three 
times higher than Japan’s 
J-league. But our national 
team is lagging far 
behind,” CFA President 
Chen Xuyuan said.

“The bubbles not 
only affect the present of 
Chinese football, but also 
hurt its future.”

Spending limits have 
also been introduced 
for the second and 
third tiers.

Gavaskar’s pick: Pant 
over Saha as keeper, Gill 

over Shaw as opener
New Delhi, Dec 15 
(PTI): The legendary 
Sunil Gavaskar feels the 
Indian team management 
should prefer an 
aggressive Rishabh Pant 
over a technically sound 
Wriddhiman Saha for 
the wicket-keeper’s role 
in the four-match Test 
series against Australia, 
starting Thursday.

Gavaskar, the fastest 
to reach 10,000 Test runs, 
said that with a blistering 
73-ball 103-run knock 
in the second warm-up 
game under his belt, 
Pant will give India more 
flexibility in the first Test, 
the only day-night game, 
to be played in Adelaide.

“It is going to be a 
tough one for the tour 
selection committee 
because Rishabh played 
in all the 4 Test matches 
four years ago. He also got 
a hundred and seemed he 
got under the skin of the 
Australian players with 
his chirping behind the 
stumps.

“...when you just came 
off a hundred few days 
earlier, he would be the 
choice of the management 
I think,” Gavaskar said.

Gavaskar said he 
preferred Pant over a 
m o r e - a c c o m p l i s h e d 
keeper in Saha, as 
Australian pitches are not 
so demanding when it 
comes to keeping wickets.

“When you are 
playing on pitches where 
the wicketkeeper has to 
stand upto the stumps, 
where the ball turns out 
a little bit that’s when 
you tend to take your best 
wicketkeeper, in which 
case Wriddhiman Saha 
would be the obvious 
choice,” he explained.

“But here, India will 
having pacers where you 
can stand behind and 
have little more time, my 
feeling is that they will 
go for Rishabh,” Gavaskar 
said while previewing the 
series named after him and 
Allan Border to be telecast 
live by Sony Networks.

Both Gavaskar 
and Border batted for 
Shubman Gill over Prithvi 
Shaw to open along side 
Mayank Agarwal in the 
series.

“...India is a little bit 
shaky at the top of the 
order. They don’t know 
who they are going 
to go with. Mayank 
Agarwal is of course a 
certainty. But who’s the 
other opener -- Shubman 
Gill or Prithvi Shaw?” said 
Gavaskar.

“So with uncertainty 

at the top, they would 
like to strengthen their 
batting and so Rishabh 
Pant will play. I am hoping 
he (Rishabh) plays at 6 
because then that will 
allow you to pick 5 bowlers 
to try and get 20 Australian 
wickets,” he added.

In the two warm-up 
games, Gill’s scores -- 0, 
29, 43, 65 -- got better with 
every knock while Shaw -- 
with scores of 0, 19, 40, 3 
-- looked out of sorts.

And Border was 
mighty impressed by how 
Gill has shaped up.

“I’ve been in Sydney 
the last couple of days, 
watching the Indian team 
against Australia A. I was 
impressed with Gill,” 
said the former Australia 
captain.

“I really think he’s got 
something about him, his 
technique. I know he’s 
young so he can play a few 
rash shots here and there, 
but he looks a seriously 
good player, this kid. He 
would be my pick out of 
the guys I saw.

“I know you guys (rate) 
Shaw but it seems to me 
like he plays a shot-a-ball. 
Against the new ball, he 
looks good on flat tracks, 
but in Australia, you’ve 
got to be a little bit more 
watchful about your shot 
selection,” he added.

Gavaskar agreed with 
Border and said Shaw 
needs to get back to the 
drawing board and work 
on his weaknesses -- 
inconsistency and poor 
shot selection.

“I do agree with AB 
(Allan Border). I think 
he’s (Shaw) got to spend a 
little more time assessing 
his batting. Because as an 
opening batsman, you’ve 
got to give yourself time to 
see what the pitch is doing, 
see what the bowlers are 
doing,” he said.

“Trying to bat the way 
he’s batting at the moment 
is not going to make him a 
consistent player. Yes, he’s 
going to make runs once 
in a while but he’s got to 
tighten up his defence.”

Gavaskar, however, was 
pretty sure about other 
opener, saying Mayank 
Agarwal is the player to 
watch out for in the series.

“For me the player 
to watch out for from 
India will be Mayank 
Aggarwal. He came to 
Australia for the last 
couple of Test matches 
two years ago and he 
actually, showed the way 
because till then India had 
not got any start,” the Little 
Master said. 
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Russia’s Putin congratulates 
Biden on winning U.S. election

MOSCOW (AP): Russian 
President Vladimir 
Putin on Tuesday 
congratulated Joe Biden 
on winning the U.S. 
presidential election 
after weeks of holding 
out.

Putin’s message to 
Biden came a day after 
the Electoral College 
confirmed Biden as 
the nation’s next 
president , ratifying 
his November victory 
in an authoritative 
s t a t e - b y - s t a t e 
repudiation of 
President Donald 
Trump’s refusal to 
concede that he had lost.

The Kremlin had said 
earlier that the Russian 

president would hold 
off on congratulating 
Biden until the winner 
was officially confirmed. 
“We are just waiting for 
the end of the internal 

political confrontation,” 
Putin said last month, 
referring to numerous 
Republican challenges to 
the vote count.

In his message, Putin 

wished Biden “every 
success,” according to 
a Kremlin statement 
Tuesday, and expressed 
confidence that “Russia 
and the U.S., which bear 

special responsibility 
for global security and 
stability can, despite 
the differences, really 
contribute to solving 
many problems and 
challenges that the world 
is currently facing.”

The Russian president 
noted that “the Russian-
American cooperation 
based on the principles 
of equality and mutual 
respect would meet the 
interests of the people 
in both countries and 
the entire international 
community.”

“For my part, I am 
ready for interaction 
and contact with you,” 
Putin was quoted by the 
Kremlin as saying.

UK plans big fines for online companies over harmful content
LONDON (AP): Social 
media and other internet 
companies face big fines 
in Britain if they don’t 
limit the amount of 
harmful material such 
as child sexual abuse or 
terrorist content on their 
platforms, officials said 
Tuesday.

Under legislative 
proposals that the U.K. 
government plans to 
launch next year, tech 
companies that let 
people post their own 
material or talk to others 
online could be fined up 
to 18 million pounds 

or 10% of their annual 
revenue, whichever is 
higher, for not complying 
with the rules.

The proposals, 
contained in the U.K. 
government’s Online 
Safety Bill, will have 
extra provisions for the 
biggest social media 
companies with “high-
risk features,” expected 
to include Facebook, 
TikTok, Instagram and 
Twitter.

These companies will 
face special requirements 
to assess whether 
there’s a “reasonably 

foreseeable risk” that 
content or activity that 
they host will cause 
“significant physical or 

psychological harm to 
adults” and clarify what 
is allowed.

The European 

Union is also expected 
later Tuesday to unveil 
its own long-awaited 
sweeping overhaul of 
digital regulations. The 
EU proposals will include 
measures aimed at 
reining in the tech giants. 
They will also update 
the bloc’s 20-year-old 
rules on e-commerce 
by making online 
platforms take more 
responsibility for their 
goods and services, such 
as weeding out shady 
traders and taking down 
illegal content such as 
hate speech.

Japan ‘Twitter killer’ sentenced to death for serial murders
TOKYO (AP): A Japanese 
court on Tuesday 
sentenced a man to 
death for killing and 
dismembering nine 
people, most of whom 
had posted suicidal 
thoughts on social media, 
in a case that shocked the 
country.

The Tachikawa 
branch of the Tokyo 
District Court found 
Takahiro Shiraishi, 
known as the “Twitter 
killer,” guilty of killing, 
dismembering and 
storing the bodies of the 
victims in his apartment 
in Zama, near Tokyo.

Shiraishi, 30, pleaded 
guilty and said he would 
not appeal his death 
sentence.

Police arrested 
Shiraishi in 2017 after 
finding the bodies of 
eight females and one 

male in cold-storage 
cases in his apartment.

Investigators said 
Shiraishi approached 
the victims via 
Twitter, offering to 
assist them with their 
suicidal wishes. He 
killed the women, 
including teenagers, 
after raping them, and 
also killed a boyfriend 
of one of the women 
to silence him, 
investigators said.

On Twitter, 
Shiraishi used the 
name “Hangman,” 
promising to help 
his victims die and 
inviting them to his 
apartment.

Although his 
defense lawyers 
argued that he 
assisted the victims’ 
suicidal wishes, 
Shiraishi later said he 

killed them without 
their consent.

In the ruling, 
presiding Judge Naokuni 
Yano said none of the 
victims agreed to be 
killed and that Shiraishi 
was fully responsible for 
their deaths, according to 
media reports.

He said the crime 
was extremely heinous 

and had caused fear 
and concern in a society 
where social media have 
become an indispensable 
part of everyday life, 
NHK public television 
reported.

Japan’s suicide rate 
ranks among the world’s 
highest. Following a 
recent decline, the 
number has climbed 

back this year as people 
were hit by the effects of 
the pandemic.

Japan’s crime rate is 
relatively low, but it has 
experienced some recent 
high-profile killings. In July 
2016, a former employee 
of a home for the disabled 
allegedly killed 19 residents 
and injured more than 20 
others.

Interest is lively at deadline for ‘Obamacare’ sign-ups
Washington, Dec 15 
(AP): A crush of sign-
ups expected Tuesday 
on the last day of 
open enrolment for 
HealthCare.gov could 
help solidify the standing 
of Obamacare as an 
improbable survivor in 
the Donald Trump years.
In 36 states that use 
H e a l t h C a r e . g o v , - 
December 15 is deadline 
day for coverage that 
starts January 1, while 
another 14 states and 
Washington, D.C., have 
later dates. Analysts and 
advocates who follow 
the annual insurance 
sign-ups say interest has 
gotten stronger with the 
coronavirus pandemic 
gripping the nation.

Also, the legal 
cloud hanging over the 
Affordable Care Act 
seemed to start lifting last 
month when Supreme 
Court justices gave a 
skeptical reception to the 
latest challenge from the 
Trump administration 
and conservative-

led states seeking to 
overturn the law in its 
entirety.

The safety net is 
working, said Chris Sloan 
of the consulting firm 
Avalere Health. When final 
numbers are released 
next year, Sloan says the 
ACA could surpass its 
current enrolment of 11.4 
million people. I think it’s 
just reflective of the need 
being greater for people 
who have lost their jobs 
and need to find some 
other form of health 
insurance, he said.

The insurance 
markets offer taxpayer 
subsidized private plans 
to people who don’t 
have job-based coverage. 
Insurers cannot turn 
away customers with 
pre-existing medical 
conditions. Medicaid 
expansion, another 
component of the health 
law, covers about 12 
million people.

Stephanie Burton, 
a solo practitioner 
lawyer from Kansas 

City, Missouri, said she 
recently renewed her 
coverage for 2021. For 
about USD 150 a month, 
after subsidies, Burton 
is also able to cover two 
young adult children 
as they negotiate their 
transition to self-
sufficiency in a shaky 
economy.

But Burton said she’s 
noticed that the annual 
enrollment season gets 
very little promotion. 
After Trump failed to 
repeal former President 
Barack Obama’s signature 
law, not even the rising 
need for coverage amid 
coronavirus layoffs 
has persuaded his 
administration to rethink 
its opposition.

T r u m p 
administration officials 
say what they have 
done is to focus on the 
smooth operation of the 
HealthCare.gov website 
for those who may want 
the coverage.

Since I’ve always 
had it, I get reminders 

by email, said Burton, 
but there are a lot of 
people who may not 
even know how to find 
this information. That’s 
expected to change 
under the incoming 
Biden administration, 
which plans to build on 
the health law to expand 
coverage to more than 30 
million who still lack it.

Some former Obama 
officials who closely 
monitor the Trump 
administration’s operation 
of the program say they 
have reason to hope in this 
sign-up season.

Joshua Peck, 
who used to be chief 
marketing officer for 
Obamacare, says traffic 
is clearly up from current 
customers actively 
renewing their coverage, 
and the number of new 
consumers is tracking 
with previous years.

Active renewals are 
seen an indicator that 
people are eager to keep 
their plans from lapsing. 
Those who take no 

action are automatically 
renewed, but they have to 
follow through to retain 
coverage by paying their 
premiums.

It gives us reason 
to think that the end of 
this open enrollment 
period could be a strong 
one, said Peck. We’re 
cautiously optimistic.

But Tuesday 
could get anxious for 
procrastinators because 
deadline day usually 
brings long waits for 
personal assistance via 
the call center and the 
website may run slow. 
Typically people who 
start the enrollment 
process before the end of 
deadline day are given a 
chance to complete it.

Of some 28 million 
uninsured Americans 
before the pandemic, 
the nonpartisan Kaiser 
Family Foundation 
estimates more than 16 
million were eligible for 
some form of subsidised 
coverage through the 
health law.

France’s Macron wants to add 
climate goals in constitution

Paris, Dec 15 (AP): 
French President 
Emmanuel Macron 
announced a referendum 
to add the fight against 
climate change and the 
need to preserve the 
environment into the 
French Constitution.

Speaking on Monday 
to a citizen’s group 
in charge of making 
proposals on climate-
related issues, Macron 
proposed a change in the 
constitution that requires 
a parliamentary vote, and 
then a referendum.

He acknowledged 
that France doesn’t do 
enough to be in line 

with its climate-related 
commitments aimed at 
curbing global warming. 
France is missing its 
national targets that had 
been set under the 2015 
Paris Agreement and 
the country has delayed 
most of its efforts until 
after this year.

“Should we do more? 
Yes, Macron said in 
discussions that lasted 
about four hours with a 
panel of dozens of French 
citizens.

European Union 
leaders, including 
Macron, agreed on Friday 
to beef up the continent’s 
2030 targets to reduce 

greenhouse gases from 
40 per cent to at least 55 
per cent compared with 
1990 levels.

We need to keep 
moving forward, and 
that work is even more 
urgent, Macron said.

U.S. President-elect 
Joe Biden pledged 
Saturday to rejoin the 
Paris climate accord 
on the first day of 
his presidency, as 
world leaders staged 
a virtual gathering 
to celebrate the 
fifth anniversary of 
the international pact 
aimed at curbing global 
warming.

Israel court upholds Australia 
extradition in child sex case

JERUSALEM (AP): 
Israel’s Supreme Court 
on Tuesday rejected an 
appeal challenging the 
extradition of a former 
teacher wanted in 
Australia on charges of 
child sex abuse, clearing 
the way for her to stand 
trial after a six-year legal 
saga.

Malka Leifer, a 
former educator accused 
of sexually abusing 
several former students 
at a Jewish school in 
Melbourne, has been 
fighting extradition from 
Israel since 2014. Leifer 
maintains her innocence 
and the six-year legal 
battle surrounding her 
extradition has strained 
relations between Israel 
and Australia.

The Supreme Court 
justices said that the 
ruling finalizes “the 
decision of the appellant 
as extraditable” to stand 
trial in Australia.

The Justice Ministry 
said in a statement that 
the ruling “brings us one 
significant step closer to 
Malka Leifer’s extradition 
to Australia” and that the 
ministry “will continue 
to make every effort to 
expedite Malka Leifer’s 
extradition to Australia 
so that she may stand 
trial for the crimes she is 
accused of committing.”

Israeli Justice 

Minister Avi Nissenkorn 
praised the court’s 
decision and said he 
would be signing the 
extradition order 
immediately.

“After long and 
tormenting years, the 
time has come to do 
justice with Leifer’s 
victims,” he wrote on 
Twitter.

Critics, including 
Leifer’s alleged victims, 
have accused Israeli 
authorities of dragging 
out the legal process for 
far too long.

In September, 
a Jerusalem court 
approved Leifer’s 
extradition to Australia 
after the country’s 
highest court had upheld 
a ruling that she was 
mentally fit to stand trial.

Earlier this year an 
Israeli psychiatric panel 
determined that Leifer 
lied about suffering a 
mental condition that 
allegedly made her unfit 
to stand trial. As a result 
of the findings, Israel’s 
Justice Ministry said it 
would move to expedite 
her extradition to face 
74 charges of child sex 
abuse.

Three sisters — Dassi 
Erlich, Nicole Meyer 
and Elly Sapper — have 
accused Leifer of abusing 
them while they were 
students at a Melbourne 

ultra-Orthodox school. 
There are said to be 
other victims.

The Associated Press 
does not usually identify 
alleged victims of sexual 
abuse, but the sisters 
have spoken publicly 
about their allegations 
against Leifer.

As accusations 
began surfacing in 2008, 
Israeli-born Leifer left 
the school and returned 
to Israel, where she has 
lived since.

Her attorney, Nick 
Kaufman, appeared to 
acknowledge his client 
has exhausted her legal 
options in fighting the 
extradition but expressed 
hope that, should she be 
convicted, she might be 
able to serve her prison 
sentence in Israel.

Kaufman said the 
court noted Leifer’s 
“unique nature of her 
religious way of life” as an 
ultra-Orthodox Jew and 
acknowledged it would 
“present considerable 
difficulties for her in an 
Australian prison.”

“Should Malka 
Leifer be convicted 
and sentenced to a 
custodial sentence, 
we hope that the 
relevant authorities 
will accede to a future 
request that she serve 
such a sentence in Israel,” 
he said.
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Christmas Kisses! Couple Heidi and Spencer Pratt kissed on the beach 
during a photoshoot for their family Christmas card in Los Angeles.

The BIG
 PI C

ARIES:
We’ve all had our share of drama in the past—a lot of 
which is coming to the surface as a result of the eclipse. 
But, you have a greater perspective now, which in turn 
is helping you release the victim mentality. Things 
transpired in a certain way because they were supposed 
to help you learn significant life lessons and become the 
person you are today. When in doubt, remember the 
cliché, “What doesn’t break you, makes you stronger.” 
Aries, you’ve got this!
TAURUS:
How much importance are you giving to other people’s 
opinions of you, and in what manner is the weight of 
their words weighing you down? Looks like you have 
created a prison for your own self, Taurus, a prison that 
is now becoming the bane of your existence. The cards 
are urging you to look beyond. There is another reality 
available to you—right now and in this moment. The 
Universe is giving you the opportunity to choose the 
freedom that has always been yours.
GEMINI:
You didn’t think you could get here, yet you did. Your 
life has turned out to be a real blessing despite all the 
unexpected twists and turns. But, don’t make the 
mistake of convincing yourself that there is a cap on 
the blessings, or that this is as good as it gets. There is 
a parallel reality available to you—a whole new world, 
if you may—and it requires you to tap into the power of 

co-creation.
CANCER:
There comes a point in every journey where the 
roadblocks make you question if you were in your right 
mind when you made this decision. Here’s the thing, 
though: you have dealt with bigger challenges. You 
already know your way around this storm. Besides, the 
Universe has a way of testing our resolve, especially 
when we’re *this* close to the realisation of our goals. 
So give yourself the pep talk you need to, and motivate 
yourself to move forward. You’ll be glad you did!
LEO:
There comes a point in every journey where you can 
continue to do what you’re best known for, or reinvent 
yourself completely. The former is a safe bet. There is 
very little risk involved in giving your audience what 
you have been giving them for so long now. Changing 
the game around, on the other hand, may or may not 
guarantee success. In fact, the change may be met with 
resistance initially. Should that stop you from being 
playful? Anything but, Leo. The time to sing your own 
song has finally come.
VIRGO:
It’s easy to portray yourself as the victim of your story. To 
repeat the ‘terrible things happen to me’ narrative. But 
you are so loved and so supported, Virgo. You have an 
entire spirit team watching over you. So call upon their 
assistance to help you look at your circumstances from 

a higher perspective. In moments of silence, you will be 
able to raise the question, “What are my circumstances 
teaching me?”
LIBRA:
The energy of the eclipse has been all kinds of electrifying, 
Libra. You are more in alignment with your dreams and 
desires than you have ever been before, and are feeling 
inspired to take the right action. As your co-weaving partner, 
Spirit is helping you give your ideas a tangible form. When in 
doubt, remind yourself that the help you need will always be 
made available to you.
SCORPIO:
What is the story you’re telling yourself, Scorpio? Are you the 
victim in this narrative or the one who stands up for themselves 
*and* takes the prize home? The cards are reminding you of 
the ancient saying, “As within, so without”. So, take charge of 
your inner alignment. Work through the self-worth issues that 
have been weighing you down, and know that no force in the 
world can shake you when you believe in your own power.
SAGITTARIUS:
Hello, and welcome to the new moon party! This is your 
personal new moon, Sagittarius, and so the potential 
of what you can create is infinite. Word for the wise: 
get cracking. You don’t want to waste a single minute. 
Remember, it’s not just existing projects that will get a 
boost as a result of this lunation. Ideas you’ve never had 
before will come your way as well. Two words: inspired 
action.

CAPRICORN:
We’re always worrying about the future and what it 
might bring. On other occasions, we’re obsessing over 
what went wrong in the past and how we’d like to fix 
those things. What if we change the approach a little? 
What if we embrace our inner Zen master and make 
love to this moment? Be here now, Capricorn. The more 
present you are, the more dominion you will have over 
your life.
AQUARIUS:
Do you really believe in yourself like you say you do? Do 
you really believe you have the power to manifest the 
dreams that you have been chasing? The energy of this 
eclipse is about to rest your resolve, Aquarius. So work 
through the self-worth issues that have been posing 
a roadblock as you reinstate your faith in yourself. 
Remember, this is the last leg of the war. You don’t want 
to give up now.
PISCES:
We waste too much time worrying about ‘the hows’ and 
‘the whys’. We spend too much time imagining parallel 
realities in which our dreams fall apart before our own 
eyes. What if we chose to redirect all of this energy 
towards the realisation of our goals instead? Today, 
you’re being encouraged to embrace your inner optimist 
and chase away the grey clouds. Spirit wants you to 
know that you are supported in every way, and that the 
resources you require will be made available to you.

Alicia Vikander to lead HBO 
limited series ‘Irma Vep’

Los Angeles, Dec 15 (PTI): Actor Alicia Vikander is set to 
star in HBO limited series Irma Vep , to be helmed by French 
independent director Olivier Assayas.
According to The Hollywood Reporter, the series is loosely 
based on Assayas’ 1996 film of the same name.

Assayas has penned the series which revolves around 
Mira (Vikander), an American film star disillusioned by her 
career and a recent breakup, who comes to France to star 
as Irma Vep in a remake of the French silent film classic, Les 
Vampires .

The filmmaker is also executive producing the show along 
with Euphoria creator Sam Levinson. A24 is the studio behind 
the project.

“I have been a long-time admirer of Olivier and his work. 

I am very excited for us to work together, and to be a part of 
the expanded universe of his superb cult classic, Irma Vep’. 
There are a lot of brilliant people coming together and I am 
delighted to be partnering with HBO and A24 on this special 
project, said Vikander.

Assayas said he is grateful to have gotten the 
opportunity to tell one of his most memorable films in 
a series format.

I am immensely grateful to Alicia, A24, and HBO for 
giving me the incredible opportunity to explore and 
expand Irma Vep in a series format. This is a comedy that 
will try and catch the zeitgeist the same way the original 
Irma Vep did, in a very different world, a very different era, 
that right now feels light years away, he said.

Chris Pine to star in Paramount’s 
Dungeons and Dragons’ movie

Los Angeles, Dec 15 (PTI): Actor 
Chris Pine is in talks to play the 
lead role in Paramount Pictures’ 
feature adaption of popular fantasy 
role-playing game Dungeons and 
Dragons .

According to Deadline, Game 
Night filmmakers Jonathan 
Goldstein and John Francis Daley 
are set to direct the film from 
a script they wrote based on a 
previous draft by Michael Gilio.

Paramount is co-producing and 
co-financing the movie with Hasbro 
and eOne.

Jeremy Latcham is producing 
the project for eOne, while Brian 
Goldner is on board as A producer for Hasbro.

The makers are planning a May 2022 
release for the film.

Dungeons and Dragons , known for its 
war games, treasure hunts, campaigns, 
camaraderie and reversals of fortune, was 
previously adapted for the big screen in 2000 

by New Line.
The film, which starred Justin Whalin, 

Marlon Wayans and Jeremy Irons, was a 
critical and commercial debacle.

Pine will be seen next alongside Gal Gadot 
in the DC superhero movie Wonder Woman 
1984, reprising his role as Wonder Woman’s 
love interest, Captain Steve Trevor.

Dakota Johnson’s Bold Ring on That Finger 
Sparks Chris Martin Engagement Rumors

Is Dakota 
Johnson the 

next Mrs. Chris 
Martin? See why 
the actress’ new 
accessory has 
fans speculating 
about the couple’s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p 
status.
Dakota Johnson’s 
new ring might be 
making a major 
statement about 
her relationship 
status. 

Page Six 
obtained photos 
of the actress 
out and about in 
West Hollywood 
last week, but it’s 
not your average 
paparazzi sighting. In fact, Dakota 
did little to hide the massive emerald 
accessory on her left ring finger as she 
went about her day. 

Sure, it’s not a diamond, but 
an emerald certainly seems like a 
possible choice for the effortlessly 
chic fashionista. (And have you seen 
Dakota’s green kitchen cabinetry? We’re 
sensing a theme here...)

Dakota and longtime love Chris 
Martin have yet to weigh in on the 
engagement speculation, which is par 
for the course for this especially private 
couple. Back in March, the Fifty Shades 

of Grey star and Coldplay frontman 
enjoyed a rare date night in Los Angeles. 
They’ve since been spotted in Malibu 
and the Hamptons. 

One person embedded in Dakota 
and Chris’ inner circle that would be 
overjoyed if the rocker proposed? His 
famous ex, Gwyneth Paltrow.

“I love her,” Gwyneth said of Dakota 
in the February issue of Harper’s Bazaar. 
“I can see how it would seem weird 
because it’s sort of unconventional. But 
I think, in this case, just having passed 
through it iteratively, I just adore her. I 
always start to think of the ampersand 
sign—what else can you bring in, 

instead of being resistant to or being 
made insecure by? There’s so much 
juice in leaning in to something like 
that.”

Dakota, 31, and Chris, 43, were 
first romantically linked in late 
2017—nearly four years after he and 
Gwyneth announced their “conscious 
uncoupling.”

As for the potential next Mrs. Chris 
Martin, she’s keeping any and all details 
close to her heart. 

“I’m not going to talk about it,” 
she told Tatler when asked about 
her relationship in 2018. “But I am 
very happy.”


