
A FRIEND IS SOMEONE WHO 
KNOWS ALL ABOUT YOU AND STILL 
LOVES YOU.
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New Amsterdam 
becomes a city, 
later renamed 
New York City

Queen Victoria’s funeral 
takes place in St. George’s 
Chapel, Windsor Castle, 

England

James Joyce’s novel 
“Ulysses” is first pub-
lished by Sylvia Beach 
in Paris (1,000 copies)

German 6th Army surrenders after 
the Battle of Stalingrad in a major 

turning point in Europe during 
World War II
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I have received the 
greatly troubling news 

regarding an increase in 
tensions between Cuba 
and the United States 
of America, two neigh-
boring countries. I echo 
the message of the Cu-
ban bishops, inviting all 
responsible parties to 
promote a sincere and 
effective dialogue, in or-
der to avoid violence and 
every action that could 
increase the suffering of 
the dear Cuban people.

@Pontifex

The Union Budget re-
flects the aspirations 

of 140 crore Indians. It 
strengthens the reform 
journey and charts a clear 
roadmap for Viksit Bharat.

@narendramodi

Nipah is a rare but serious 
disease. The two case 

of Nipah virus infection re-
ported by India in West Ben-
gal are the third in this state 
since the virus was first iden-
tified in 1998.  No cases have 
been reported in any other 
country linked to this out-
break. Indian authorities are 
following over 190 contacts, 
and none have developed the 
disease so far. 

@DrTedros

Pea ce ag reements 
cannot hold when 

the root causes of con-
flict are left to fester. 
That is why prevention 
& peacebuilding are not 
optional extras – they are 
the first line of defence; 
And they are among the 
smartest investments we 
can make in lives saved & 
futures protected.

@antonioguterres

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stance)
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News in brief 
 u US House Speaker Mike 
Johnson expressed confidence 
Sunday that he has the votes to end 
by Tuesday a partial government 
shutdown triggered by the Trump 
administration’s violent immigration 
sweeps in Minneapolis. The 
government entered the shutdown 
Saturday as a funding deadline passed 
without Congress approving a 2026 budget. 
The impact so far appears to have been 
minimal. The House is due to begin acting 
on the emergency Monday as it returns 
from recess to a snowbound Washington, 
addressing a Senate-backed deal to reopen 
the government. “Let’s say I’m confident that we’ll do it at least by Tuesday,” 
Johnson said on NBC’s “Meet the Press.” The funding lapse followed a breakdown 
in negotiations driven by Democratic anger over the killing of two protesters 

in Minneapolis by federal immigration agents, which 
derailed talks over new money for the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS).

u US President Donald Trump said Saturday 
he would “welcome” Chinese investment in Venezuela’s 
oil industry as the South American country seeks to 
revive its battered economy following the ouster of 

leader Nicolas Maduro. Venezuela sits on the world’s largest proven oil reserves 
and reformed laws this week to open the sector up to private and foreign 
investment. China had been the dominant buyer of Venezuelan oil under Maduro, 
whose January 3 capture by US forces drew condemnation from China’s foreign 
ministry and made uncertain Beijing’s future with Caracas. “China is welcome 
to come in and would make a great deal on oil. We welcome China,” Trump told 
reporters Saturday on Air Force One. He noted Venezuela’s Interim President 
Delcy Rodriguez on Friday agreed to an energy cooperation deal with India. 

u Indonesia will restore access to Elon Musk’s 
AI chatbot Grok after the billionaire’s social media 
platform X promised to comply with the country’s 
laws, a government official said yesterday. Grok 
has faced a global backlash after it emerged that its 
image creation feature allowed users to sexualise 
pictures of women and children using simple text prompts. Malaysia and the 
Philippines followed Indonesia in temporarily blocking access to the tool, which is 
integrated into X, over concerns about AI-generated sexual deepfakes. Alexander 
Sabar, a senior official in Indonesia’s communication and digital ministry, 
said access was being restored “conditionally” after X Corp gave “a written 
commitment containing concrete steps for service improvement and prevention 
of misuse”. Sabar said in a statement the ministry would continue to supervise 
and evaluate Grok and that it would take “corrective actions”, including another 
suspension, if violations were found.

Trump says 
he welcomes 
Chinese 
investment in 

Venezuelan oil

Indonesia 
says it will restore 
access to Musk’s 

Grok chatbot

US House 
speaker sees swift 
end to government 

shutdown

MSF has long been a key 
provider of medical and 

humanitarian aid in Gaza, 
particularly since the war 

broke out in October 2023 af-
ter Hamas’s attack on Israel. 
The charity says it currently 
provides at least 20 percent 
of hospital beds in the terri-
tory and operates around 20 

health centres.

KNOW WHAT

B Y  I N V I T A T I O N

AMBASSADOR VINOD K JACOB

Indian Budget 2026 aims to promote 
prosperity at home and abroad

India’s Union Budget 
comes in the wake of 
a series of important 

developments in India’s 
external engagement 

like the India-EU FTA, 
India-Arab League 
cooperation, India-

GCC engagement 
besides the active 

bilateral commercial 
and trade links between 

India and countries 
around the world, in 

particular in the GCC 
area.

In the backdrop of estimated GDP growth of 7.4 percent 
(with nominal GDP growth at 8 per cent) for FY 2025-26, 
the Finance Minister of India, Ms. Nirmala Sitharaman pre-

sented the Union budget for 2026 on 1 February in New Delhi. 
Describing the Budget 2026 as historic, Indian Prime Minister, 
Shri Narendra Modi asserted that it reflects the aspirations of 
the 140 crore (1.4 billion) Indians, strengthens the economic 
reforms journey and charts a clear road map for Viksit Bharat 
or Developed India by 2047.

Strong macroeconomic fundamentals
 The budget shows that the macroeconomic fundamentals of 

the Indian economy are strong. The country’s GDP has passed 
USD 4.13 trillion. IMF states that while India accounts for 17 per-
cent of projected world-
wide economic growth 
expansion, the USA sits at 
less than 10 percent. The 
fiscal deficit for 2027 is 
estimated at 4.3 percent 
of India’s GDP while the 
debt-to-GDP ratio is ex-
pected to be 55.6 percent 
of GDP in 2026-27, slightly 
lower than 56.1 percent in 
2025-26.

The services sector 
remains the primary 
growth driver, expanding 
by 9.1 per cent. Manufac-
turing and construction 
have grown by 7 per cent. 
Domestic demand contin-
ues to anchor growth. In-
dia’s total exports (mer-
chandise and services) 
reached USD 825.3 billion 
in FY25, with continued 
momentum in FY26.

Forward looking and 
reform oriented

Some of the significant 
initiatives of the Budget 
2026 include the plans to develop seven High-Speed Rail cor-
ridors between cities as ‘growth connectors’ to promote envi-
ronmentally sustainable passenger systems, significant outlay 
for Carbon Capture Utilization and Storage technologies, estab-
lishing dedicated Rare Earth Corridors, launching the Bharat-
VISTAAR (a multilingual AI tool to improve agriculture sector), 
various tax related measures to attract global investment and 
improve ease of doing business and the like. It is pertinent to 
mention that since August 2025, almost 350 new economic re-
form measures have been unveiled including GST simplification, 
notification of Labour Codes, and rationalization of mandatory 
Quality Control Orders. More efforts are expected focusing on 
deregulation and reducing compliance requirements.

The budget has been inspired by three ‘kartavyas’ or duties of 
the Government of India, namely, (a) accelerating and sustain-
ing economic growth, by enhancing productivity and competi-
tiveness, and building resilience to volatile global dynamics, (b) 
fulfilling the aspirations of people and building their capacity, 
making them strong partners in India’s path to prosperity, and 
(c) ensuring that every family, community, region and sector has 
access to resources, amenities and opportunities for meaningful 
participation. Also significantly, the budget is also focused on 
the youth.

International cooperation
India’s Union Budget comes in the wake of a series of im-

portant developments in India’s external engagement like 
the India-EU FTA, India-Arab League cooperation, India-GCC 
engagement besides the active bilateral commercial and trade 
links between India and countries around the world, in par-
ticular in the GCC area. The clear and unmistakable message 
is the commitment of India to multilateral cooperation and 
pursuing close ties with all economic partners around the 
world. This augurs well for India-Bahrain bilateral relations, 
especially as we celebrate the 55th anniversary of establishment 
of diplomatic relations. Equally significant is the Kingdom of 
Bahrain’s presidency of the GCC and its participation in the UN 
Security Council for the two year term that started in January 
2026. India strongly supports Bahrain’s role and looks forward 
to working together for taking the bilateral relations forward.

The author is Ambassador of India to the Kingdom of Bahrain since August 
2023. The views presented in the article are personal.)

Iran says progress made towards 
US talks despite attack jitters

US President Donald Trump confirmed the two sides were talking

• Washington has 
deployed warships led 
by the USS Abraham 
Lincoln aircraft carrier

• Tehran has said it 
is ready for nuclear 
talks if its missiles and 
defence capabilities 
are not on the agenda

AFP | Paris, France

Iran’s top security official said 
Saturday that progress had 
been made towards negotia-

tions with the United States, even 
as the Islamic republic’s army 
chief warned Washington against 
launching military strikes.

US President Donald Trump 
confirmed the two sides were 
talking, while keeping the threat 
of an attack in the foreground.

Washington has deployed war-
ships led by the USS Abraham 
Lincoln aircraft carrier off Iran’s 
shores, after Trump threatened 
to intervene in the wake of Teh-
ran’s deadly crackdown on an-
ti-government protests.

“Contrary to the hype of the 
contrived media war, structural 
arrangements for negotiations 
are progressing,” said Ali Lari-
jani, head of Iran’s Supreme Na-
tional Security Council.

He was speaking a day after 
the Kremlin said he held talks in 
Moscow with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin.

Iranian President Masoud 
Pezeshkian said Saturday a 
broader conflict would hurt both 
Iran and the United States.

“The Islamic Republic of Iran 
has never sought, and in no 
way seeks, war and it is firmly 
convinced that a war would be 
in the interest of neither Iran, 
nor the United States, nor the re-
gion,” he said in a call with Egyp-
tian counterpart Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, according to the Iranian 
presidency.

Later Saturday, Trump con-
firmed that there was a dialogue 
between Washington and Teh-
ran.

“(Iran is) talking to us, and 
we’ll see if we can do something, 
otherwise we’ll see what hap-
pens... we have a big fleet heading 
out there,” he told Fox News.

“They are negotiating,” he add-
ed.

Qatar’s foreign ministry said 
its premier Sheikh Mohammed 
bin Abdulrahman Al Thani, who 
also serves as foreign minister, 
held talks in Tehran with Larijani 
on Saturday to try to “de-escalate 
tensions in the region”.

Fears of conflict
The arrival of the US flotilla 

has raised fears of a direct con-
frontation with Iran, which has 
warned it would respond with 
missile strikes on US bases, ships 
and allies -- notably Israel -- in 
the event of an attack.

Trump has said he believes 
Iran will make a deal over its 

nuclear and missile programmes 
rather than face US military ac-
tion.

Tehran has said it is ready for 
nuclear talks if its missiles and 
defence capabilities are not on 
the agenda.

Iranian army chief Amir Hata-
mi has warned the United States 
and Israel against any attack, say-
ing his forces were “at full defen-
sive and military readiness”.

“If the enemy makes a mistake, 
without a doubt it will endanger 
its own security, the security of 
the region, and the security of the 
Zionist regime,” Hatami said, of-

ficial news agency IRNA reported.
Iran’s nuclear technology and 

expertise “cannot be eliminated”, 
he added.

With tensions heightened, Ira-
nian authorities rushed to deny 
that several incidents on Satur-
day were linked to any attack or 
sabotage.

They included an explosion in 
the southern Iranian port city of 
Bandar Abbas that local firefight-
ers said was caused by a gas leak.

Naval exercise
On Friday, US Central Com-

mand (CENTCOM) said Iran’s 

Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) would conduct “a two-day 
live-fire naval exercise” in the 
Strait of Hormuz, a key transit 
hub for global energy supplies.

CENTCOM warned the IRGC 
against “any unsafe and unpro-
fessional behaviour near US forc-
es”, drawing a sharp response 
from Iran’s Foreign Minister Ab-
bas Araghchi.

“The US military is now at-
tempting to dictate how our 
Powerful Armed Forces should 
conduct target practice in their 
own turf,” he wrote on X.

Iranian nationals arrive in Turkey through the Razi-Kapiköy border crossing, north-eastern Turkey

Iran protester Erfan Soltani released on bail: lawyer
Tehran, Iran

Iranian protester Erfan Soltani 
has been released on bail, his 

lawyer told AFP, after the Unit-
ed States warned he was due 
to be executed though Tehran 
denied he had been sentenced 
to death.

The 26-year-old “was re-

leased yesterday (Saturday) and 
received all of his belongings 
including his cellphone”, said 
lawyer Amir Mousakhani, add-
ing that a bail of “two billion 
tomans” (around $12,600) was 
paid for his release.

Soltani was arrested on Janu-
ary 10 during recent nationwide 
protests in Iran.

He was held in a detention 
facility in Karaj outside Teh-
ran, on charges of propaganda 
against Iran’s Islamic system 
and acting against national se-
curity, the judiciary had said 
in January. The US State De-
partment had said on its Per-
sian-language X account that he 
had been sentenced to death.

18E Super Hornet attached to Strike Fighter Squadron (VFA) 151 launches from the flight deck of the Nimitz-class aircraft 
carrier USS Abraham Lincoln (CVN-72) as it conducts routine flight operations in the Arabian Sea

New Epstein accuser claims sexual 
encounter with ex-prince Andrew: report
AFP | London, United Kingdom

A second Jeffrey Epstein 
accuser has alleged the 

late US sex offender sent her to 
Britain for a sexual encounter 
with former prince Andrew 
Mountbatten-Windsor, the 
BBC reported.

A US lawyer for the woman 
told the broadcaster late Sat-
urday the alleged encounter 
occurred at the ousted royal's 
residence on the Windsor es-
tate, west of London, in 2010 
when she was in her 20s.

The latest account emerged 
after the US Justice Depart-
ment released a huge new 
batch of documents on the 
Epstein case, including pho-
tographs of Andrew kneeling 
over a woman lying on the 
floor.

UK Prime Minister Keir 
Starmer has said the disgraced 
royal should accept requests to 
testify before the US Congress 
about Epstein's crimes.

Brad Edwards, from the 
Florida legal firm Edwards 
Henderson, said that after 
spending the night with An-
drew, the woman said she was 
given a tour of Buckingham 
Palace.

He added there were com-
munications between his 
client and the former prince 
before the alleged encounter 
and that he is now consider-
ing filing a civil lawsuit on her 
behalf.

The lawyer, who reportedly 
represents more than 200 sur-
vivors of Epstein abuse, did not 

immediately respond to AFP's 
request for comment.

A n d re w  c o u l d  n o t  b e 
reached for comment but has 
repeatedly denied any wrong-
doing linked to Epstein.

The claim comes more than 
a decade after sexual assault 
accusations against the ex-
Duke of York by another Ep-
stein accuser, Virginia Giuffre, 
first emerged publicly.

Giuffre, a US and Australi-
an citizen who took her own 
life last year, has alleged she 
was trafficked to have sex with 
Andrew three times, including 
twice when she was 17.

After she launched a lawsuit 
against him, he paid her a mul-
ti-million-pound settlement 
in 2022 without making any 
admission of guilt.

This undated photo at an undisclosed 
location released by the US Justice 
Department as part of the Jeffrey 
Epstein files shows British former 
prince Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor 
kneeling over a woman lying on the 
floor.

Israel to terminate 
MSF work in Gaza 

for failing to provide 
Palestinian staff list

MSF said it had tried for months to engage with Israel

AFP | Jerusalem, Undefined

Israel announced yesterday 
it was terminating Doctors 
Without Borders' humani-

tarian operations in Gaza after 
the charity failed to provide a 
list of Palestinian staff, a move 
MSF said was a "pretext" to ob-
struct aid to the war-devastated 
territory.

In December, Israel an-
nounced it would prevent 37 
aid organisations, including 
MSF, from working in Gaza from 
March 1 for failing to submit de-
tailed information about their 
Palestinian employees, drawing 
widespread condemnation from 
NGOs and the United Nations.

"The Ministry of Diaspora 
Affairs and Combating Anti-
semitism is moving to termi-
nate the activities of Medecins 
Sans Frontieres (MSF) in the 
Gaza Strip," the ministry said 
on Sunday.

The decision follows "MSF's 
failure to submit lists of local 
employees, a requirement ap-
plicable to all humanitarian 
organisations operating in the 
region", it added.

The ministry had earlier al-
leged that two MSF employees 
had links with Hamas and Is-
lamic Jihad, which the charity 
has vehemently denied.

On Sunday, the ministry said 
MSF had committed in early 
Januwary to sharing the staff 
list, but ultimately refrained.

"Subsequently,  MSF an-
nounced it does not intend to 
proceed with the registration 
process at all, contradicting its 
previous statements and the 
binding protocol," the ministry 
added, saying "MSF will cease its 
operations and depart the Gaza 
Strip by February 28".

No assurances 

MSF said it had tried for 
months to engage with Israeli 
authorities over the issue, but 
its attempts were unsuccessful.

MSF charged that the minis-
try's move was a "pretext to ob-
struct humanitarian assistance" 
to Gaza.

"Israeli authorities are forc-
ing humanitarian organisations 
into an impossible choice be-
tween exposing staff to risk or 
interrupting critical medical 
care for people in desperate 
need," it said in a statement is-
sued on Sunday.

"MSF did not hand over staff 
names because Israeli author-
ities failed to provide the con-
crete assurances required to 
guarantee our staff's safety, pro-
tect their personal data, and 
uphold the independence of 
our medical operation," it said.

Such demands by Israel will 
force aid organisations to pull 
out when "needs are over-
whelming and health services 
are collapsing" in Gaza, it said.

"At a moment when more 

humanitarian assistance is ur-
gently needed, it is being re-
stricted rather than facilitated," 
the charity said, adding that 
it remained open for dialogue 
with Israeli authorities to main-
tain its services in Gaza and the 
occupied West Bank.

Israeli soldiers secure the area as a bulldozer demolishes Palestinian owned homes they say were built without a permit 
from the Israeli authorities in the village of Tarqumia, near the occupied West Bank city of Hebron

Israel says partially reopening 
Gaza's Rafah crossing
Rafah, Palestinian Territo-
ries

Israel partially reopened the 
Rafah crossing between the 

devastated Gaza Strip and 
Egypt yesterday, following 
months of appeals from aid 
groups, though access is lim-
ited to pedestrians.

COGAT, the Israeli defence 
ministry body coordinating 
Palestinian civilian affairs, 
made no mention of allowing 
in a long hoped-for surge of 
aid, and clarified that the pas-
sage of individuals through 

the gateway in both directions 
was expected to begin Mon-
day. Rafah is considered a key 
entry point for supplies into 
the devastated Palestinian ter-
ritory, where humanitarian 
conditions remain dire after 
two years of war in spite of 
a ceasefire in place since Oc-
tober 10.

The crossing has been 
closed since Israeli forces 
seized control of it in May 
2024 during the war with Ha-
mas, aside from a brief and 
limited reopening in early 
2025.


