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COVID COMEBACK
New Covid variants

detected, two dead

Medics prepare a ward for Covid-19 patients at
Gandhi Hospital in Hyderabad

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, May 24

ONE CASE OF the newlyemerg-
ing Covid-19 variant NB.1.8.1
and four instances of the LF.7
type have been detected in
India, according to INSACOG
data.As of May 2025,the World
Health Organization (WHO)
classifies LF.7 and NB.1.8 sub-
variantsasvariants under mon-
itoring, not as variants of con-
cern or variants of interest. But
these are the variants thatare
reportedly driving the rise in
CovidcasesinChinaand parts of
Asia.Accordingtodatafrom the
Indian SARS-CoV-2 Genomics
Consortium (INSACOG), one
case of NB.1.8.1 was identified
in April in Tamil Nadu and four
cases of LF.7 were detected in
Gujarat in May.

In India, the most common
variant remains JN.1, compris-
ing 53% of samples tested, fol-
lowed by BA.2 (26%) and other
Omicron sublineages (20%).
ThoughWHO's preliminaryrisk
assessment classifies NB.1.8.1
asposingalowpublichealth risk
globally,its spike protein muta-
tions such as A435S, V445H,

and T478I suggest increased
transmissibility and immune
evasion compared toothervari-
ants. As of May 19, the country
had 257 active Covid cases.

A meeting chaired by the
Director General of Health Ser-
vices and attended by experts
from the National Centre for
Disease Control, ICMR, and
other key health institutions
recently reviewed the situation.

Several regions have
reported localised increases.
Delhi recorded 23 new cases,
AndhraPradesh reported fourin
the last 24 hours, Telangana
confirmed one, and a nine-
month-old in Bengaluru tested
positiveamidagradualriseover
thepast 20 days.Keralareported
273 cases in Mayalone.

An 84-year-old man died of
Covid in Bengaluru, while
another patient died in Thane.
Eight newcases of the infection
werereportedin thecityon Sat-
urday,the Thane Municipal Cor-
poration (TMC) said.There area
total of 18 active patients in the
city,itsaid,addingthatonlyone
of them is undergoing treat-
ment at hospital while others
arein homejisolation.

FOUR STATES SKIP NITIAAYOG MEETING

States stress on cooperatlve federalism

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
Chennai, Hyderabad, Shimla,
Chandigarh, May 24

FROM TAMIL NADU and Telan-
ganainthesouth toPunjaband
Himachal Pradesh inthenorth,
chief ministers of opposition-
ruled states Saturday used the
Niti Aayog meeting chaired by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
to draw the Centre’s attention
to their demands. Three of the
nine opposition CMs — West
Bengal's Mamata Banerjee, Ker-
ala's Pinarayi Vijayan and Kar-
nataka's Siddaramaiah —stayed
away from Saturday’s Govern-
ing Council meeting. Biharalso
missed the meeting.

Tamil Nadu CM M K Stalin
highlighted his state’sdevelop-
mental strides while raising
concernsover the Centre’s fiscal
policies.Both he and his Telan-
gana counterpart Revanth
Reddy stressed on the need to
uphold the principles of coop-

erative federalism for “Viksit
Bharat”by 2047.
Reiteratinghis state’s goal of
becoming a one-trillion-dollar
economy by 2030, Stalin said,
“We are marching ahead with
long-term plans. I assure you
that Tamil Naduwill makea sig-
nificant contribution to India’s
vision of a $30 trillion econ-

Hero scooter sales drop

BY APRIL 2025, sales had plum-
metedby43.3% comparedtothe
same monthin the previousyear,
dropping from 31,712 units to
just 17,978.A part of this decline
can be attributed to a high base
effect, the performance is still
underwhelming given the
broader market trend.
Competitorsfared better dur-
ing the same month. Bajaj Auto
recorded a 73.2% increase,
Suzuki’s sales rose 9%, and TVS
posted a 23.5% gain. Ather

Energy, the electric vehicle com-
panyinwhich Hero holdsasignif-
icant stake, saw its scooter sales
growby449%,from 107,894 units
to 155,405 units. The two-
wheeler market is witnessing
shifting dynamics, with scooters
becoming the preferred mode of
personal mobility. In FY25,
scooter sales reached 6.85 mn
units, up from 5.84 mn in FY24.
Motorcycle sales saw a modest
increase of 5.1%, indicating a
shiftin consumer preference.

PF interest rate
retained at
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Chief ministers attend the 10th NITI Aayog Governlng Council Meeting on 'Viksit Rajya for
Viksit Bharat@2047' chaired by Prime Minister Modi in New Delhi

omy.” “To realise that vision,
cooperative federalism mustbe
the strong foundation. I
strongly urge that the Union
Government must extend
cooperation without bias to all
states,includingTamil Nadu, to
help them achieve their devel-
opment goals,” Stalin said,
drawingattention to the grow-
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ingstrainin Centre-state finan-
cialrelations.Hereservedsome
ofhis most forceful criticism for
the Centre’s decision to with-
hold funds under the Samagra
Shiksha Abhiyan, citing Tamil
Nadu’s refusal to sign a Memo-
randum of Understanding tied
tothe PM SHRI scheme.

Stalin also took aim at tax

devolution trends, pointingout
that while the 15th Finance
Commission had recom-
mended that states receive
41% ofthe Centre’snet taxrev-
enue, the actual share over the
past fouryears had been only
33.16%. “On one hand, the
shrinking tax devolution from
the Union affects state finances.
On the other hand, the
increased financial burden on
states to co-fund centrally
launched schemes places dual
pressure on state budgets,” he
said.“I strongly urge the Union
Government to increase the
share of taxdevolution tostates
to 50%, which is the only just
course of action.” He also
requested that Union min-
istries allow states to present
schemesintheirownlanguages
alongside English.“Tamil Nadu
should be able to present our
schemes in Tamil and English,”
hesaid.

Reddy said: “Itis imperative

FROM THE FRONT PAGE

From liquor brands now, a
sip and the story behind it

THEFLAVOURLABissaidtobea
“playgroundtolearntheAtoZof
Indian craft spirits before they
reach a bottle”.“It is a space to
bring the‘grain to glass’philoso-
phy tolife and see the spirits in
all their entirety and glory. The
idea is to demystify the process
and help consumers under-
stand howspiritsare made,how
ingredients are sourced and
what goes into distilling,” said
Vikram Damodaran, chiefinno-
vation officer, Diageo India.
Diageo India is now plan-
ning to launch a-first-of-its-
kind immersive ‘experience
home’, The Flavour Market, in
Ponda, Goa, next year. “This
spacewill be a larger, expansive
offering to create,celebrate and
appreciate the Indian craftspirit
ecosystemand experiencesthat
have not been experimented
with earlieron suchascale,’ said
Damodaran. Meanwhile, if you
are travelling to Mumbai, you
can now visit the just opened
shop-in-shop boutique of pre-
mium spirits maker Suntory
Global Spirits,itsbiggest ever,at
theChhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj
International Airport. Atthenew
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specialty store,an inviting lay-
out design—featuring easy-to-
navigate branded wall bays,gon-

dolas, and merchandising
pillars—encouragesshoppersto
discover the group’s extensive
range of Scotch, American and
Japanese whiskies, including
Bowmore, Maker’s Mark,
Hakushu and Hibiki. “India
stands out as one of the fastest-
growing markets in aviation and
travel retail, with arrivals driving
70% of sales.We are confident
that our multi-brand space will
swiftly transform into a must-
visit destination for the many
spirits enthusiasts arriving in
Mumbai,” said Ashish Gandham,
MD, global travel retail, Suntory
Global Spirits. While some of
these centresare opento the pub-

lic,somelike the Paul John Visitor
Centre in Goa, opened by home-
grown alco-bev company John
Distilleries, offers packages
priced from 450 to 1,500,
dependingonwhat the customer
wants to experience—from tour-
ing the distillery to partaking in
tasting sessions. “Visitors can
exploreourcaskstorage areaand
enjoya tasting session of oursig-
nature expressions,” said Hee-
manshu Ashar, global brand
ambassador, Paul John whisky.

While experience centresarea
relatively new conceptforwhisky
brands in India,theyhavebeenan
integral part of wineriesforalong
time.SulaVineyards,forinstance,
offers a guided tour of ‘Domaine
Sula)itsvineyard near Bengaluru.
As part of the tour, visitors can
walkthroughawineryandunder-
stand the process of making
wines “from grape to glass”.

They can then go on to taste
Sula’s award-winning wines in a
unique wine tasting room.
Visitors can dine at the restau-
rants on the premises, while
enjoying the wines,and even buy
the best Indian wines directly at
thevineyard.

Monsoon hits Kerala, earliest onset in 16 yrs
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of 2.5 mm ormorefortwo consecu-
tive days forthe declaration of mon-
soon. “The monsoon will continue
to rapidly advance over the region

and northeast India, covering
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Extract of Audited Financial Results for the Quarter & Year Ended 31st March, 2025

' TamilNadu,Andhra Pradesh,
Goa,South Maharashtra,and
the northeastern states by
May 27, Akshay Deoras,
research scientist, National
Centre for Atmosphere Sci-

(Rupses in: Lakhs) ence, University of Reading,
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tweak weather patterns in
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Actual onset Forecast

SCHEDULE 2021 June 3 May 31
2022 May 29 May 27

UG 2023 June 8 June &4

stations in Kerala must

record 2.5 mm rainfall 2024 May 30 May 31

or more for 2 days for 2025 May 24 May 27

monsoon declaration Source: IMD

from surroundingarid regions such
asAfghanistan and Pakistanwill get
pumped towards the Arabian Sea
and India.

“This is likely to block the mon-
soon progression between May 27
andaroundJune 5 asper the current
forecast,” Deoras said. Typically, the
monsoon, after onset over Kerala

coastin earlyJune,covers theentire
country by July.The monsoon rains
start gradually receding from the
northern region in the middle of
September.

The adequate rainfall boosts
hopes of robust agriculture-sector
output forasecond yearinarow,as
kharif sowing,which startswith the

onset of rainfall,accounts forabout
60% of the crop production. Mon-
soon rains also provide soil mois-
ture for the winter crops. Last
month, IMD predicted “above nor-
mal”’monsoonrainfall during June-
September this year, with 89%
chance of the rains being in the
“normal-to excess”range.

In terms of regional distribu-
tion, the met department said
‘above-normal’ rainfall is expected
over most parts of the country,
except the northeast, parts of Bihar
and Tamil Nadu.

Given the forecast of‘above nor-
mal’ monsoon rainfall, the govern-
ment has set a record target of
354.64 million tonne (MT) for food
grains production in the 2025-26
cropyear (July-June). Thoughhigher
food grains production increases
the chances of anotheryearof high
growth in agriculture, the gross
value added (GVA) in this primary
sector of the economyisalsoafunc-
tion of prices fetched by the farm-
ers and other stakeholders.

that we support, catalyse,and
harness the potential of rapidly
advancing states, while simul-
taneouslyextending everynec-
essary assistance to those that
are still catching up.
Thisbalanceis crucial toachiev-
ing equitable national growth,”
hesaid.

PunjabCM Bhagwant Mann
said his state was being meted
out "stepmotherly” and dis-
criminatory treatment. He
spoke about the water tussle
with BJP-ruled Haryana, saying
Punjabhas no surpluswater for
anystate,andarguedthatinthe
wake of a grim situation in the
state, construction of the
Yamuna Sutlej Link canal
shouldbe considered instead of
the Satluj Yamuna Link.

Mann also sought a special
industrial package for border
districts, saying that industries
on the border are at a
disadvantage due to the prox-
imity to Pakistan.

‘Work like
Team Indiad’

IN THE MEETING attended by
chief ministers of 24 states and
7 Union territories, Modi
observed that global investors
are hugely interested in India
and encouraged states to utilise
this opportunity.“The govern-
ment has signed alot of FTAs,
and moreareinthe pipelineand
we need to leverage these. He
(PM) wanted states to start
thinking on those lines,” Niti
Aayog CEO BVR Subrah-
manyam saidina pressbriefing,
quoting Modi. “We have to
increase the speed of develop-
ment.If the Centre and all the
states come together and work
together like Team India,nogoal
isimpossible,”Niti Aayog said in
aposton X, quoting the PM.
Modi cited recent trade
agreements with the UAE, UK
and Australia. Subrahmanyam
said the PM urged statestofocus

on one-dis-
trict-one-
PMSPEAK product pro-
gramme to
W Remove make world-
policy blocks (355 prod-
H Create ucts to cater
river grid to external
m Boost den;andls:
skillin peaxing
S under the
theme
‘Viksit Rajya for Viksit

Bharat@2047’,Modisaid Oper-
ation Sindoor should not be
treated as a one-off initiative
and“we mustadoptalong-term
approach”tomake Indiaa devel-
oped nation by 2047. Modi
urged states to develop at least
one global-standard tourist des-
tination eachtoattractinterna-
tional visitors and boost the
local economy, creation of river
grids at state level for effective
utilisation of water resources,
sustainable urban growth,
besides skilling and training of
youth for emerging sectors to
make them employment-ready.

Modi said India can become
the skill capital of the world
because of itsdemographicdiv-
idend. With the Centre approv-
inga ¥60,000-crore scheme for
skilling, states must focus on
modern traininginfrastructure
and rural training hubs to
enhance skilling, he said. Modi
urgedafocusonTier2andTier3
cities'development by utilising
the X1 lakh crore urban chal-

| lenge fund.

For international students, politics a test
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THIS IS NOT restricted to the US
alone. As per Immigration,
Refugees and Citizenship
Canada(IRCC),Indian students
receiving study permits in
Canada fell by 329% from 2.78
lakhto 1.891akhin 2024.More
recently, it revealed thatin the
first quarter of 2025, only
30,640 permits wereissued to
international students (not
just Indian students), a 31%
decline from the same time
period last yearwhen the coun-
try had issued permits to
44,295 students. Even the UK
saw a 26% reduction as stu-
dent visas issued to Indians
decreased from 1,20,000 in
2023t088,7321n2024,as per
reports based on UK Home
Officefigures. Sowhere are the
students going then? Thelatest
Global Enrolment Benchmark
survey suggests that Indian
students are increasingly opt-
ing for ‘non-traditional’ desti-
nations to pursue higherstud-

| ies, such as Germany, Italy,

epaper.ﬁnancialexpre.-ss.mn'. .

France,and Sweden,while show-
ingadeclining interestin the top
four traditional choices of the
UK, US, Canada,and Australia.

A recent report by
Gradding.com, a study-abroad
platform, also suggested that
there hasbeena38%increasein
Indian students opting for uni-
versities in Singapore, Ireland,
Dubai, etc, with Singapore
specifically seeing a 25% year-
on-year growth.

Chaturvedi told FE: “Ger-
many, Ireland, the Netherlands,
andthe UAEare gaining traction,
especially among Indian stu-
dents, for their affordable or
tuition-free education and
strong programmes in engineer-
ing and technology””

The numbers make sense
when you put them in perspec-
tive.Many aspiring international
students have been worried
about how a country’s current
politics could impact their edu-
cation and career.Anya Gupta,an
18-year-old from JBCN Interna-

Many aspiring international
students have been worried
about how a country's
current politics could impact
their career

tional School, Parel, is set to join
the IE Business School in Madrid
this year for their BBA pro-
gramme. She told FE,“The polit-
ical stability of each countrywas
an important factorthataffected
my ultimate decision about
where tostudyasitcaninfluence
other economic factors such as
inflation, cost of living, safety,
confidence,etc.”

Some students feel the UK
will become a more attractive
destination for students, cour-
tesy of the new India-UK Free
TradeAgreement (FTA) thataims
to enhance post-studyjobrolesin
certain sectors like IT,education,
law, and reduce paperwork and
streamline visa procedures. A
British High Commission

spokesperson in New Delhi told
FE, “The landmark trade deal
agreed bythe UKand India marks
aneweraofgrowthfortwoofthe
world’slargestand most innova-
tive economies. Indian students
represent one of the largestinter-
national groups in the UK, receiv-
ing nearly a quarter of all UK-
sponsored study visas issued
globally last year,” adding, “The
University of Southampton and
Queens University Belfast have
announced plans to open new
campuses in India,enabling stu-
dents to experience a UKuniver-
sity campusinIndia”
Chaturvedi of Leverage Edu
agreed: “Students are bolstered
by the FTA,which has enhanced
educational and professional
ties.The USisn’t out of the game
but going through a certain
phase right now which makes a
category of students unsure.
Last,but not the least,Canada is
bound to make a comeback
under the new government.”
For instance, Rashi Goel, a

25-year-old software engineer,
chose the UK over the US,and is
all set to join London’s Brunel
University for an MBA pro-
gramme this fall.“I was consid-
ering the UK, Singapore, and
Dubai for my MBA, but not USA
because I was unsure what the
visa/job situation would be
post-MBA because of Trump,”
she said.

Butarestudents discouraged
to studyabroad overall? No, said
Chaturvedi,adding,“We haven't
seen students abandoning their
dreams, but we are seeing them
approach the process with
sharper questions and a longer
lens.Political changes or shifts in
policydoaffectthe sentimentin
the short term, but instead of
stepping away, students today
arerecalibrating. They’re weigh-
ing long-term outcomes more
carefully,exploringawiderset of
countries, and thinking more
critically about career align-
ment, return on investment,and
mobility after graduation.”
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