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VATRY, FRANCE,DEC23

ABOUT300 passengers,mostly
Indians, heading to Central
Americawere sequestered in a
French airport for a third day
Saturday after a dramatic police
operationpromptedbyatip that
thoseaboardmightbevictimsof
human trafficking, authorities
said.Those aboard included chil-
drenandfamilies.

The local civil protection
agency told regional broadcaster
France-3 that the youngest pas-
senger is a toddler of 21months,
and that among the children are
13unaccompaniedminors.Local
authorities hung white tarps
across the soaring baywindows
of the small Vatry Airport in
Champagne country to ensure
privacyforthepassengersinside.
Anunmarkedplaneneartheter-

minalappearedtobetheaircraft
groundedsinceThursday.

Otherflightswerecanceledor
reroutedastheairportwastrans-
formedintothehubofavasttraf-
fickinginvestigation.The15crew
members of the LegendAirlines
charter flight — en route from
FujairahairportintheUnitedArab
Emirates toManagua,Nicaragua
—werequestionedandreleased,
according to a lawyer for the
Romania-based airline. She said
they are deeply shakenbywhat
happened.

A surreal holidayweekend

scenehas beenunfolding in the
VatryAirportsinceThursday.The
flight stopped for refueling, and
was grounded by French police
basedonananonymous tip that
itcouldbecarryingvictimsofhu-
man trafficking, the Paris prose-
cutor’sofficesaid.

It said twopeoplehavebeen
detainedandspecialinvestigators
arequestioningtheotherpassen-
gers.The unusual and sudden
probedisrupted air travel as po-
lice cordonedoff the airport and
flights in andout of the regional
airportweredisrupted,according

to the administration for the
Marneregion.Theairfieldisused
primarily for charter and cargo
flights.Policesequesteredthepas-
sengersintheairport,wherethey
have spent twonights on camp
bedswhiletheinvestigationcon-
tinues, according to an official
withtheMarneadministration.

Theofficialsaidthepassengers
initially remained in the A340
plane, surrounded by police on
the tarmac, butwere then trans-
ferredintothemainhalloftheair-
porttosleep.

Emergency workers, Red
Crossworkers, adoctorand local
volunteersareonthescenetolook
aftertheneedsofthepassengers,
includingregularmealsandmed-
ical careandaccess to toiletsand
showers, theadministrationsaid
inastatementSaturday.Aspecial
sectionof the terminal has been
equippedforfamilies.

Indian consular representa-
tivesarevisitingregularly,thead-
ministration said. The Indian
Embassy in France posted onX
that embassy staff hadobtained
consularaccesstothepassengers.
“We are investigating the situa-
tion andensuring thewellbeing
ofpassengers," itsaid.

LegendAirlineslawyerLiliana
Bakayoko said the companyde-
nies any role in possible human
trafficking, andwelcomed the
news that the plane's crewhad
beenreleasedafterquestioningas
“goodnewsfortheairline.”

A “partner” company that
charteredtheplanewasresponsi-
ble forverifying the identitydoc-
uments of each passenger, and
communicated the passengers’
passportinformationtotheairline
48 hours before the flight,
BakayokotoldTheAssociatedPress.

The customer had chartered
multipleflightsonLegendAirlines
fromDubai toNicaragua, and a
few other flights have already
made the journeywithout inci-
dent, she said. She would not
identifythecustomer,sayingonly
that it is not a European com-
pany.Thecrewmembers,whoare
of multiple nationalities, “are
rathertraumatised,”shesaid.

“They wrote me messages
that theywant to see their fami-
liesforChristmas.”

TheUSgovernmenthasdes-
ignatedNicaragua as oneof sev-
eralcountriesdeemedasfailingto
meet minimum standards for
eliminatinghumantrafficking.

Theplane,whichwasonitswayto Nicaragua fromUAE,at
theVatryairport ineasternFranceonSaturday.AP

IndianEmbassy
says itgot
consularaccess
topassengers
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ESCALATINGTHEIRwarofwords
overtheallocationofcentralrelief
funds for flood-hit Tamil Nadu,
Union FinanceMinisterNirmala
Sitharaman and TN Sports
MinisterUdhayanidhi Stalin are
caughtinano-holds-barredpub-
lic spat, invoking, among other
things, “father’s property” and
“languagelessons”.

At the heart of the row is
Sitharaman’srecentstatement,in
which she said the Central gov-
ernment isnotanATM,referring
to TN’s demands formore funds
in thewake of the recent floods
triggered by heavy rainfall on
December18-19.

Hercommentdidnotsitwell
with the state government.
Udhayanidhi, son of Chief
MinisterMKStalin,respondedby
saying that theywerenot asking
for“theirfather’sproperty”,buta
“deservingshareofpeople’staxes
paid”. Hitting back, Sitharaman
said on Friday: “That’s always
beentheir language…That’s just
howtheyspeak.Canwesay that
thosewhotalklikethisareintheir
positions todaybecause of their
father’sproperty?”

Her statement,which took a
jabattheDMK’sdynasticpolitics,
didnotendthere.“Electedofficials
deserve the respect they are
due…Heisthegrandsonofaman

(MKarunanidhi)whowasknown
for his literary skills. One should
havecontrol over thewords that
comeoutof hismouthwhenhe
holds an important position. I
havenogrudge against him, but
he should realise that there is no
room inpolitics to talk about ‘fa-
ther’sproperty’etc,”shesaid.

Addressingapressconference
in New Delhi on Friday,
Sitharamanalso criticised Stalin,
saying that even as parts of TN
were flooded, theCMwas in the
Capital(onDecember19)“meet-
ingINDIAblocleadersratherthan
overseeingrescueoperations”.

Herreplyinvitedfurthercom-
ments fromUdhayanidhi, who
saiditwasnecessarytospeaklike
Periyar with some people.
“Periyar, Anna (former CMand
DMK founder C N Annadurai),
Karunanidhi,andourpartyleader
(Stalin) have taught uswell how
tospeakwithwhom.Wespeakto
somelikeAnnadurai,tootherslike
Karunanidhi,andtosomelikeour
party leader.However,with cer-

tain individuals, it isnecessary to
speak in themanner of Periyar,”
hesaid.

“Whenaskedabouthercom-
ment comparing the state’s re-
quest for flood relief funds to an
ATM, I replied that ‘wewerenot
asking for their father’sproperty,
weare asking for the taxmoney
contributedbythepeopleofTamil
Nadu’,”hesaid.

He said some people com-
plainedthathisreply“lackedabit
of respect”. “Thenextday, I clari-
fied again,with ‘great respect’ as
shown by the Union Finance
Minister in her own statement,
thatwedidnotaskfortheassetsof
theHonourableUnionMinister’s
father.Despitethat,shehastaught
a lesson aboutmy ‘language’ to-
day. I reiterate…wearenot ask-
ing for the property of the re-
spectablefatherofUnionFinance
MinisterNirmalaSitharaman.We
areonlyaskingforthedisasterre-
lief funds, from the taxmoney
paidbythepeopleofTamilNadu,”
Udhayanidhisaidinsimilarstate-
mentsonFridayandSaturday.

He also asked Sitharaman to
refrainfromspeakingasifthean-
nual state disaster relief funds
wereprovidedasa“favour”from
theCentre’s national disaster re-
lief fund.“Wearealwaysreadyto
show‘respect’,asmuchasneeded
—justshowalittleconcernforthe
peopleofTamilNaduandprovide
the funds, Union Finance
Minister,”hesaid.

NirmalaSitharaman,
UdhayanidhiStalin. File

ATMJIBETO ‘FATHER’SPROPERTY’

Nirmala, Udhayanidhi
spar over TN flood relief

300 Indians sequestered in French airport
for the third day in human trafficking probe
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“ASAMMANIT PEHELWAN
(Dishonouredwrestler)”. That is
howOlympics bronzemedallist
BajrangPuniasignedoffhisletter
toPrimeMinisterNarendraModi,
published on social media on
Friday,announcinghewasreturn-
ing his Padma Shri award.
Minutes later, Punia placed the
awardona footpathonKartavya
Path as he was stopped from
walking towards PM’s residence
andwalkedaway.

Thewrestlerwas protesting
after a close associate of BJPMP
Brij BhushanSharan Singh,who
faces sexual harassment allega-
tions fromsixwomenwrestlers,
was appointed the president of
theWrestlingFederationof India
(WFI).

But, this is not the first time
that topawardshaveeitherbeen
declinedor returned.Oneof the
earliest post-Independence ex-
ampleswasfrom1954.Areplyto
aRajya Sabhaquestionposedby
formerMPOPTyagiin1974notes
that freedom fighter Ashadevi
Aryanayakamand socialworker
AmalprovaDas had “refused to
accepttheaward(PadmaShri)on
personalgrounds”.

Journalist and writer
Khushwant Singhwas awarded
the PadmaBhushan in 1974but
he returned it in 1984 inprotest
againstOperationBlueStaratthe
Golden Temple in Amritsar. He
wasnominatedtotheRajyaSabha
by the government of Prime
Minister IndiraGandhi andwas
anMPfrom1980to1986.Hewas
subsequentlyawardedthePadma
Vibhushanin2007.

In his autobiography Truth,
Love and a LittleMalice, Singh
writes, “I regarded (Khalistani
leader Jarnail Singh
Bhindranwale) as an evil man
who deserved his fate. But
‘Operation Blue Star’ wentwell
beyond the slaying of
Bhindranwale: itwas awell-cal-
culatedanddeliberateslapinthe
faceofanentirecommunity.Ifelt
strongly that Imust registermy
protest…(ThenPresident)Giani
Zail Singhwas in a state of acute
depression.‘Iknowhowyoufeel,’
hesaidtome, ‘butdon’tbehasty.
Think over thematter for a few
days and then decidewhat you
shoulddo.’ Iheldmyground. ‘No
Gianiji.Idon’twanttogivemyself
time to changemymind. I had
swornthatifthearmyenteredthe
templeIwouldrenouncetheho-
nours bestowed onme by this
government.”

SwamiRanganathananda of
the Ramakrishna Mission de-
clinedtheawardin2000asitwas
conferredtohimasanindividual
andnottotheMission.Forhisto-
rianRomilaThapar,notaccepting
governmenthonourswasamat-
ter of principle and not protest.
She refused to accept thePadma

Bhushantwice: in1992andlater
again in 2005, stating that she
would accept awardsonly “from
academicinstitutionsorthoseas-
sociatedwithmy professional
work”. Justoneyearintothefirst
NarendraModi government, be-
tweenSeptemberandNovember
2015therewere33casesofwrit-
ers and intellectuals returning
their SahityaAkademi award. It
started on September 9 when
Hindi writer Uday Prakash re-
turned the Sahitya Akademi
award he won in 2010, for the
novella Mohandas, to protest
against theAkademi’s “indiffer-
ence”over themurderof scholar
MMKalburgi.

Nearlyamonth later, authors
Nayantara Sahgal and Ashok
Vajpeyireturnedtheirawardsand
werefollowedbywritersKrishna
Sobti and Shashi Deshpande.
Sahgalsaidthat“India’scultureof
diversity” and the “right to dis-
sent” were under “vicious as-
sault”. Several others followed
suit,withnewauthorsjoiningthe
rebellionalmosteverydayreturn-
ing their awards. Punjabiwriter
DalipKaur Tiwanaalso returned
herPadmaShri.

DirectorssuchasSaeedMirza,
Kundan Shah, and Dibakar
Banerjeeanddocumentaryfilm-
maker Anand Patwardhan fol-
lowed suit and gave up their
National Awards—both in soli-
daritywiththeliteraryfiguresand
insupportof FilmandTelevision
Institute of India (FTII) students
whowere at the timeprotesting
against the appointment of
GajendraChauhanasinstitution’s
chairman.Thegovernmentcame
downontheseartists, callingthe
situationamanufactured“paper
rebellionagainst it inthewakeof
amanufacturedcrisis”.

Politicianson the list
Among themore recent ex-

amples is from January 2022,
when formerWest Bengal Chief
Minister and veteran CPI(M)
leaderBuddhadebBhattacharjee
turneddownthePadmaBhushan
hours after the announcement.
TheIndianExpressreportedatthe
time that theCPI(M) top leader-
shipinNewDelhihadworkedthe
phones and conveyed to
Bhattacharya’s family that the
party’straditionwasnottoaccept
suchhonours.

Withthis,Bhattacharyajoined
the companyof Kerala’s first CM
and Communist icon E M S
Namboodiripad who turned
down the Padma Vibhushan
awarded by the P VNarasimha
Rao government, saying itwent
against hisnature to accept state
honour. Former Punjab CM
ParkashSinghBadalreturnedhis
PadmaVibhushanin2020 inthe
wake of the farmers’ protests in
thestateagainstthreecentralagri-
cultural laws that theModi gov-
ernment had pushed through
Parliament.Thelawsweresubse-
quentlyrepealed.

Award wapsi’: Khushwant
Singh to Bajrang Punia,
the history of returning
govt honours in protest
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AFTER HIS confidant Sanjay
Singh was elected Wrestling
Federationof India (WFI)presi-
dent on Thursday, BJP’s
Kaiserganj MP Brij Bhushan
Sharan Singh celebrated with
supportersathisDelhiresidence
where he raised a slogan:
“Dabdaba to hai, dabdaba to ra-
hega.Yehtobhagwannederakha
hai (influence prevails andwill
continue.Godhasgiventhis in-
fluence).” His son Prateek
BhushanSingh,theGondaSadar
MLA, also joined the celebra-
tions and raised a poster with
thesloganwrittenon it.

Though no more the WFI
president, his loyalist’s election
shows Brij Bhushan will con-
tinuetohavehissayonhowthe
organisation is run. Despite the
nationwideuproaroverthesex-
ual harassment allegations lev-
elled at him by women
wrestlers earlier this year, he
continuedparticipatinginparty
programmes and Parliament
proceedings.

Who is Brij
Bhushan Singh?

The six-timeMP—won five
timesonaBJPticketandoncefor
the SP— is a strongmanwhose
writrunslargeineasternUPpol-
itics. He is actively associated
withmore than50 educational
institutionsincludingengineer-
ing, pharmacy, education, law
andothersthatheestablishedin
Bahraich, Gonda, Balrampur,
Ayodhya,andShravastidistricts.

Apart from the time spent
wrestling in the akharas of
Ayodhya since his youth, Singh
was also associated with the
Ram Janmabhoomimovement
— as per his 2019 election affi-

davithewasnamed in theBabri
Masjid demolition case — and
enjoys the thesupportof a large
section of priests in Ayodhya.
That support has remained un-
wavering despite the sexual ha-
rassmentallegations.“Heispop-
ular because of his image of a
‘dabangneta(strongman)’andal-
waysmaintains that image. He
hasdevelopedanempireinthese
districts.Herunsseveralcolleges
and gives fee waivers to those
poorstudentsenrolledinhiscol-
leges. So, hewinselectionsboth
because of his clout and good-
will,” saidaBJP leader inGonda.

On January 8 every year, the
67-year-oldSinghcelebrateshis
birthday on a grand scale. He
conductsastudenttalentsearch
examination inwhich thewin-
ners are givenmotorbikes and
scooters as rewards apart from
cash.

What does he bring to
the table for the BJP?

AUPBJPleadersaidSinghnot
onlyensuresvictoriesfortheparty
inKaiserganjbutalsohassizeable
influence in the adjoining Lok
Sabha constituencies of Gonda
andBahraich,amongothers.Party
insiderssaidthepartygavehima
longropebecauseof this.

A senior UP BJP leader said,
“Sofar,thecentralleadershiphas
not issuedhimanydirective.He
hasonlybeenaskedtonotspeak
to themedia about the issue…
Hewields influence in his con-
stituencyandadjoiningseats.He
cannot be ignored.” Another
partyleaderaddedthatif theBJP
doesnotgivea ticket toSingh, it
mayfieldoneofhisfamilymem-
bers. “In 1996, when hewas in
jailinaTADAcase,theBJPfielded
hiswifeKetakiDeviSinghinthe
LokSabhapollsandshewon,”he
said.

An RSS functionary in UP
said, “After this controversy,
Singhhasbecomeagalekihaddi
(aninconvenience)fortheBJP. If
theBJPdenieshimtheticket,he
may join anyotherparty towin
andtheBJPwill loseaseat.Singh
has varchasva (influence) in
Kaiserganj, Shravasti, Basti, and
Ayodhya Lok Sabha constituen-
cies.Hecannotbe ignored.”

What is the status of
cases against theMP?

InApril, twoFIRswereregis-
tered against theMP. One was
based on a complaint by six
womanwrestlers and theother
one was registered based on a
complaint by a minor, also a
wrestler, andher father.

The Delhi Police on June 15
filed a 1,500-page chargesheet
against Singh for alleged sexual
harassment, assault, and stalk-
ingof sixwomenwrestlers. The
same day, the police filed an-
other 550-page report request-
ing the cancellation of the
POCSO case against Singh after
theminor and her fatherwith-
drewtheirallegations.InAugust,
the girl’s father told the court
during an in-chamber hearing
that they were both satisfied
with the police inquiry that
found “no evidence” against

Bhushan.
Thewrestlers’ casewas ear-

lier heard in the court of
Additional Chief Metropolitan
MagistrateHarjeetSinghJaspal.
But hewas promoted and now
arguments will be heard from
scratch in judge Priyanka
Rajpoot's court fromJanuary.

Is the BJPworried
about a backlash in
Haryana?

Thoughmost of the protest-
ing wrestlers were from
Haryana,aBJPleaderinHaryana
ruled out the possibility of any
politicalbacklash.“Asfarassen-
timents of Jats are concerned,
the BJP has honoured the com-
munity by getting Jagdeep
DhankarelectedVicePresident.
However, the Opposition disre-
spected the Vice President by
doing hismimicry andmaking
the video viral on social media.
TheBJPwilltellJatsthis,”saidthe
leader, pointing out that Brij
Bhushanwasnotacampaignis-
sueeveninRajasthanwhichhas
asignificant Jatpopulation.

But another BJP leader did
not seem so confident.
“Wrestlers are in almost every
village of Jat-dominated
Haryana. There is sentiment in
the community against the BJP
forinactionagainstBrijBhushan.
Nowafter thewinof his associ-
ate for theWFI post, Singhmay
have his influence in theWFI.
People here inHaryanawill not
like this and this situation can
harmtheparty in theAssembly
pollsnextyear if theOpposition
raises the issueproperly.”

Jats constitute about 28% of
Haryana’spopulation(aquarter
of theelectorate).Barringnorth-
ern Haryana, the Jats have
strongholds everywhere else in
thestate.

Decode Politics: For BJP, the importance of Brij
Bhushan Singh and why it feels ‘he cannot be ignored’

BJPMPBrijBhushanSharan
Singhwithnewly-elected
EFIpresidentSanjaySingh
inNewDelhi,Thursday. PTI

SALUTE THE SOLDIER
INDO-TIBETAN BORDER POLICE (ITBP)

24 December, 2023

ITBP salutes its braveheart Constable Md.
Ahmad Ali of 32nd Battalion, who made
the supreme sacrifice in the line of duty on
this day in Jammu & Kashmir in 2018.

Resident of: Villageage - Kadwan, Distt-
Rohtas Rohtas, Bihar

Constable
Md. Ahmad
Ali Ansari

Man, his infant
daughter burnt
alive in fire
caused by heater
PRESSTRUSTOFINDIA
JAIPUR,DECEMBER23

AMANandhisthree-month-old
daughter were burnt alive, and
his wife sustained injuries in a
fire caused by heater in
Khairthal-Tijara district of
Rajasthan,police said.

Theincidentoccurredunder
ShekhpurPoliceStationareaon
Friday night. Police said a quilt
caughtfireduetotheheater,and
Deepak Yadav and his three-
month-old daughter Nishika
were burnt alive. Deepak’swife
Sanju receivedburn injuries.

Neighbours rushed after
hearing the cries and extin-
guished the fire. The victims
wererushedtoahospital,where
Deepak and Nishika were de-
clareddead.Sanju’scondition is
critical, thepolice said.

SHOE TIME
FormerMadhyaPradeshchiefministerShivrajSinghChouhanhelpsAnuppurdistrict
presidentRamdasPuriwearshoes.Puri,whohadvowedin2017not towear footwear till the
party formsagovernment inthestate, startedwearing itagainonSaturday,daysafter the
partyregisteredaresoundingvictory intheAssemblypolls. PTI
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THEENFORCEMENTDirectorate
recently arrested three execu-
tives in connection with a
moneylaunderingprobeagainst
smartphonemakerVivo.

Among these were CEO of
Vivo India Hong Xuquan (chi-
nesenational),ChiefFinancialof-
ficer of Vivo India Harinder
Dahiya and consultant Hemant
Munjal. On Saturday, the three
accusedwere presented before
a court which sent them to ED
custody for threedays.

EarlierinOctober,theEDhad
arrestedfourpersons, including
aChineseNationalandtheman-
aging director of Lava
Internationalmobile company,
inconnectionwith thecase.

Initsremandapplication,the
EDalleged that theaccusedhad
cheated the government by en-

tering India in a “disguised and
fraudulentmanner to set up an
elaborate Chinese-controlled
network throughout the coun-
try... carryingoutactivitiesprej-
udicial to the economic sover-
eignty of India”. It was further
allegedby theED thatVivo em-
ployeesworkedwithoutappro-
priatevisasandwereacting ina
way thatwas in grave violation
oftheemploymentvisarulesfor
entry into India.

The EDalso said that the ac-
cusedwere guilty of concealing
ChinesecontroloverIndianenti-
ties from the government of
India. Itwas furtherallegedthat
the accused used forged docu-
ments toopenbankaccounts.

The ED found out during its
investigation that remittances
over Rs 1 lakh crore were al-
legedlytransferredoutsideIndia
to “trading companies” so that
Vivocouldnotbenoticedbythe
governmentof India.

Three more arrested
by ED in Vivo money
laundering case

Jaipur Jaipur


