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21 dead in Delhi hotel fire,
foreigners among victims

At least 47 people pulled out from the hotel which did not have dearance from fire department, say
officials; owner of the building held: month-long drive to check fire-safety norms in buildings in city

Shrimansi Kaushik

Suruchi Kumari
NEW DELHI

wenty-one people,

foreign nationals

among them, died
in a blaze that ripped
through a hotel in south
Delhi's Malviva Nagar on
Wednesday morning, ofh-
cials said. At least 47 per-
sons were pulled out from
the fire and taken to near-
by hospitals for treatment.

According to the police,
of the deceased, 12 were fo-
reign nationals and rest
were Indians.

Ofhcials said the Flour-
ish Stay bed-and-breakfast
facility was operating with-
out clearance from the fire
department. Lovkesh Ba-
jaj, the owner of the build-
ing, was apprehended by
the police. A first informa-
tion report (FIR) was regis-
tered against him under
Sections 105 (culpable

Furious flames: People attempting to douse the fire at the hatel in Malviya Nagar on Wednesday &

homicide not amounting
to murder) and 326 (mis-
chief by fire) of the Bharati-
ya Nvaya Sanhita (BNS).
According to the Delhi
police, the fire started at
the ground floor of the six-

storey building and spread
to the upper floors.

Many people trapped in-
side the building began
jumping out in desperation
onto mattresses laid out on
the ground by the local pe-

ople trving to rescue them,
evewitnesses said,

CONTINUED ON

» PAGE 10
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Assembly poll results that recast the political landscape

utcomes in the recent Assembly

elections in Bengal, Tamil Nadu,

Kerala and Assam demand careful

introspection. The results in Assam
and Kerala were not unexpected, but Tamil Nadu
and perhaps West Bengal, appear to signal the
shape of things to come, and of the role of Gen Z
in this respect.

In Tamil Nadu, a close to 60-year-old duopoly
of the Tamil Dravidian parties was ended by a
party headed by a relatively unknown newcomer,
who had few pretensions to any ideology.
Complementing the upheaval in Tamil Nadu was
the eclipse of the ‘people’s leader’ in West
Bengal, Mamata Banerjee, who only a few years
back had toppled a Marxist conglomerate that
had remained entrenched for nearly three
decades.

The script in Assam and West Bengal

Assam, adhering to the script, produced an
expected result, viz., a Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJPY, or rather more appropriately a Himanta
Biswa Sarma victory, who notched up his second
consecutive success. Victory was a foregone
conclusion, given the extent of communal politics
prevailing in the State and the redrawing of
constituency boundaries, which reduced the
number of Muslim-majority seats and put the
BJP's rivals such as the Congress and the All India
United Democratic Front at a disadvantage. This
time Mr. Sarma also ensured the eclipse of the
remnants of Assam’s political past, as also the
legacies of Hiteswar Saikia, Tarun Gogoi and
Bhumidhar Barman and the era of Congress rule.

Mare significantly perhaps, in a State with 34%
Muslim population, he ensured that not one
Muslim representative was elected as a member
of the majority BJP party, even as 18 of the 19
Opposition Congress MLAs elected were Muslims.
While some form of ethnic cleansing had been in
evidence in Assam for some time, ostensibly to
eliminate ‘illegals” (essentially ‘Bangladeshi
Muslims’), the wider implications of not a single
Muslim being elected as part of the ruling echelon
is worth examining in some detail. At one level it
would seem a travesty of India’s claims to be a
multi-religious, multi-cultural civilization.

The Assembly elections in West Bengal
witnessed the BJP coming to power in the State
for the first time. Bengal appeared to be a State
under siege during the two phases of polling,
with the deployment of over 2,500 companies of
the Central Armed Police Forces, ostensibly to
maintain order, even though no major
law-and-order issues were reported. Together
with the removal of several lakh voters from the
electoral rolls following the Special Intensive
Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls, this created a
surreal atmosphere in the State during the
elections.

Explaining the outcome in Bengal may appear
relatively straightforward, but understanding the
factors behind the BJP's success is less so. The
standard explanation for Ms. Banerjee’s eclipse is
that, after 15 years in office, her regime had

’
I
|
MLK. Narayanan

Farmer Director,
Intelligence Bureau,
& former National
Security Adviser, and
a former Gaverner
af Wiest Bengal

The recent
election results
in four key
States have
revealed
shifting voter
priorites and
challenged
established
paolitical

| certainties

ossified. Its perceived overreliance on the Muslim
vote — more specifically on ‘returnees from
erstwhile East Bengal’ - allegedly provoked
adverse reactions.

Coupled with charges of administrative apathy
and a lack of employment opportunities, this is
said to have contributed to a consolidation of the
Hindu vote against her. Interestingly, despite the
existence of a 27% Muslim vote in Bengal, nota
single Muslim was elected as part of the ruling
alliance, while the Opposition returned over 35
Muslim MLAs in its tally of 86 seats. The
implications of this development merit careful

consideration.

Other reasons being adduced for the defeat of
Ms. Banerjee and the All India Trinamool
Congress, are the tardy response of the erstwhile
Chief Minister and her coterie to the R.G. Kar
Hospital imbroglio, the lingering shadow of
Singur and Nandigram, and a failure to recognise
Gen Z's aspirations for better employment
opportunities in a shrinking job market. Taken
together, these factors allowed the BJP to
capitalise on a prevailing anti-Mamata and
anti-Trinamool sentiment.

Upending Dravidian dominance

If the change in Bengal could be compared to a
political earthquake, the real tsunami was in
Tamil Nadu, where dose to six decades of
‘Dravidian’ rule was swept aside by the Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) headed by a political
neophyte, C. Joseph Vijay. Rationalism and caste
took a back seat, concerns about North Indian
domination seemed to recede to the background,
even as established Dravidian parties such as the
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and the All
India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam bit the
dust. The erstwhile Chief Minister, from the DMK,
became a victim of the tidal wave of youth power.

The 1967 eclipse of the Congress party by the
DMK under C.N. Annadurai hardly bears
comparison with the achievement of Mr. Vijay's
two-year-old party, despite its lack of a
well-defined political construct. The electorate
only aj determined to remove decades of
duopoly of the DMK and AIADMK, viewing Mr.
Vijay as a breath of fresh air in a region long
consumed by anti-Delhi beliefs and ideas. Mr.
Vijay's TVK promised to retain the model of social
justice and the broadly secular welfar&fnendly
palicies of the previous regime, but his
emergence denotes the beginnings of the end of

‘Dravidianisation’ of politics in the State.

The change in Tamil Nadu does suggest that
southemn politics, despite a strong anti-Delhi
thrust, may be in for a change. Even as the ideas
and concepts of Periyar, Annadurai and
Karunanidhi are likely to remain, many concepts
and beliefs could alter, and this might well
provide space for other ideologies to enter. The
reasons for Chief Minister M.K. Stalin’s defeatin a
constituency that he had assiduously nursed for
years, and having provided relatively competent
leadership to the State overall, does call for a
deeper study as its implications are huge.

Meanwhile, Mr. Vijay is dearly the ‘trumpeter’ of
change, but he may not necessarily be the future.

The Kerala result

Elections in Kerala followed a more traditional
pattern of alternating between a Congress-led
coalition and a Marxist-led Left Front. In 2021, the
Communist Party of India (Marxist), under
Pinarayi Vijayan, had bucked this trend, and
continued in office with its alliance for a further
five years, but Mr. Vijayan was to be the main
reason for the debilitating defeat of the
CPI{M)-led Front in the recent Assembly
elections. In the event, a Congress-led United
Democratic Front emerged victorious, securing
102 seats in the 140-member Assembly.

A significant aspect of the Kerala elections this
time has been the emergence of a forward caste
leader (V.D. Satheesan), without the support of
casteist formations such as the Nair Service
Society and the Sree Narayana Dharma
Paripalana Yogam, denoting a shift in the politics
of Kerals. However, the rise and rise of the
Muslim League will be seen by many as bucking
this trend. If the new Chief Minister, Mr.
Satheesan, is able to detach State politics from
the stranglehold of communal and casteist forces,
and seize the moment with both hands, it could
well usher in a new era in the politics of Kerala.

Few elections to State Assemblies in the past
carry this degree of significance as the just
concluded ones. Assembly elections this time
were held in the backdrop of an assertion by the
ruling party at the Centre, of the virtues of the
mnepnrtyhe&nginpm-eratt}m(:em.mdm
the States — the so-called ‘double engine sarkar’.

Victory for the ruling party at the Centre in the
States that went to the polls, were meant to add
one more layer to this edifice of the same party
ruling the government at the Centre and in the
States. West Bengal was the prime target, and
ensuring the defeat of Ms. Banerjee had become
the single point objective. The campaign was
carried out with military precision - less an
‘election’ than a campaign. Central paramilitary
forces were employed extensively to maintain
order. The SIR succeeded in the elimination of
lakhs of voters, at least some of whom might have
fulfilled the voter criteria, and most of whom
belonged to the minority. That these tactics
succeeded in achieving victory according to a
predetermined plan, would suggest that elections
are no longer confined to voting without fear or
favour.

The implications of this are very considerable.
A belief, as also a determination, that the same
party should be in power at the Centre and in the
States, may appear attractive, but it undermines
the logic that people vote according to their
conscience, and according to their own logic. In
this sense, the elections of 2026 could have a far
greater significance than initial outcomes would
suggest. It has certain implications as well, for a
‘double engine sarkar’, often touted as the
answer to several of India's problems, especially
those faced by the various parties in the country.



Cabinet approves 10,000 cr.
ATF price stabilisation fund

One-time budgetary support to oil companies is aimed at backing airlines in the backdrop of
escalating jet fuel prices due to the West Asia conflict: fund to be offered as interest-free advances

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

eeking to cushion
s airlines in the back-

drop of escalating jet
fuel prices due to the West
Asia conflict, the Union Ca-
binet on Wednesday ap-
proved a one-time budge-
tary support of 10,000
crore to oil-marketing com-
panies (OMCs) towards a
price stabilisation fund.

The budgetary support
would be made available to
scheduled airlines in India
for both domestic and in-
ternational operations and
would be provided in the
form of interest-free ad-
vances to OMCs.

Union Petroleum Minis-
ter Hardeep Singh Puri
said that the price stabilisa-
tion fund would help sta-
bilise (aviation turbine
fuel) ATF prices in the
backdrop of the West Asia
conflict.

“The fund will help sta-
bilise ATF prices for sche-
duled Indian carriers and
will prevent disruption of
airline operations while
protecting air passengers
from fare spikes driven by
the geopolitical conflict in-
volving several energy pro-
ducers,” read his social me-
dia post.

The budgetary support
would function like a self-
sustaining revolving fund.

The Cabinet has sought
that once the international
ATF prices moderate, the
differential amount shall
be recovered from the oil-
marketing companies

Cushioning
effect

Petroleum Minister
Hardeep Singh Puri says
the price stabilisation fund
will prevent disruption

of airline operations and
protect air passengers
from fare spikes

| The scheme will be
implemented via an
Mol between OMCs and
participating airlines

& Airlines can procure ATF only
from thase OMCs — either for up
to three years or until acdvance
amount is fully recovered

(OMCs) and returned to
the government
exchequer.

It would be implement-
ed through an MoU bet-
ween OMCs and participat-
ing airlines and would
mandate the latter to pro-
cure ATF only from OMCs -
either for up to three years
or until the advance
amount is fully recovered.

Under-recovery
Officials at the Union Petro-
leum Ministry had in-
formed on Monday that
State-run OMCs were pre-
sently incurring an under-
recovery of T30 on every
litre of ATF meant for dom-
estic scheduled carriers.

Further, the govern-
ment observed that inter-
national ATF prices surged
nearly 2.5 times from 160.5
per litre in March to 142
per litre in May.

ATF prices for domestic
scheduled carriers were

®m Once international ATF
prices moderate, differential
amount will be recovered fram
OMCs and returned 1o post,
extchequer

® The budgetary support
would function like a self-

sustaining revohving fund

hiked 9% April 1 this vear
and have been kept unal-
tered since then.

In fact, Air India, along
with its low-cost subsidiary
Air India Express and Indi-
go, together cut down 250
daily domestic flights from
June amid rising prices of
jet fuel. The move was ex-
pected to further escalate
airfares.

The government in-
formed that to protect air
commuters from a poten-
tial sudden price shock, it
had capped the ATF prices
at 175.6 per litre.

‘No adequate cushion’
However, the continuing
crisis did not offer adeq-
uate cushion.

"ATF accounts for near-
ly 40% of airline operating
costs and during periods of
extreme fuel volatility, can
constitute up to 60% of to-
tal operating expenditure,”
it said.

Crude oil futures
hit record high of
19,260 per barrel

NEW DELHI

Crude oil prices surged by 2310
to a fresh record high of 9,260
per barrel in futures trade on
Wednesday, tracking strong
gains in global benchmarks
amid the escalating tensions in
West Asia. On the MOX, the
mast-active June crude oil
contract cimbed by 3310, or
3.46%, to an all-tme high of
79,260 per barrel. “Crude o4l
extended its rally for a third
consecutive session on
Wednesday as regsonal
escalation intensified
avemight,” brokerage firm
Kotak Meo said.

Refined fuel

exports fall to
lowest since 2022

NEW DELHI

India’s exports of refined
petroleum products fell to
about 9.30,000 bpd in May,
their lowest level since October
2022, as refinery maintenance,
changing praduction prorities
and stronger domestic
demand cunaded overseas
shipments. Exparts declined to
around 9,30,000 bpd, down to
levels last seen when
shipments averaged 9,26,000
bpd in October 2022, reflecting
a combanation of lower
refinery throughput and
growing focus on supply to the
domestic market, according to
data analytics firm Kpler, e



