SPECIAL STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP ANNOUNCED

Trade, corridor, defence:

Rome, Delhi uggrade ties

Modi, Meloni
discuss ‘complex
scenarios’, charta
new roadmap

Shubhajit Roy
New Delhi, May 20

ELEVATING THEIR bilateral
ties to a “special strategic part-
nership , India and Italy Wed-
nesday setatradetarget of 20 bil-
[Tom euros by 2029, agreed on a
defence industrial roadmap,
and concluded pacts on critical
minerals, countering money
laundering and terror financing:
These decisions were taken
after Prime Minister Narendra
Modi held talks with Ifalian
Prime Minister GiorgiaMeloni
»CONTINUED ON PAGE 2

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his Italian counterpart Giorgia
Meloniin Rome, Wednesday. ani RELATED REPORT, PAGE 5

Indecent remarks,
says BJP chief

Asad Rehman
&Maulshree S
New Delhi, LuCknow, May 20

SO AFTER Italy’s Prime
hister Giorgia Meloni posted
avideo clip of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi gifting her a
bag of Melody toffeesin Rome,
Opposition parties Wednesday
criticised Modi, saying he was
busy “making reels” abroad

»CONTINUED ON PAGE 2



Rome, Delhi upgrade ties

in Rome. Italy was the final
stop on Modi’s six-day tour of
Europe which took himto Nor-
way for the India-Nordic sum-
mit and on bilateral visits to
Sweden and the Netherlands.
From tech to innovation, de-
fence to green energy, India is
deepening ties with Europe
amid turbulence in the global
order.

The Prime Minister’s visit to
Italy reaffirms a strategic part-
nershipin motion, comingasit
does after intense leader-level
engagement, anchored by the
Joint Strategic Plan of Action
2025-29, the operational road-
map for the partnership.

Ttaly increasingly views
India not just as a market, but
as a major power and an indis-
pensable partner for Europe. Its
championing of IMEEC (India-

e East-Europe Economic

Tdor) as a founding
fember makes It the western
anchor of the corridor. The pro-
posed IMEEC will not just en-
sure staBullg of supply chains

ut will also boost India’s

energy security.

Discussing the geopolitical
situation, Meloni said Italy and
India will continue to play their
part at every level, often work-
ingintandem, to contributeto
peace and help restore stability.

“Italy and India naturally
share acommon visionregard-
ing many of the major chal-
lengesofourtimesinternational
stability, the upholding of the
rule of law, economic security,
the resilience of value chains,
the promotion of peace, and in-
clusive development. We also
discussed many of the complex
scenarios confronting our era -
- specifically the situation in
Ukraine and our shared com-
mitmenttoachievingajustand

lasting peace --aswell asthe cri-
sisinIran. We exchanged views
with the shared hope that peace
negotiations might move for-
ward and reach a positive con-
clusion, even within a context
that we clearly recognise as
highly precarious,” she said.

Modi said, “We have re-
mained in constant contact re-
garding the situations in
Ukraine, West Asia, and other
areas of tension. India's stance
is clear: all issues must be re-
solved through dialogue and
diplomacy.”

Referringto the near closure
of the Strait of Hormuz, Meloni
said, “Regarding freedom of
navigation -- the restoration of
which we are both actively
working toward -- we are two
nations that need no remind-
Ing of just how vital this prin<
CIpIeISto our interests. We also
addressed the Indo-Pacific res
gion, where we naturally align
with the Indian vision'of an
Indo-Pacific that is free;open
and inclusive,”

The bilateralpiece in the re-
lationship was marked by per-
sonaltehemistry -- Meloni
posted aphotograph of the two

Teaders with a Bag of Melody
toffees, a pun on the social
media hashtag #Melodi.

Modi said, “Over the past
nearlythree-and-a-halfyears, I
have had the opportunity to
meet Prime Minister Meloni
several times. This reflects the
close cooperation and har-
mony between India and Italy.
Under her leadership, our rela-
tions have gained new momen-
tum, new direction, and new
self-confidence. I am pleased
that we are announcing the
Special Strategic Partnership as
we upgrade our relations.”

Meloni said, “I truly believe

IL IS d IIISLorIcC aay... we are
further strengthening our rela-
tion all the way up to the special
strategic partnership, the high-
estever reached intherelations
between our two nations... It’s
safe to say that now Italy and
India are closer than they have
ever been.”

Saying they want to in-
crease trade from 14 billion
euros to 20 billion euros, she
added: “This is a very ambi-
tious target, which can be
achieved also by taking advan-
tage of the potential stemming
from the free trade agreement
signed between the EU and
India.”

Modi said Italyds renowned
worldwide for designand preci-
sion and India’s identity is that
of a powerhouse of scale, talent
and affordableinnovation. “We
willmove forward on the prin-
ciple of Design and Develop in
India and Italy and Deliver for
the World,” he said, adding that
“from fashion to fintech, from

Teather to logistics, and from
“mobility to manulacturing — m
“TVeTY SECTOT—We WHITTOMbine
our respective strengths towork
forthe welfare of all humanity”.

The two sides agreed on a
defence industrial roadmap
whic ongbeen an Italian
request. In the wake of cor-
ruption allegations over the

gustawestland deal, Italian
defence companies had been
barred from the Indian defence
market. Butthat is witnessing a
change now.

“Close cooperation in the
fiel SO defence and security
S S as asymbol of our deep
mutual trust. Cooperation is
growing not only between our
armed forces but also between
the defence industries of both
countries. Our Defence Indus-
trial Roadmap has paved the
Way for co-development and
¢o-production,” Modisaid.

The joint statement ident-

HIEU U1 Projects — NneucopLers,
naval platforms, marine arma-
ment and electronic warfare.

The two countries also
signed a pact on maritime
transport and ports to
strengthen India’s maritime in-
Trastructure.

“Our goal.is, naturally, to
leverage theeomplementarities
between our respective econ-
omic fabrics aeross many other
secgtors — sectors we have dis-
cussed at length today, as well
as'during last night’s events.
From advanced manufacturing
to infrastructure, from energy
to the space economy, defence
standsoutasa key area of coop-
eration where we are currently
investing significant and effec-
tive effort. Critical minerals,
agri-business, maritime trans-

stourism and culture — for

0 great civilisations spanning

millennia — also represent op-

portunities for us to grow to-
gether,” she said.

The two sides also signed
pacts on mobility of Indian
TIUITSES o Italy, a roadmap on
highereducation and research,
pacts on agriculture, export of
Indian seafood to Italy, Ayur-
veda and research in climate
change among others. They
also decided to celebrate 2027
asthe “year of culture”.

Capping her statement on
the broader ties, Meloni said,
“There is an Indian word that
captures this sentiment per-
fectly: Parishram. It signifies
‘hard work’, ‘constant commit-
ment’, and ‘diligent effort’. A
word that I am told is widely
used in India, and which, let’s
giveit atry, often appearsinan
equally popular proverb: Par-
ishram safalta ki kunji hai. This
means: Hard work is the key to
success. Well, that is precisely
how we are accustomed to
building our relationships —
through hard work that, ulti-
mately, leads to success.”
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a)—p: PM makingreels

when the country was reeling
underan " economic storm'.
ahul Gandhi, Leader of
Opposition in Lok Sabha, ina
post on X, said “An economic
storm is raging over our heads,
and our Prime Minister is busy
handing out candies in Italy.
Farmers, youth, women, la-
bourers, and small traders are
allintears—the PMis laughing
and maw P
folks argclapping along. This
isn’t leadership, it’s a farce.”
Speakingin Rae Bareli, Gan-
dhisaid the PM asked people to
use less petrol, not buy gold,
spend less and avoid travelling
abroad. “But just a day later,
Narendra Modi boarded an air-
worth Rs 3,000-4,000
crore and wentto Italy carrying
toffees In his pocket... LOoK at
{Tie Kind of mockery being,

made of the people of this
country.”

“Remember this, Narendra
Modi will cry and again say it is
not his fault, just as he did dur-
ing demonetisation and
Covid,” he said, warning about
an “economic storm”.

Atthe Bahujan Swabhiman
Sammelan in Amethi, Gandhi
called the Prime Minister,
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah and the RSS "traitors".

“When you gohome and
RSS workers speak about Nar-
endra Modi and AmitShah, tell
them openly thatyour Prime

dent Nitin Nabin who said
“such indecent language is
completely unacceptable”,

In a post on X, Nabin said,
“Those who put a leash on ter-
rorism. Those who'er:

ism. Are they.traitors? Or

ose who sheltered terrorism?

Those who promoted Naxal-
ism? Arethey the traitors?”

Congress chief Mallikarjun
Kharge, who'is also the Leader
of Oppesition in Rajya Sabha,
attacked Modi over rising

prices, unemployment, exam
paper leaks, “dampening” in-
mﬁﬁ%fg"
rupee. He said "every aspect of
economy is suffering” but

“Modi ji continues his PR, lec-
turing citizens to shoulder the

LRG, he said, “skyrocketed by
121%, exploding from Rs 414 in

to Rs 915.5in 2026.” Com-
mercial cylinder prices, hesaid,

were “ruthlessly hiked by
nearly 154%, from Rs 1,241 toRs
s

TMC Deputy Leader in RS
Sagarika Ghose said the optics
of the gift and the video were
“unfortunate”. “The head of
state indulging in such acts is
inappropriate. While the
rupee’svalue is goingdown, the
PM is doing all this. It shows a
lack of empathy...” she said.

CPI Rajya Sabha MP P San-
dosh Kumar said, “Perhaps this
is the new model of diplomacy:

Hand over the countrytobillion-
aires at home, distribute choc-

Minister is atraitor, your Home
Minister is a traitor and your or-
Zanisationis a traitor. You have
sold India and attacked our
onstitution, hesaid.
Gandhi's remarks drew a
sharp response from BJP presi-

‘burden of this grave economic

olatesoverseaswhile gettingun-

storm”.

“Modi ji wants the public to
enjoy the ‘melody’ of speeches
while surviving the ‘misery’ of
hisgovernment’s loot,” Kharge
said. The price of domestic

fair deals, and expect camerasto
o the rest... While unemploy-
ment, inflation and inequality
keep rising, government seems
more invested in meme diplo-
macy than people’slives...”




Govt pitch toUS nuclear

mission: Scale up capacity,

small modular reactors key

Anil Sasi
New Delhi, May 20

ALONGSIDE A stepped-up role
forthe private sector in nuclear
plant operations, India is
doublingdown on its domestic
civil nuclear programme based
on its mainstay, pressurised
heavy water reactors (PHWRS),
and remains opento cellabora-
ting with external plavers to
scale up projeets built on this
technology,

Less thairsix months after
the lamdmark legislation
openedup India’s nuclear sec-
tor, a visiting high-powered
American nuclear delegation
hasbeen informed, in meetings
with top government function-
aries, of New Delhi’s two clear

EXPLAINED

America’s mission
TheUS nuclear ‘executive
mission” has atwin-pronged
brief: take stock of India’s nu-
clearenergy landscape after
alandmarklegislation
opened up this sector; com-
municate the USindustry’s
interest, as well as coordinate
USgovernment messaging,
on emerging opportunities.

objectives following the legal
changes: scale up nuclear
power to step up base-load ca-
pacity, and progressively enter

INUED ON PAGE 2



Govtpitch ton-mission

glgmjw;ﬂmm
of small modular reactors

(SMRS).
Based on heavy water and

natural uranium, PHWRs are a

technology India’s nuclear es-
tablishment has mastered —but

;@r
syncwith the light water reactors
WRs), or pressurised water r
actors, that are now the most
dJommant type worldwide.

The problem with LWRs,

largely be limited to SMRs for
110w, given cost concerns linked
to LWRs, an executive who is
part of the US delegati
TheIndian Express after the first
leg of visits concluded in Delhi.
The executive said the In~
dian side communicated a gen-
eral openness to private partiei-
pation, alongside the need for
funding from foreign sources.
India’s dominantrnucleartech-

nology — PHWRsspanning 220

from an Indian perspective, is
high project costs, which trans-
ate into a high per-unit cost of

|POWeT. As a result, there is a

sense in policy circles PHWRs
remain the main focus, Any

oreign collaboration could

MWe (megawatt electric) reac-
ors up to newer 700 MWe reac-
fors —nhas a largely unblem-

ished operational recordbut has
suffered from scalability issues.
India’s external outreach for

nuelear collaborations is driven

morebytheneed for capital than
technology, a top government
official had indicatedat the time
of the nuclear Améndments’
passage.

Theimportof LWRsat higher
cost raises two concerns: such
Projectss notend upstunt-

actordesign and production ca-
pacities; and higher capital
expenditureresultsin higher tar-
iffs, which must be absorbed
under Indian market condi-
tions. The setting up of nuclear
reactors at Jaitapursite in Maha-
rashtra, forinstance, hasbeenin
limbo because of high tariffcon-
ﬂ‘l&nﬂﬂwn-
cerns flagged earlier by French
atomic power major Areva,
which also faced its own finan-

cial troubles. The liability con-
cerns have beén addressed in

new nuclear amendments.

Organised by the Washing-
ton DC-based Nuclear Energy
Institute — a lobby group of
America’s commercial nuclear
energy industry — and the US-
India Strategic Partnership
Forum, the industry delegation
held meetings with Union
Power Minister Manohar Lal
and Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman, as well as top rep-
resentatives fromstatessuch as
Andhra Pradesh and Maha-
rashtra.

Thedelegation isin Mumbai
for two days, with meetings
scheduled with India’s private
sectorenergy players, including
Reliance Industries, Adani
Group, Tata Power Company,
JSW Energy, Vedanta, Larsen &
Toubro, Tata Consulting Engin-
eers and Hindalco Industries.




Nothing wrong in caste count:

SC; rejects plea against move

Not within the court’s domain to decide if it should necessarily be part of Census 2027, says CJI;
until the 2011 Census, the exercise included the systematic enumeration of only the SCs and STs

Krishnadas Rajagopal
NEW DELHI

he Supreme Court
I on Wednesday
said there was

nothing wrong in the go-

vernment of the day ascer-
taining caste as part of the
ongoing nationwide Cen-
SUS exercise.

“Any government of the
day must know how many
people are backward and
how many need welfare.
This is a matter of policy,”
Chief Justice of India Surya
Kant, heading a three-
judge Bench, said.

The top court was res-
ponding to a plea filed by
petitioner-in-person_Sud-
hakar Gummula that caste
enumeration should not
be made part of Census
2027.

“There are endless pos-
sibilities of politicians and
corporate entities misus-

QQ Any government of the
day must know how

many people are backward and
how many need welfare. Thisis a

matter of policy.

SURYA KANT
Chief Justice of India

ing the caste data. There is
no justification for gather-
ing such alarge tract of da-
ta on caste,” Mr. Gummula
submitted.

The Chief Justice said it

was not within the to
(OUrTs domain to decide

on Political Affairs had de-
cided to include caste en-
umeration in Census 2027
at a meeting held in April

tion of the caste enumera-
tion in the second phase of
Census 2027.

Two phases

The first phase involved
the collection of the House
Listing Operation (HLO)
information regarding
housing conditions, as-
sets, amenities and so on
of each household.

The second phase, Pop-
uldtion Enumeration,
would involve the collec-

20.25.
Since then, caste enum-
eration has emerged as a

major feature of the Cen-

whether a caste enumera-
tion should necessarily be
a’ﬁf_offm%r
ngt.

“This issue exclusively
comes within the policy
domain,” the CJI said be-
fore the court dismissed

the petition.
The Cabinet Committee

Sus.

Until the 2011 Census,
the exercise had included
the systematic enumera-
tion of only Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled
Tribes.

The government had
said on the floor of Parlia-
ment about the incorpora-

fion of demographic, so-
¢io-economic,  cultural
and other details.

Former Vice-President
Jagdeep Dhankhar had
said that “thoughtfully col-
lected caste data would be
an instrument of integra-
tion, like an MRI of the
body”.

The last comprehensive
nafionwide caste_Census
was conducted in colonial

Indiain 193




Naga body in Manipur petitions PM,

seeking release of six Naga captives

The Hindu Bureau
GUWAHATI

An apex body of Naga wo-
men in Manipur petitioned
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on Wednesday, seek-
ing the Centre’s interven-
tion for the release of six
Naga men allegedly held
hostage by Kaki groups.
They also demanded the
abrogation of agreements

Signied with_several Kuki
extremist groups.
_'I'I'W;‘)Iegl_%f the Naga
Women'’s Union (NWU) fol-
lowed a memorandum
from the Kuki-Zo Council,
an apex body of Kuki-Zo
communities in the State,
to the Prime Minister on
May 18. The Kuki body had
sought the safe release of
1 men, “including
three minor students, al-
légedly held hostage by Na-
gagroups.
The latest hostage crisis

Women protest demanding the release of six missing Naga civilians,
at Kanglatongbi village, in Imphal West district of Manipur. pTi

hit Manipur after unidenti-
fied ‘gunmen ambushed
and killed three Thadou
church leaders on May 13.
A section of Thadous
claims it is a tribe indepen-
dent of the Kuki tag.

Six hostages remain

On Wednesday, hundreds
of NWU members staged
protests in the Naga-major-
ity hill districts — Chandel,

Kamjong, Noney, Senapati,
Tamenglong, and Ukhrul —
to demand the release of
the six Naga captives and
the abrogation of the Sus-
pension of Operations
(So0) agreements.

In the memorandum to
the Prime Minister, the
NWU said Kuki extremists

equal number of Kuki hos-
tages on May 15. The union
identified the remaining

abductees as  church
leaders.
The NWU also demand-

ed that the Centre arrest
and prosecute all those in-
volved in the abductions,
deliver justice to Wilson
Thanga, a Naga villager
killed in Noney district on
May 13, and ensure the wel-
fare, rehabilitation, and
protection of the women
who had been released.

Officials said the securi-
ty forces were continuing
their  search-and-rescue
operations.

A Tangkhul Naga dele-
gation from Ukhrul met
CM Vuamnam Khemchand
Singh, highlighting that re-

peated attacks on the vul-
nerable village of Sina-

had abducted 20 Naga civi-
lians, 14 of whom were re-
léased in exchange for an

Keithei have created fear,
insecurity, and distress
among residents.



Marco Rubio to begin

India visit on May 23;

discuss trade, energy

Meeting comes amid U.S.-Iran war that has hurt India’s energy security;

trade and defence cooperation also on the agenda of his first India trip

Kallol Bhattacherjee
Shiv Sahay Singh
NEW DELHI/KOLKATA

.S. Secretary of
U State Marco Rubio
will pay his first vi-

sit to India between May 23
partment said on Friday.
The visit will be closely
watched as it comes
against the backdrop of the
U.S’s continued engage-
ment in hostilities in the
Persian Gulf region, which

have had consequences for
India’s energy-security.

Mr. Rubie’s visit is part
of a tightly packed Indian
diplomatic calendar for
this summer and monsoon
season, with New Delhi ex-
pected to host meetings of
BRICS, the Quad, the India-
Africa Forum Summit, and
other platforms.

“As America gets ready
to celebrate our 250th
birthday, we look forward
to doing it with our partn-

U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, right, with External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar in Washington. FILE PHOTO

world’s largest democracy
and we are the world’s ol-
dest. So, we look forward
to celebrating it together,”
Mr. Rubio said, in a video
message that was shared
on X by the U.S. Embassy
in India. He will visit Kolka-
ta, Agra, Jaipur, and New
Delhi.

“The Secretary will dis-
cuss _ener security,
trade, and defense cooper-
ation during meetings with

ers in India. India is the

senior Indian officials,”

U.S. State Department spo-
kesperson Thomas Pigott
said.

The visit is connected to
unfolding regional and glo-
bal diplomatic dialogues,
coming days after India
hosted the BRICS Foreign
Ministers meeting.

The State Department’s
announcement did not
mention the Quad Foreign
Ministers meeting that is
also expected to be held in
the near future.
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world’s largest democracy
and we are the world’s ol-
dest. So, we look forward
to celebrating it together,”
Mr. Rubio said, in a video
message that was shared
on X by the U.S. Embassy
in India. He will visit Kolka-
ta, Agra, Jaipur, and New
Delhi.

“The Secretary will dis-
cuss energy security,
trade, and defense cooper-
ation during meetings with
senior Indian officials,”

U.S. State Department spo-
kesperson Thomas Pigott
said.

The visit is connected to
unfolding regional and glo-
bal diplomatic dialogues,
coming days after India
hosted the BRICS Foreign
Ministers meeting.

The State Department’s
announcement did not
mention the Quad Foreign
Ministers meeting that is
also expected to be held in
the near future.



Putin, Xi hail ‘resilient’ relations in

talks days after Trump’s China visit

Beijing and Moscow have ‘continuously deepened our political mutual trust and strategic coordination’ with a resilience
that remains unyielding, says Chinese President; the leaders have signed a slew of agreements on trade, media and energy

Agence France-Presse
BEIJING

resident Xi Jinping
Phailed China and
Russia’s “unyield-

ing” ties in talks with Vladi-
mir Putin on Wednesday,
as the pair met to under-
score their alliance days af-
ter Donald Trump’s own
visit to Beijing.

Mr. Putin was received
by Mr. Xi outside Beijing’s
opulent Great Hall of the
People in much the same
fashion as Mr. Trump last

week, complete with

Xi Jinping with Vladimir Putin during a welcoming ceremony at the
Great Hall of the People in Beijing, on Wednesday. REUTERS

chanting children and mili-
tary fanfare.

But the language was
much warmer, with Mr. Xi
telling the Russian leader
Beijing and Moscow have
“continuously deepened

our political mutual trust
and strategic coordination
with a resilience that re-
mains unyielding”, accord-
ing to Chinese state media.

Opening talks, both
were quick to laud their

countries’ special ties as
they extended their treaty
of “friendly cooperation”.

Mr. Putin, quoting a Chi-
nese phrase, told Mr. Xi: “A
day apart feels like three
autumns,” adding that rela-
tions had reached an “un-
precedentedly high level”
despite “unfavourable ex-
ternal factors”.

In contrast to Mr.
Trump’s visit last week,
which yielded little in the
way of immediate concrete
announcements, Mr. Putin
and Mr. Xi signed a slew of
agreements on Wednesday
on trade, media and ener-

gy. The two leaders will
have tea later, at which
“the most important is-
sues” such as Ukraine, Iran
and relations with the U.S.
will be discussed, Kremlin
foreign policy aide Yuri
Ushakov said.

“Russia and China are
actively cooperating in the
energy sector... We are rea-
dy to continue reliably sup-
plying all these types of
fuel to the rapidly growing
Chinese market,” Mr. Putin
said on Wednesday.

Mr. Xi told Mr. Putin on
Wednesday that “a com-
prehensive ceasefire [in
Iran] is of utmost urgency,
resuming hostilities is even
more inadvisable and
maintaining negotiations is
particularly important”.



War would spread beyond

West Asia, say Iran Guards

Agence France-Presse
TEHRAN

Iran warned on Wednes-
day that the West Asia war
would spread far beyond
the region if the United
States and Israel resumed
their attacks, after U.S. Pre-
sident Donald Trump
threatened to strike again
unless a deal is reached.

A ceasefire on April 8
brought a halt to the con-
flict, which has roiled the
global economy, but with
Washington and Tehran
seemingly reluctant to res-
ume the fighting a war of
words has taken its place.

U.S. President Donald
Trump has repeatedly
threatened Tehran with re-
newed military action,
while Iranian officials have

A Basijforce member demonstrates how to handle an assault rifle
during a weapons training class in Tehran on Tuesday. Ap

hit back with their own
warnings of devastating
action.

On Tuesday, U.S. Vice-
President J.D. Vance told
presspersons that “a lot of
good progress is being
made” and “we’re just go-
ing to keep working at it”,
even as he told Iran the

U.S. military was “locked
and loaded”.

Iran’s  Revolutionary
Guards issued their own




