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 MATRIKA DAHAL & DURGA DULAL
KATHMANDU, JULY 14

The Kathmandu District Court on 
Tuesday sentenced former deputy 
prime minister and CPN-UML leader 
Top Bahadur Rayamajhi to four  
years in prison for his role in the  
fake Bhutanese refugee scam, in 
which Nepali citizens were passed  
off  as Bhutanese refugees in a scheme 
to send them to the United States.

Former home minister Bal  
Krishna Khand was sentenced to  
two years in prison. Rayamajhi was 
also fined Rs40,000, while Khand was 
fined Rs20,000.

A single bench of  judge Tej Bahadur 
Khadka at the Kathmandu District 
Court on Tuesday determined the sen-
tences for the 16 individuals who were 
convicted in the case. According to the 
court’s information officer, Shiva 
Khatiwada, Rayamajhi was convicted 

of  fraud, organised crime and offenc-
es against the state, while Khand was 
convicted as an accomplice in those 
offences. Former home secretary Tek 
Narayan Pandey was also sentenced to 
four years in prison and fined Rs40,000.

Bhutanese refugee leader Tek Nath 
Rizal was sentenced to two years in 
prison and fined Rs20,000. 

Keshav Dulal, Sanu Bhandari and 
Sagar Rai, identified as the principal 
architects of  the racket, were each 
sentenced to four years in prison and 
fined Rs40,000 each. Rizal, Dulal and 
Bhandari were convicted of  forgery, 
fraud, organised crime and integrated 
offences, while the others were con-
victed of  all charges except forgery.

The court also sentenced Sandesh 
Sharma and Indrajit Rai, security 
adviser to then home minister Ram 
Bahadur Thapa, to four years in pris-
on and fined each Rs40,000. 

>> Continued on page 2

Court hands prison 
terms to 16 convicts 
in fake refugee scam
Former deputy PM Rayamajhi receives a four-year jail while 
former home minister Khand gets two years behind bars. 

 Suraj Kunwar
Kathmandu, July 14

Twenty-one graduates from the 
Tribhuvan University’s Institute  
of  Engineering (IOE), Pulchowk 
Campus have been selected by 
Airbus, one of  the world’s  
leading aircraft manufacturers, and 
have begun their international 
careers at the company’s Bangaluru 
centre in India.

According to Sudip Bhattarai, 
associate professor and head of  the 
Department of  Mechanical and 
Aerospace Engineering, the gradu-
ates are currently undergoing orien-
tation and initial training in 
Bangaluru. Airbus uses the Indian 
city as its entry point for newly 
recruited engineers from across 
Asia, so Nepali graduates also begin 
their careers there before being 
assigned to projects elsewhere.

“This year, 21 students have  
been selected. They have already 

arrived in Bangalore and started 
work,” Bhattarai told Kantipur. 
“Graduates from our programme 
have been joining Airbus regularly 
in recent years.”

Bhattarai said Pulchowk Campus 
launched Nepal’s first Bachelor of  
Aerospace Engineering programme 
in 2018. Although the Covid pandem-
ic delayed the graduation of  the 

inaugural batch, the first group com-
pleted their studies in 2023. Since 
then, Airbus has recruited graduates 
from the programme every year.

Six graduates from the first batch 
joined Airbus in 2024, followed by 
another 17 in 2025. With 21 students 
selected this year, about 44 Nepali 
graduates have joined the company 
over the past three years.

According to Bhattarai, Airbus 
initially coordinated directly with 
the department to recruit students, 
but the hiring process has  
since become more structured and 
institutionalised.

Selected graduates first undergo 
training in Bangaluru, with Airbus 
covering their travel, accommoda-
tion and initial onboarding expenses. 
They are then assigned to projects 
and locations in different countries 
based on the company’s operational 
requirements.

The department says interest in 
aerospace engineering has grown 

steadily since the programme was 
introduced. The programme admits 
48 students each year, including 12  
on full scholarships and 36 fee-paying 
students. Around 250 students are 
currently enrolled in the programme.

Because the Covid pandemic dis-
rupted the academic calendar, two 
batches had to be run in the same 
year, resulting in five batches study-
ing simultaneously.

Despite the programme’s growing 
international profile, Bhattarai said 
the department continues to face a 
shortage of  qualified faculty.

Although the department has  
four permanent teaching positions, 
only one is currently filled. The 
remaining courses are taught by  
contract faculty and part-time 
instructors from Nepal Airlines 
Corporation, Buddha Air, Himalaya 
Airlines, and the Civil Aviation 
Authority of  Nepal, including both 
serving and retired professionals.

>> Continued on page 2

21 Pulchowk engineering college graduates join Airbus
Nepal’s first aerospace engineering programme has placed 44 graduates at the global aircraft manufacturer over the past three years.

 Jaya Singh Mahara
Kathmandu, July 14

Rastriya Swatantra Party lawmakers 
have begun openly criticising  
the Balendra Shah-led government  
as it completes its first 100 days  
in office, raising questions over  
ministerial conduct, policy decisions 
and the administration’s commitment 
to good governance.

During a recent House of  
Representatives meeting, RSP law-
maker Jagadish Kharel warned that 
the government could not rely solely 
on the prime minister’s popularity 
and that the dignity and role of  law-
makers also needed to be respected.

“Is our role as MPs limited to sitting 
here and thumping desks? We will not 
be satisfied with that, and neither will 
the people,” Kharel said in Parliament.

Through parliamentary debates, 
social media posts and committee  
discussions, party members have 
raised concerns over government 
decisions, singled out ministers  
and accused some of  failing to  
uphold the principles of  accountabili-
ty and good governance.

RSP lawmaker Karishma  
Kathariya demanded that the govern-
ment apologise to farmers for failing 
to ensure timely supplies.

“Why does the government’s heart 
not ache when it hears farmers saying 

they need fertilisers even before par-
acetamol when they are suffering 
from a high fever?” Kathariya ques-
tioned. She accused the government 
of  misleading the public by claiming 
that sufficient stocks were available.

“The government says warehouses 
are full, but farmers ask why [chemi-
cal] fertiliser has not reached their 
fields. Is the government trading on 
the tears of  farmers?” she said. “The 
government must immediately apolo-
gise to those who feed the country, 
make the facts public, and announce 
alternatives and relief  measures.”

RSP lawmakers also directly  
criticised Agriculture Minister Gita 
Chaudhary in Parliament, accusing 
her ministry of  failing to address 
farmers’ concerns.

“Paddy cultivation is at its peak in 
Kapilvastu. Farmers in a district  
with the country’s largest agricultural 
area—84,000 hectares—are once again 
struggling because of  shortages of  fer-
tiliser and seeds,” said RSP lawmaker 
Mohan Lal Acharya. “The agriculture 
minister was informed about the prob-
lem at the very start, but there has 
been no visible improvement.”

Acharya said officials at the federal, 
provincial and local levels were  
blaming one another over fertiliser 
quota allocations, while lawmaker 
Buddhi Narayan Shrestha said the 
federal government had failed to 
ensure timely supply.

RSP lawmakers have also raised 
concerns over what they described as 
unlawful activities allegedly carried 
out with the backing of  state agencies.

>> Continued on page 3

 SHIVA PURI
BARA, JULY 14

When Home Minister Sudan Gurung 
walked into a hall at the Nijgadh 
Chamber of  Commerce and Industry 
on Tuesday, 32-year-old Shyam Kumari 
Thakur could not hold back her tears.

The resident of  ward 2 of  
Dhanushadham Municipality had 
travelled with hundreds of  other  
victims of  usurious lending, locally 
known as meter byaj, to seek  
justice from a state they say has 
repeatedly failed them.

“My husband was killed, we lost  
our land and we could no longer  
stay in our village,” she told the  
minister, sobbing. “We repaid the 
loan, but they still murdered my hus-
band. Where are my daughters and I 
supposed to go now?”

Her husband, Bhojendra Thakur, 
had borrowed Rs350,000 from a local 
moneylender in 2011 to expand his 
small furniture business. 

As security, he transferred the  
ownership of  two kattha (677.26 sq 
metres) of  land to the lender under a 
verbal understanding that it would be 
returned after the debt was cleared.

Shyam Kumari said her husband 
repaid Rs900,000 by 2015 after selling 
another parcel of  land, but the lender 
never returned the property, claiming 
the debt remained unpaid. 

>> Continued on page 2

RSP lawmakers turn critical as Shah 
government completes 100 days

Victims of usurious 
lending demand 
action, not assurances
They seek cancellation of 
fraudulent loan papers, 
return of seized property, 
tough laws, special tribunal.

Top Bahadur Rayamajhi
4 years, Rs40,000

Tek Narayan Pandey
4 years, Rs40,000

Bal Krishna Khand
2 years,  Rs20,000

Tek Nath Rizal
2 years, Rs10,000

RSS
RSP whip Prakash Chandra Pariyar speaks in the House of Representatives on Tuesday.

Courtesy of Sudip Bhattarai/X
Students selected for Airbus jobs pose for photo at the Institute of Engineering, Pulchowk.

Ruling party MPs raise concerns over ministers’ conduct and question  
whether the government is living up to its promise of good governance.
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 DURGA DULAL
KATHMANDU, JULY 14

The Supreme Court has quashed the 
government’s decision to restrict all 
public advertisements to state-owned 
media, delivering a major victory for 
Nepal’s private and community 
media.

A division bench of  justices 
Sharanga Subedi and Nripadhwaj 
Niraula on Tuesday issued an order 
nullifying the Cabinet’s decision made 
on March 31, which had barred gov-
ernment agencies from placing adver-
tisements in private media outlets. 
The full text of  the verdict is expected 
within the next few days, according to 
Supreme Court spokesperson Arjun 
Koirala.

The petition was filed by advocate 
Ananta Raj Luintel on behalf  of  the 
Nepal Media Society, arguing that the 
government’s ‘one-door’ advertising 
policy unfairly discriminated against 
private media by directing all govern-

ment advertisements exclusively to 
state-owned outlets.

Under the decision, all ministries, 
constitutional bodies, provincial and 
local governments, as well as publicly 
funded institutions, had been instruct-
ed to publish and broadcast official 
notices only through the state-owned 
Gorkhapatra Corporation, Radio 
Nepal, Nepal Television and other 
government-owned media.

Luintel welcomed the ruling, 
describing it as a correction of  an 
unconstitutional decision.

“Although delayed, the Supreme 
Court has corrected the government’s 
mistake,” he said. “The ruling delivers 
justice to all media organisations and 
sends a clear message that govern-
ments must think carefully before 
introducing measures that violate 
constitutional principles.”

The Federation of  Nepali 
Journalists (FNJ), which had led pro-
tests against the policy, also welcomed 
the verdict. “The federation welcomes 

the Supreme Court’s decision to 
revoke the Office of  the Prime 
Minister and Council of  Ministers’ 
directive that effectively imposed an 
economic blockade on private and 
community media,” said FNJ General 
Secretary Ram Prasad Dahal in a 
statement. “We urge the government 
to implement the court’s ruling in 
both letter and spirit.”

The federation had argued that the 
policy undermined press and freedom 
of  expression, the constitutional right 
to information, federalism and the 
principles of  a liberal economy. At its 
national conference in April, the FNJ 
had warned of  intensified protests 
centred on Singha Durbar and even 
proposed inviting an international 
media mission if  the government 
failed to withdraw the decision.

During hearings held on July 6 and 
7, advocates representing the Nepal 
Media Society argued that the govern-
ment had attempted to financially 
weaken private-sector media by with-
drawing a long-standing source of  rev-
enue. They maintained that Nepal’s 
advertising laws guarantee propor-
tional access to government advertise-
ments, that the government cannot 
arbitrarily favour one group of  media 
over another, and the Office of  the 
Prime Minister had exceeded its 
authority by interfering in matters 
falling under the jurisdiction of  the 
Advertising Board as well as provin-
cial and local governments.

Senior advocates Satish Krishna 
Kharel, Ramesh Badal, Lalit Bahadur 
Basnet and Dinesh Tripathi, along 
with several other lawyers, appeared 
on behalf  of  the petitioner. Attorney 
General Narayan Dutta Kandel and 
Deputy Attorney General Uddhav 
Prasad Pudasaini defended the gov-
ernment’s position.

The government had argued that 
the policy was intended to curb the 
leakage and misuse of  public funds 
spent on advertising and pledged to 
introduce a broader policy to strength-
en private media in the future.

Supreme Court quashes 
government’s ‘one-door’ 

advertising policy
Government agencies can no longer be required to place 

public notices exclusively in state-owned outlets.

Post file Photo
Acting on a petition, the Supreme Court Tuesday quashed the Cabinet’s March 31 decision.
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“International companies 
have begun recognising the 
calibre of  our students,” 
Bhattarai said. 
“But sustaining that momen-
tum over the long term will 
require greater investment in 
human resources, research 
and infrastructure.” 
Meanwhile, on June 11, 
Airbus and Tribhuvan 
University signed a memo-
randum of  understanding 
(MoU) to establish long-term 
cooperation in developing 
Nepal’s aerospace workforce.

The agreement was signed 
by Jurgen Westermeier, pres-
ident and managing director 
of  Airbus in India and South 
Asia, and Prof  Sushil 
Bahadur Bajracharya, the 
then vice-chancellor of  
Tribhuvan University.

The MoU provides a  
framework for collaboration 
in aerospace and aviation 
curriculum development, 
research, training, digital 
technologies, artificial intel-
ligence, machine learning, 
cybersecurity, industry-aca-
demia partnerships, intern-
ships and student  
placements.

Bhattarai said Airbus had 
already begun recruiting 
Nepali graduates before the 
agreement was signed, but 
the MoU formalised and 
institutionalised the  
partnership.

“Earlier, coordination took 
place largely at an individual 
level,” he said. “Now that 
Airbus and the university 
have entered into a formal 
partnership, it creates a  
long-term foundation for col-
laboration on curriculum 
development, capacity build-
ing, joint training pro-
grammes and stronger 
engagement with the aero-
space industry.” 

>> Continued from page 1
The dispute turned deadly on July 29, 
2024. She recalled that a group of  
around 10 men arrived at their home 
while she was observing a religious 
fast. They allegedly attacked her hus-
band with iron rods, killing him on 
the spot, before assaulting her. She 
suffered severe head injuries that 
required 56 stitches. 

“When I regained consciousness in 
hospital, my husband’s funeral had 
already taken place,” she said. “A loan 
destroyed my family. Today I have nei-
ther a home nor a future.”

She filed a murder case against seven 
people, including the lender. According 
to her, the accused initially absconded 
before one later surrendered and was 
sent to judicial custody. He was subse-
quently released on the High Court’s 
order. Fearing for her safety, she has 
spent the past two years living in rented 
accommodation elsewhere in Dhanusha 
with her two school-aged daughters.

Shyam Kumari’s ordeal mirrors the 
stories of  more than 200 victims now 
marching on foot from Janakpur to 
Kathmandu, demanding action 
against exploitative moneylenders.

The ‘Justice March’, which began 
on July 10, had reached Bara by 
Monday after days of  trekking in 
heavy monsoon rain. Participants say 
they will continue to the federal capi-
tal unless the government formally 
addresses their demands.

Many are walking barefoot along 
the East-West Highway despite swol-
len feet, blisters and exhaustion.

“The physical pain is nothing com-
pared to the suffering caused by money-
lenders and the authorities,” said 
62-year-old Pula Khatun of  Rautahat. 
Khatun said she borrowed Rs100,000 but 
had already repaid around Rs800,000. 

Despite that, she alleges the lender 
retained ownership of  her land and 
has demanded that she vacate her 
home, leaving her with no option but 
to join the march seeking justice.

The protesters have placed six key 
demands before the government, 
including the cancellation of  fraudu-
lent loan deeds, mortgage papers, land 
registration documents and cheques 
allegedly obtained through coercion, 
the enactment of  stronger legislation, 
the formation of  a special tribunal to 
handle meter-interest cases, and full 
implementation of  past agreements 
reached with victims.

Home Minister Gurung met the 
marchers in Nijgadh on Tuesday 
morning and spent nearly five hours 

listening to their grievances. One 
after another, victims described losing 
homes, farmland and livelihoods even 
after paying back several times more 
than they had borrowed. Many also 
accused the police, district adminis-
tration and courts of  failing to protect 
them from influential moneylenders.

“The government understands your 
suffering. We are making every possi-
ble effort to ensure justice,” Gurung 
told the gathering. He also instructed 
chief  district officers and police offi-
cials not to harass victims and to 
ensure that genuine complainants 
were properly identified rather than 
treated as offenders.

Despite his assurances, many partici-
pants remained unconvinced, recalling 
previous promises that they said had 
never been honoured. During the meet-
ing, Gurung also consulted Prime 
Minister Balendra Shah by telephone 
before the talks ended without a final 
agreement. Both sides agreed to resume 
negotiations after further discussions 
at the Prime Minister’s Office.

Later Tuesday, the Cabinet decided 
to make public and implement reports 
prepared by three previous commis-
sions formed to investigate the loan 
sharking crisis. The reports by Gauri 
Bahadur Karki in 2023, Tej Bahadur 
Karki in 2024, and Baburam Regmi in 
2025, have never been released despite 
repeated demands from victims.

“We appreciate the government’s 
decision to release the reports. But we 
don’t know what they contain. We 
won’t rely on verbal assurances any-
more. Our six-point demands must be 
addressed through a formal agree-
ment. Otherwise, the march will con-
tinue,” said a protester.

The latest march marks the third 
phase of  the victims’ movement after 

earlier agreements with successive 
governments failed to produce lasting 
results. Protest leaders say the group 
will continue towards Kathmandu 
through Hetauda if  negotiations col-
lapse. According to the Home Ministry 
and the former Loan Shark 
Investigation Commission, more than 
60,000 complaints have been regis-
tered nationwide. Madhesh province’s 
eight districts and West Nawalparasi 
remain the worst-affected areas.

Officials acknowledge that resolv-
ing such cases remains difficult. 
Mahottari Chief  District Officer 
Indradev Yadav said district adminis-
trations have received thousands of  
complaints, but many victims lack 
documentary evidence while lenders 
possess legally registered deeds, mort-
gage papers or cheques.

“We can pursue fraud cases only 
when there is sufficient evidence. 
Cancelling legally registered docu-
ments outside judicial procedures is 
extremely difficult. That is the biggest 
challenge,” said Yadav.

The protesters have presented six 
key demands to the government, 
including the cancellation of  fraudu-
lent loan documents, mortgages, land 
transfers and cheques obtained 
through exploitative lending; the 
enactment of  a strong law against 
usurious lending; the establishment 
of  a special tribunal and an inter-agen-
cy unit to ensure speedy justice; an 
investigation into moneylenders’ ille-
gally acquired assets; the return of  
land and property seized from vic-
tims, along with compensation and 
prosecution of  offenders; and afforda-
ble financial support programmes to 
prevent vulnerable households and 
small businesses from falling into 
predatory debt again.

Loan-sharking victims vow to keep 
marching until justice is done

Airbus hires 
21 Pulchowk 
graduates

Graduates begin 
with training in 
India before 
being assigned to  
projects overseas.

 POST REPORT
KATHMANDU, July 14

Members of  Parliament from both the 
ruling and opposition parties on 
Tuesday condemned the obstruction 
of  major media outlets and political 
leaders’ residences by ‘abandoned’ 
vehicles, accusing those involved of  
attempting to intimidate the press and 
silence criticism.

During Tuesday’s session of  the 
House of  Representatives, lawmakers 
alleged that the incidents were politi-
cally motivated and orchestrated with 
the backing of  powerful actors to 
divert attention from growing public 
criticism over the death last week of  
ride-hailing driver Ganesh Nepali and 
the government’s handling of  issues 
involving squatters.

On Monday morning, vehicles were 
left blocking the entrances of  Kantipur 
Media Group, Onlinekhabar and 
Himalaya Television in Kathmandu, 
preventing staff  and visitors from 
entering or exiting the premises by 
vehicle. Similar vehicle blockades 
were reported outside the residence of  
Nepali Congress president Gagan 
Thapa.

Opposition CPN-UML lawmaker 
Ganesh Singh Thagunna said the inci-
dents were designed to create fear and 
psychological pressure.

“Vehicles were used to block media 
houses and the homes of  political 
leaders to spread psychological panic. 
It may appear to be a minor symbolic 
act, but it resembles the intimidation 
tactics used by ultra-royalist groups 
during the Panchayat era,” he said, 
demanding an investigation and 
action against those responsible.

Prakash Chandra Pariyar, whip of  
the ruling Rastriya Swatantra Party 
(RSP), also condemned the blockade, 
saying the Nepali media would not be 
cowed by such tactics.

He said the press had continued to 
function even during periods of  direct 
censorship, including when armed 
security personnel were deployed 
inside newsrooms during King 
Gyanendra’s rule.

“Only those who fear the truth 
resort to such actions. “You cannot 
hide the truth forever, no matter how 
hard you try,” Pariyar said. “Nepali 
journalism did not bow down when 
armed soldiers entered newsrooms in 
the past, and it will not be silenced by 
a few vehicles parked outside media 
houses.”

Pariyar said the government must 

ensure that journalists and media 
organisations can work without fear.

“Being in government does not 
mean we should turn a blind eye to 
intimidation and attacks on the press 
simply because someone’s interests 
have been challenged,” he said, urging 
the authorities to guarantee the safety 
of  media houses.

Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP) 
chief  whip Khushbu Oli accused the 
government of  using the incidents to 
divert attention from Ganesh Nepali’s 
self-immolation and death.

Nepali Communist Party lawmaker 
Ramesh Malla demanded an investiga-
tion into those responsible for parking 
the vehicles.

“It has become clear that these 
activities were carried out by certain 
individuals under state protection,” 
Malla said.

He criticised what he described as 
authorities’ lenient response, saying 
they should identify and punish those 
who orchestrated the incidents rather 
than treating them as minor offences.

“The ruling RSP cannot simply dis-
tance itself  by issuing a statement. 
The government must take this seri-
ously. If  those in power believe they 
can govern by creating fear, they are 

mistaken,” Malla said.
The main opposition party, Nepali 

Congress, also accused state-aligned 
groups of  targeting media organisa-
tions and political leaders who ques-
tioned the government.

Congress whip Nishcal Rai criti-
cised the obstruction. He linked the 
incidents to what he described as a 
broader pattern of  targeting critics.

“Whether it is the crackdown at the 
squatters’ holding centre, the response 
to questions following Ganesh Nepali’s 
death, or the vehicle blockades, all 
these incidents point towards the 
same mindset: punishing those who 
ask questions,” Rai said.

RPP parliamentary party leader 
Gyan Bahadur Shahi accused govern-
ment supporters of  using vehicles to 
create disruption and shape public 
perception.

“Deploying cadres to illegally park 
vehicles on roads, outside media  
offices, and in front of  opposition lead-
ers’ homes, then portraying it as a 
public movement to manipulate media 
coverage, is political abuse,” Shahi 
said.

He warned that such actions would 
be remembered as a dark chapter if  
authorities failed to address them.

MPs across party lines say the coordinated vehicle blockades were meant to deflect  
public anger over recent controversies and suppress critical voices.

Lawmakers accuse government of  
intimidation after vehicles block media houses

Post Photo
Prime Minister Balendra Shah (right) also attended Parliament meeting on Tuesday.
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However, since Rai is over 75 years old, the 
court order states that he will receive a 75 
percent remission of  his prison sentence 
under the law applicable to senior citizens. 
The remaining sentence will be adjusted 
after deducting the period he has already 
spent in custody.

Govinda Chaudhary and former law-
maker and Nepali Congress leader Ang 
Tawa Sherpa were also sentenced to four 
years in prison and fined Rs40,000 each.

Narendra Chaudhary, private secretary 
to former home minister Khand, Shamsher 
Miya, then chair of  the Haj Committee, 
Hari Bhakta Maharjan and Niranjan 
Kumar Kharel were each sentenced to one 
year in prison and fined Rs10,000 on the 
charge of  integrated offences. Bechan Jha 
was sentenced to one year in prison and 
fined Rs10,000 for attempting to commit 
fraud.

Although the defendants received sepa-
rate sentences under charges of  forgery, 
fraud, organised crime, offences against 
the state and integrated offences based on 
their individual roles, the verdict will be 
implemented according to the sentence 
and fine imposed for the integrated offence, 
said Achyut Mani Neupane, spokesperson 
for the Office of  the Attorney General.

The case was initially filed on May 24, 
2023 against 30 individuals under charges 
of  forgery, fraud, organised crime and 
offences against the state. Two supplemen-
tary charge sheets filed in May and  
July 2024.

Three years after the case was filed, the 
court concluded proceedings on the main 
case and two supplementary charge sheets, 
convicting 16 defendants, acquitting seven, 
and ordering that proceedings against the 
eight fugitives be kept in abeyance until 
they are arrested.

The court said it determined the sen-
tences based on each defendant’s role and 
level of  involvement in the offences.

Tek Nath Rizal, Keshav Prasad  
Dulal and Sanu Bhandari were convicted 
of  forgery. Dulal, Bhandari, Sagar Rai, 
Sandesh Sharma, Indrajit Rai, Govinda 
Kumar Chaudhary, Ang Tawa Sherpa, Tek 
Narayan Pandey and Top Bahadur 
Rayamajhi were convicted of  fraud and 
organised crime. Bal Krishna Khand, Tek 
Nath Rizal, Narendra KC, Shamsher Miya, 
Hari Bhakta Maharjan and Niranjan 
Kumar Kharel were convicted as accom-
plices in fraud and organised crime and 
sentenced accordingly.

On the charges of  offences against the 
state and integrated offences, Dulal, 
Bhandari, Sagar Rai, Sandesh Sharma, 
Indrajit Rai, Govinda Chaudhary, Ang 
Tawa Sherpa, Tek Narayan Pandey and 
Rayamajhi were convicted of  acting in 
concert to commit fraud amounting to 
offences against the state and integrated 
offences. Khand, Rizal, Narendra KC, 
Shamsher Miya, Hari Bhakta Maharjan 

and Niranjan Kumar Kharel were convict-
ed as accomplices in offences against the 
state. Bechan Jha was convicted of  
attempting to commit fraud. The court said 
the sentences reflected each defendant’s 
role and degree of  involvement.

Although the three cases involved 36 
accused in total, the five defendants named 
in the second supplementary charge sheet, 
including Dulal, had already been named 
in the main case. However, the court did 
not rule in line with the prosecution’s 
claim on the amount to be recovered. The 
prosecution had calculated the amount 
based on money collected by the racket 
from victims and complaints filed with the 
police, but the verdict did not address the 
claim for recovery.

Judge Khadka heard the main case 
together with the two supplementary 
charge sheets and, on July 7, convicted 16 
defendants, including Khand and 
Rayamajhi. On Tuesday, the court deter-
mined their sentences, including prison 
terms and fines.

In its brief  order, the court described the 
fake refugee racket as an offence against 
the state, saying it had directly under-
mined the dignity of  Nepali citizens and 
tarnished Nepal’s international image.

Based on the police investigation report, 
the Kathmandu District Government 
Attorney’s Office on May 24, 2023 charged 
30 individuals, including Rayamajhi and 
Khand, with four offences: forgery, fraud, 
organised crime and offences against the 
state. At the time the case was filed, 18 
defendants had been arrested. On June 15, 
2023, a bench of  then Kathmandu District 
Judge Prem Prasad Neupane released 
Tank Gurung on a Rs1 million bail and 
Laxmi Maharjan on a Rs500,000 bail, while 
remanding the remaining 16 defendants to 
judicial custody pending trial. Several 
defendants later secured release on bail or 
general appearance orders after appealing 
to the Patan High Court. The Kathmandu 
District Court concluded the trial on July 
7. In its brief  order, the court said the 
offence of  forgery had been established 
because genuine official reports had been 
altered and incorporated into forged 
reports, and fake identity cards identifying 
Nepali citizens as Bhutanese refugees had 
been issued.

The court further held that the defend-
ants had committed organised fraud in a 
manner that directly undermined the dig-
nity of  Nepali citizens and damaged 
Nepal’s international reputation, thereby 
establishing the offence against the state 
as charged by the government.

The court also upheld the charge of  inte-
grated offences, ruling that the defendants 
had, through a single criminal episode, 
committed fraud, forgery of  official docu-
ments, organised crime and offences 
against the state, thereby satisfying the 
legal requirements for conviction under 
the integrated offences provision.

Rayamajhi, Khand among 16 
imprisoned in fake refugee scam

Post Photo
Home Minister Sudan Gurung (seated, in brown shirt) and officials listen to grievances of 
loan-sharking victims in Nijgadh, Bara on Tuesday.
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KATHMANDU, July 14

More than 1,700 depositors of  
troubled cooperative institu-
tions have received around 
Rs26 million in refunds over 
the past two months, accord-
ing to data from the 
Problematic Cooperative 
Management Committee.

The committee, which has 
been overseeing the assets, 
liabilities and loan recovery 
of  crisis-hit cooperatives, 
said 1,754 depositors from 10 
of  the 23 cooperatives 
declared problematic by the 
federal government received 
Rs26.39 million by June 29.

The government estab-
lished a revolving fund after 
amending the Cooperatives 
Act through an ordinance to 
facilitate refunds to deposi-
tors. The fund consists of  gov-
ernment seed money, which 
will be reimbursed later, and 
money recovered from loans 
issued by troubled coopera-
tives. “We are using the avail-
able funds to gradually refund 
depositors,” said Dilli Raj 
Acharya, chairperson of  the 
committee.

The committee also com-
pleted savings adjustments 
worth Rs17.95 million for 141 
depositors by June 29. Savings 
adjustment refers to offset-
ting a depositor’s savings 
against outstanding loans 
owed to the same cooperative.

During the same period, 
the committee recovered 
Rs43.28 million from 154 bor-
rowers. Including refunds 
and savings adjustments, the 
committee managed Rs44.34 
million, which benefitted 
1,895 people.

However, cooperative vic-
tims have criticised the 
refund mechanism, arguing 
that the process lacks fair-
ness and transparency.

Although the committee 
says it has prioritised small 
depositors with savings of  up 
to Rs10,000, Kushal KC, chair-
person of  the National 
Campaign for Safeguarding 
Cooperative Depositors,  
said many victims remain 
dissatisfied.

“Victims are not satisfied 
with the current process. The 
distribution system is not 
equitable. Some people have 
received all their money back, 
while others haven’t received 
anything,” KC said. 
“Whatever funds are availa-
ble should be distributed pro-
portionally so that every 
depositor receives at least a 
partial refund.”

He also questioned the lack 
of  clear criteria for payments 
and warned that regulatory 
bodies would have to take 
responsibility if  funds 
become insufficient in the 
future. According to the com-
mittee’s data, depositors of  
Shiva Shikhar Multi-Purpose 

Cooperative received the  
largest share of  refunds, with 
869 people receiving Rs3.26 
million.

Similarly, 215 depositors of  
Kantipur Savings and  
Credit Cooperative received 
Rs989,716, while 158 deposi-
tors of  Tulasi Multipurpose 
Cooperative received Rs2.05 
million.

Other refunds included 
Rs1.16 million to 349 deposi-
tors of  Laligurans Multi-
Purpose Cooperative, 
Rs513,000 to 88 depositors of  
Agricultural Development 
Multi-Purpose Cooperative, 
Rs140,000 to 26 depositors of  
Gorkha Saving and Credit 
Cooperative and Rs142,000 to 
23 depositors of  Oriental 
Cooperative.

The committee also provid-
ed smaller refunds to deposi-
tors of  Hamro Sagarmatha 
Multi-Purpose Cooperative, 
Pashupati Saving and Credit 
Cooperative and Nagarik 
Kalyan Multi-Purpose 
Cooperative.

On the recovery side, the 
committee collected Rs34 mil-
lion from 77 borrowers 
between mid-April and mid-
May, Rs12.77 million from 53 
borrowers between mid-May 
and mid-June, and Rs2.33 mil-
lion from 24 borrowers 
between mid-June and June 
29. The revolving fund was 
created in April with an ini-
tial capital of  Rs600 million. 
Of  this, Rs250 million came 
from the government, while 
Rs350 million was mobilised 
through cooperative savings 
and loan recoveries. Money 
recovered from borrowers is 
continuously added back to 
the fund to support further 
refunds.

The federal government 
has so far declared 23 cooper-
atives crisis-ridden. The lia-
bilities of  three institutions 
with relatively smaller obliga-
tions have already been set-
tled. Of  the remaining 20 
cooperatives, partial refunds 
have been distributed to 
depositors of  10.

The scale of  the crisis 
remains significant. 
According to the committee, 
around Rs46 billion needs to 
be returned to nearly 76,000 
depositors affected by the 
troubled cooperatives.

Among them, 17,000 deposi-
tors have claims below 
Rs25,000, while another 9,000 
have deposits ranging 
between Rs25,000 and 
Rs50,000. A total of  36,522 
depositors have claims of  up 
to Rs100,000, while 21,619 
depositors are owed between 
Rs100,000 and Rs500,000.

The number of  depositors 
with claims exceeding 
Rs500,000 stands at 18,303. The 
committee said most affected 
savers are small depositors, 
with only a minority holding 
larger amounts.

Rs26.39 million returned  
to 1,754 cooperatives  
victims in two months
Depositors from 10 of the 23 cooperatives 
declared crisis-ridden by the government  
have received partial refunds.

>> Continued from page 1

On Monday, vehicles were deliber-
ately parked to obstruct the entrances 
of  the Kantipur Media Group, 
Onlinekhabar and Himalayan 
Television offices in Kathmandu. 
Raising the issue in Tuesday’s House 
of  Representatives meeting, RSP whip 
Prakash Chandra Pariyar questioned 
the government over the incident.

He said the Nepali press, which con-
tinued to function even when King 
Gyanendra Shah imposed direct rule 
and deployed armed soldiers inside 
newsrooms, would not be intimidated 
by vehicles being parked outside 
media houses.

“Just because we are in power does 
not mean we should allow any form of  
intimidation or anarchy against the 
press because someone’s personal 
interests have been affected,” Pariyar 
said, urging fellow lawmakers to 
speak out. While other RSP members 
remained silent on the issue, the whip 
chose to confront it publicly.

While many RSP lawmakers have 
frequently criticised previous govern-
ments, arguing that 35 years of  mis-
governance cannot be reversed by a 
government that has been in office for 
only 100 days, Sushant Vaidik argued 
that the current administration can-
not avoid accountability by pointing 
to past failures.

The lawmaker also challenged the 
tendency among some RSP leaders  
to describe incidents such as the  
self-immolations of  individuals like 
Ganesh Nepali as merely “mental 
health issues”, arguing that such  
tragedies require deeper examination 

by the state.
“We cannot dismiss these incidents 

as personal failures, nor can we  
reach the truth by simply blaming 
government offices or bureaucratic 
decisions. The state is not an  
inanimate structure; it is a living enti-
ty,” Vaidik said.

“When citizens approach the state 
and feel ignored, when they face 
humiliation instead of  respect while 
seeking public services, and when 
they see opportunities slipping away, 
it is not just an individual’s suffer-
ing—it reflects deeper structural prob-

lems within the nation.”
Vaidik said politics could not con-

tinue by repeatedly blaming the past.
“The future cannot be secured by 

blaming history. We have all failed in 
this. The state has failed. Past short-
comings cannot become an excuse for 
our government. Today’s responsibili-
ty belongs to today,” he said. “A healthy 
nation does not hide its wounds; it 
identifies them, treats them and 
emerges stronger.”

Home Minister Sudan Gurung also 
came under sharp criticism from RSP 
lawmakers over the state of  border 

security, with MPs alleging that ordi-
nary citizens face harassment and 
heavy taxation for carrying small 
quantities of  personal goods while 
large-scale smugglers operate freely.

Lawmakers also accused the minis-
ter’s private secretariat of  becoming 
inaccessible to the public.

“When citizens try to contact the 
Ministry of  Home Affairs—which is 
responsible for public security—to 
register their grievances, the home 
minister’s personal secretary often 
does not respond nor answer calls. We 
have been receiving repeated com-
plaints about this,” RSP lawmaker 
Afsana Banu said. She accused the 
minister’s private secretariat of  show-
ing “gross irresponsibility” in 
addressing citizens’ concerns.

Speaking about the home ministry’s 
responsibilities, RSP lawmaker 
Ramesh Prasai demanded that the 
Speaker direct Minister Gurung to 
appear before Parliament and respond 
to questions over the government’s 
alleged failure to improve road safety 
following a series of  fatal accidents.

“A tragic accident recently took 
place on the Karnali Highway. Did the 
government mobilise all available 
resources for rescue operations? Is it 
true, as the opposition has claimed, 
that people were left stranded on cliffs 
crying for help and that rescue efforts 
were delayed due to negligence?” 
Prasai asked. He also demanded the 
government’s long-term plans to pre-
vent similar disasters on the Karnali 
Highway. “The home minister must 
come to this rostrum and answer these 
questions,” Prasai said.

RSP lawmaker Buddhi Prasad 
Panta expressed frustration that con-
cerns raised by lawmakers in 
Parliament were not reaching the  
government.

“As representatives of  the people, 
we do not feel that the issues we raise 
in this chamber are moving beyond 
these four walls to reach the govern-
ment’s ears,” Panta said.

He also criticised what he described 
as unequal enforcement at border 
points, where authorities allegedly 
ignore major smugglers while penalis-
ing ordinary citizens carrying small 
quantities of  goods.

“Recently, a video went viral on 
social media showing locals confront-
ing the home minister, saying that the 
police administration was ignoring 
large-scale smuggling of  goods and 
narcotics through major checkpoints 
while confiscating small quantities of  
goods worth one or two thousand 
rupees from ordinary people,” Panta 
said. “The silence of  the home minis-
ter and the ministry on this issue is 
being closely watched by the public.”

RSP lawmaker Kharel used special 
time in the House on July 6 to raise 
allegations of  corruption at the 
Ministry of  Physical Infrastructure, 
led by Sunil Lamsal.

“A young woman from Dolakha told 
me she lost her job simply because she 
did not have personal connections  
at the Ministry of  Physical 
Infrastructure. I investigated the mat-
ter and met the secretary. The response 
a public representative receives from 
the secretary is: ‘Go to the Commission 
for Investigation of  Abuse of  

Authority, go to court.’ A secretary 
does not need to teach me how to 
approach the CIAA or the courts,” 
Kharel said.

“If  the wife of  a joint secretary gets 
a job because of  nepotism while 
another citizen loses an opportunity 
because she lacks connections, where 
is good governance? When will we 
actually establish good governance?” 
he questioned.

RSP lawmaker Kamal Subedi urged 
the government to address widespread 
fraud faced by Nepali migrant work-
ers in recruitment fees, wages and 
insurance-related matters.

“To resolve problems related to for-
eign employment, the Ministry of  
Labour must establish a special task 
force so that we do not have to contin-
ue raising these basic issues in 
Parliament,” Subedi said.

Meanwhile, RSP lawmaker Som 
Sharma criticised the government’s 
proposal to increase traffic fines, say-
ing the move failed to consider the 
country’s economic realities.

“We strongly support traffic disci-
pline and road safety, but considering 
the current economic situation and 
the income levels of  ordinary citizens, 
the proposed fines are highly imprac-
tical,” Sharma said on July 8.

“Penalties should be a tool for 
reform, not a financial burden. 
Increasing fines without considering 
ground realities will only hurt peo-
ple’s livelihoods. I hope the govern-
ment will seriously reconsider the 
proposal by taking into account  
citizens’ capacity and practical cir-
cumstances before implementing it.”

Ruling party lawmakers openly criticise their government

RSS
Prime Minister Balendra Shah and RSP chair Rabi Lamichhane walk into Parliament, Tuesday.
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Our View

The challenge of  illegal migrations should be viewed through a 
humanitarian lens. Harsh punishments for the poor overlook 
human misery and end up criminalising poverty. Although collec-
tive global efforts have tried to end modern slavery, the scourge—
rooted largely in the government’s economic failure—persists with 
thousands being trafficked annually. Over the past couple of  weeks 
or so, Gujranwala, Gujrat and Sialkot courts have sentenced over 60 
deportees—largely from Libya and Greece—to 10- to 15-day jail 
terms, with fines as high as Rs50,000. The FIA has imposed a five-
year ban on foreign travel for the offenders. While disciplinary 
action is needed for illegal immigrants, sending the desperate to 
prison is merely a band-aid on a metastatic malaise.

People who brave treacherous waters in rickety boats in their 
pursuit of  a better life abroad are not criminals but victims of  dire 
socioeconomic conditions. Treating the indigent harshly is not 
effective. It is, in fact, a distraction from the absence of  social wel-
fare policies. The state must guarantee the rights of  victims of  
human trafficking and smuggling so that they choose to stay. It 
must counter corruption, powerful patronage, legal loopholes and 
the culture of  criminal impunity. Without an institutional over-
haul, databanks, training, funds and incentives for law-enforce-
ment, toxic transnational cartels will expand. The West, responsi-
ble for most conflicts, can fork out a fraction of  its expenditure on 
wars to secure sufferers, while those escaping our moribund econ-
omy should be facilitated—for instance, by raising their outra-
geously low wages. The traps of  trafficking rings widen as poverty 
and turmoil grow as revealed in the 2025 IOM report: At least 2,722 
illegal migrants from the Asia-Pacific region died or went missing, 
with Pakistan’s score standing at a disturbing 109. When rulers 
undercut citizens’ living standards and allow predators to get away 
with fines, the blame cannot be pinned on the victims.

— Dawn (Pakistan)/ANN

Their view

Carrier of diseases   
Widespread faecal contamination of drinking water is 
a sign of state’s failure to meet people’s basic needs.

It is that time of  year again when monsoon rains, flood-
ing and landslides contaminate drinking water sources 
around the country, including in the Kathmandu Valley. 
In fact, the situation is particularly alarming in the 
federal capital, where recent government tests have 
confirmed the presence of  hazardous faecal coliform 
and E. coli in every drinking water sample collected 
from households and public taps across five locations. 
This suggests that sewage is contaminating the water 
people consume every day. What is particularly disturb-
ing is the presence of  such harmful microbes in nearly 
every test. Similar tests in previous years had detected 
these microbes in tap and even in jarred and bottled 
water. Over time, little seems to have been done to make 
water safe for people to consume. 

Nepal claims that around 95 percent of  its population 
has access to basic drinking water, but a survey con-
ducted by the Nepal Multiple Indicator Survey (MICS) 
2024-25 earlier this year revealed that 60 percent of  the 
water people drink is contaminated with E. coli and 
other harmful microbes. This contradiction exposes 
the culture of  measuring success solely by the breadth 
of  infrastructure distribution. But many of  the pipes 
and taps supplying water to households are aging,  
leaking or installed near sewer lines. It is one thing to 
have access to water, another to ensure that it is  
potable. Furthermore, people are increasingly pollut-
ing water resources; rivers, streams and springs are 
becoming dumping sites for hospitals, households and 
companies.

When reports of  water contamination surface, offi-
cials often ask water suppliers to chlorinate water 
before distributing it and to conduct regular quality 
tests. Instead of  repairing the rickety water supply 
infrastructure, they shift the responsibility to citizens. 
People are asked to boil water, buy filters or purchase 
jarred and bottled water. Yet there are not feasible 
options for everyone. As a result, many continue to con-
sume tap water and thus suffer from waterborne dis-
eases such as diarrhoea, cholera, dysentery, typhoid, as 
well as hepatitis A and E, and in severe cases, succumb 
to them. The sense of  urgency also soon dissipates 
when the monsoon ends and people no longer suffer 
from these diseases. There is little in terms of  repairs 
and monitoring, and the same problems recur year 
after year. 

Officials must stop blaming monsoon rains as the 
main culprit because rains only expose their failure to 
ensure access to safe drinking water, which is one of  
people’s fundamental rights and among the govern-
ment’s most basic responsibilities. Better planning, 
stronger infrastructure and regular maintenance of  
leaking pipes would go a long way towards reducing 
contamination. Additionally, water suppliers should be 
held accountable for public health and required to com-
ply with the National Drinking Water Quality Standard. 
Moreover, more water quality inspectors need to be 
hired and deployed to test water samples nationwide 
and provide real-time information about the safety of  
drinking water. The manpower should be adequate to 
ensure continuous, year-round monitoring.

Widespread faecal contamination of  drinking water 
represents the state’s blatant abdication of  responsibil-
ity to meet people’s basic needs. Health experts warn 
that the risk of  a major outbreak of  waterborne diseas-
es remains high this monsoon. More people will fall ill 
and die if  the government does not heed them. 

Poverty punished
Treating the indigent harshly is a distraction from 

the absence of social welfare policies.

Opinion

US President Donald Trump’s visit to 
China—amid tensions in West Asia, 
growing friction over Taiwan and an 
ongoing trade and technology war 
between Washington and Beijing—
raises an important question: Are we 
witnessing a strategic reset for a multi-
lateral global order, or merely another 
phase of  transactional diplomacy? 
More importantly, what does this shift-
ing dynamic mean for China-India rela-
tions, and consequently for Nepal? 

Many foreign policy observers 
believe President Trump is shifting 
toward détente and transactional deal-
making aimed at economic stabilisa-
tion. In return, this recalibration, is 
expected to encourage China’s involve-
ment in addressing conflicts in West 
Asia. Some analysts describe this 
evolving relationship as ‘cold peace’—a 
limited, practical re-engagement to 
secure specific national interests. 

Concurrently, Beijing is projecting 
itself  as an indispensable global actor 
from a position of  strength. By hosting 
a steady strem of  foreign leaders rather 
than outbound state visits, China is 
signalling confidence. This positions 
Beijing as a diplomatic centre of  gravi-
ty, managing competition with the US 
while maintaining a robust strategic 
partnership with Russia in a multipo-
lar fashion.

Interestingly, Washington and 
Beijing are offering differing narra-
tives of  the May 14 Trump-Xi summit. 
China emphasises managed competi-
tion, strategic stability, a firm position 
on Taiwan, and continuity in its eco-
nomic openness to American business-
es. The US, by contrast, focuses on 
reciprocal trade, securing the Strait of  
Hormuz and protecting American tech-
nological leadership. 

This major power competition direct-
ly impacts South Asia, a region vital to 
Indo-Pacific competition, Eurasian pol-
itics, and Indian Ocean trade routes. 
India faces a particularly triangle: It 
relies on Russia for defence, competes 
with China for regional leadership, and 

seeks cooperation with the US. If  US–
China tensions soften, New Delhi wor-
ries about losing strategic leverage. If  
Beijing and Moscow deepen ties, India 
faces a tighter northern geopolitical 
environment. Consequently, India will 
likely double down on ‘multi-align-
ment’, rather than choosing sides. 

Smaller South Asian states, global 
rivalries offer more room for hedging but 
also increase pressure to align with secu-
rity agendas. While a less confrontation-
al US-China phase could boost Nepal’s 
exports, tourism and investment flows, a 
hardening rivalry risks pushing the 
region into ‘friend-shoring’ and entan-
gling Nepal’s domestic politics. 

The challenge for Kathmandu is lev-
eraging economic benefits without 
becoming a geopolitical instrument. 
Led by new progressive actors follow-
ing the Gen Z revolution, Nepal’s cur-
rent government is shifting toward 
pragmatic nationalism over ideological 
lines. The Balen-led government 
appears focused on concrete benefits 
rather than drifting into symbolic geo-
politics, BRI hype, or Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC) polarisa-
tion of  earlier governments. 

Given the greater global geopolitical 
rivalries and competition, two implica-
tions are obvious. First, the greater 
powers are likely to put their interests 

above and ignore any third countries’ 
concerns, as shown by India and 
China’s agreement on opening up 
Lipulekh even with Nepal’s persistent 
protests through diplomatic notes. 
Within this context, Nepal should con-
tinue resisting any perceived external 
interference, whether from Delhi, 
Beijing, Washington or multilateral 
institutions. 

On the other hand, Nepal cannot 
afford to tilt in one camp or the other 
and, thus, needs a stricter strategic 
balancing among India, China, the US 
and others by avoiding formal align-
ment with any bloc. The right approach 
is to engage with all without drifting 
into anyone’s proxy. 

Yet, Nepal’s ‘neighbour-first’ policy 
should remain central as both India 
and China remain Nepal’s unavoidable 
strategic priorities, particularly in the 
areas of  trade, tourism, investment and 
connectivity. The other major implica-
tion of  big countries’ rivalries is that 
Nepal’s economic diplomacy should 
become more explicit and should be a 
major foreign policy priority even 
within the existing political and other 
disputes, such as the border disputes 
with India. 

Given the challenging geopolitical 
situations, many developing countries 
in the world now shift toward a more 

pronounced foreign policy to get infra-
structure funding, investment, technol-
ogy transfer, energy exports, jobs, 
logistics and market access. The cur-
rent government’s framing of  Nepal as 
an economic ‘bridge’ rather than a 
passive buffer is the right messaging, 
even though political pundits have crit-
icised the use of  ‘buffer’ as undermin-
ing Nepal’s sovereignty. 

Particularly on development projects 
of  superpowers that are likely to be 
linked with security and other goals, 
such as geopolitical branding, Nepal 
should ask these relevant questions for 
more scrutiny: Is financing sustaina-
ble? What are the debt terms? Does 
Nepal retain control over the project? Is 
there a measurable economic return?

Kathmandu should utilise any geo-
political breathing space created by a 
reset in major power relations to 
advance economic development, trade 
and investment. Ultimately, Nepal’s 
success will depend on whether it can 
avoid playing the ‘China card’ or the 
‘India card’ for short-term political bal-
ancing and instead pursue a pragmatic, 
issue-based foreign policy firmly root-
ed in national interest.

Ghimire is a member of  the board of  
directors at the Institute of  Foreign 
Affairs, Nepal.

United less by a shared vision of  the 
future than by a collective rejection of  
the immediate past (1990 - 2025), the 
Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP) has 
never quite reconciled its two com-
manding figures: Founding chair Rabi 
Lamichhane and its ‘senior leader’ and 
Prime Minister, Balendra Shah. They 
remain yoked together by necessity 
rather than joined by temperament. 
Little wonder, then, that when Shah 
travelled to Lamichhane’s 
Budhanilkantha residence for a four-
hour huddle, it instantly became the 
chief  preoccupation of  political report-
ers in the metropolis.

Contrary to the breathless specula-
tion in the popular press, it is highly 
unlikely that the first 100 days of  the 
Shah administration, the petty bhag-
banda of  constitutional and political 
appointments, or the plight of  evicted 
squatters topped their agenda. It is 
even less plausible that the tragic 
self-immolation of  a Dalit rider from 
Mugu Ganesh Nepali, or that of  Bibek 
Mandal, a highly educated teacher 
from Sarlahi, prompted these two 
strongmen of  contemporary politics to 
reflect on the political economy of  
despair or the social psychology of  the 
country’s restless youth.

What more plausibly triggered their 
late-morning-to-early-afternoon anxie-
ty was the sudden and stark fragility of  
their own regime, exposed just as the 
dominant and challenging powers of  
South Asian geopolitics began making 
their subtle but unmistakable moves 
on the regional gameboard. It all began 
with an apparently innocuous private 
programme to celebrate the 91st birth-
day of  His Holiness the 14th Dalai 
Lama.

Organisers of  the function at the 
Namgyal Higher Secondary School 
meticulously observed every official 
restriction. The Tibetan national 
anthem was not sung, and the reading 
and distribution of  statements from 
the Kashag and the Tibetan Parliament-
in-Exile were carefully avoided. It was 
an exercise in mandated docility, hard-
ly an event signalling a tectonic shift in 
Nepal’s “One China” policy. But trust 
the local loyalists of  Beijing to trans-
form these quiet, indoor prayers into 
something far more combative than the 
theatrical bluster of  the wolf  warriors 
of  the CPC propaganda brigade.

In a joint press statement, seven for-
mer ambassadors of  Nepal to the PRC 

said that they were concerned by media 
reports that the Dalai Lama’s birthday 
was marked “with participation from 
representatives of  foreign missions”. 
Their observation that Nepal has con-
sistently adhered to the “One China” 
policy was valid. Their suggestion that 
a private event amounted to “activities 
on its soil that could harm the interests 
of  friendly nations”, however, sounded 
almost paranoid. Such overextended 
vigilance carries the distinct chill of  
Beijing winter, suggesting that these 
seasoned diplomats are merely display-
ing the muscle memory of  a past post-
ing. Having grown accustomed to the 
anxieties of  their former hosts, they 
now carry those fears home, flashing 
them like a badge to affirm their fidelity.

The performative concerns of  former 
ambassadors may seem overdone, but 
the reality of  Kathmandu as a strategic 
‘stone’ on the board is inescapable. As 
Henry Kissinger famously observed, 
while the West plays chess, China plays 
Go—and here, every move counts. The 
defensive framing of  a ‘Cold War II’ fails 
to capture the complexity of  the current 
moment: Two interconnected geostrate-
gic gravity nodes pulling and pushing 
independent actors into volatile, com-
peting orbits. In this tightening field, 
Lamichhane and Shah have every rea-
son to be worried.

Tectonic fragmentation
In a highly surveillance-driven, glo-
balised standoff, traditional buffer 
zones have evaporated. Whether navi-
gating the transparency conditionali-
ties of  the Millennium Challenge 
Corporation (MCC) or pushing back 
against military-adjacent overtures 
such as the State Partnership 
Programme (SPP), Nepal is left with a 
dangerously limited and intensely scru-
tinised floor for strategic manoeuvre.

Every age has its preferred metaphor. 

The 20th century was fond of  chess. 
Kings commanded. Queens dominated. 
Rooks guarded the flanks. Bishops plot-
ted diagonally. Pawns marched obedi-
ently towards sacrifice. History 
appeared to be a contest among great 
powers, with smaller states serving as 
expendable pieces. The theatre was pri-
marily Europe—with the Balkans ignit-
ing World War I, the invasion of  Poland 
triggering World War II, and the descent 
of  the Iron Curtain defining the Cold 
War. It ended with the close of  what 
historian Eric Hobsbawm called “the 
short century”, punctuated by the disin-
tegration of  the Soviet Union.

The 21st century promises another 
shift. Despite the prolonged war in 
Ukraine, the genocide in Gaza, and the 
standoff  over the Strait of  Hormuz, the 
principal theatre of  geopolitical com-
petition is likely to be the Indo-Pacific, 
with South Asia—home to over a quar-
ter of  humanity—occupying one of  its 
most sensitive crossroads. Geography 
has returned with a vengeance.

China’s westward outreach through 
Pakistan, the Indian Ocean and conti-
nental connectivity is not merely an 
economic project. Nor is Washington’s 
renewed engagement with India solely 
an exercise in democratic solidarity. 
Both are attempts to secure strategic 
depth in anticipation of  a prolonged 
contest whose outcome will be deter-
mined less by decisive battles than by 
durable influence.

The most consequential actors in 
this round, however, are neither Beijing 
nor Washington, despite their state-led 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and 
investor-dependent Blue Dot Network, 
respectively. The more immediate pres-
sure on Nepal comes from the strategic 
autonomy of  New Delhi and the auton-
omous utility of  Islamabad, both of  
which have drastically reduced the lev-
erage of  Colombo, Dhaka and 

Kathmandu. They have become ‘stones’ 
to be moved by principal players, even 
as the middle powers extract the payoff  
from the game.

Unstable ground
Despite the theatrical bonhomie—
Lamichhane used a football analogy at 
the RSP convention in Chitwan to pro-
ject Shah as the striker, claiming that 
even if  the ball came to his own feet, he 
would pass it to Shah to score—the 
leadership duo of  the ruling party are 
not exactly made for each other.

Lamichhane is temperamental, volu-
ble and mired in controversies. A con-
servative by choice, he built his politi-
cal platform on the framework of  defec-
tors from existing parties. Relationships 
developed with alliance partners dur-
ing his term as Deputy Prime Minister 
perhaps remain cordial, even if  not 
warm. While allegations remain 
unsubstantiated that the UML thought 
it was using him to undercut the influ-
ence of  the Nepali Congress—only for 
Congress to later think otherwise—one 
fact is indisputable: His dramatic rise 
can be directly attributed to the short-
sightedness of  both principal parties 
of  the post-1990 order.

Shah is ideologically unencumbered 
and owes his meteoric appearance in 
the political firmament to three princi-
pal factors: Widespread disenchant-
ment with post-2015 politics, an ability 
to mobilise depoliticised youngsters, 
and the acumen to capitalise on rage 
through algorithmic manipulation. But 
what really turned him into a winner 
was the decision of  the Permanent 
Establishment of  Nepal (PEON) to 
position him as another “mimic man” 
in the mould of  former President 
Rambaran Yadav—acceptable to the 
dominant elite and the subjugated 
alike. The Khas-Arya love his 
Suryabanshi pretence and Gorkhali 
jingoism, while Madheshis celebrate 
his Maithil lineage.

An image was created, largely 
through word of  mouth, that the two 
were tethered together for the broader 
Indo-Pacific alignment. Yet, with the 
“Indo” prefix abruptly gone from the 
US Pacific Command, the spectacle of  a 
possible rupture seems to have begun 
to haunt the internal support bases of  
both these “stones” on the internal 
gameboard. Perhaps the ultimate result 
of  their four-hour tête-à-tête was sim-
ply this: Both actors finally realised the 
stark and structural limitations of  
each other. 

Contrary to the naive expectations of  
critics, regime stability is not in dan-
ger—for now. The two strongmen need 
only rein in their minions who churn 
out a daily controversy to dominate the 
news cycle.

Lal is a writer and political analyst.

From rivalry to ‘cold peace’

The new Great Game played with stones

Post File Photo

Pragya Ghimire

 South side 

CK Lal

Contrary to the naive expectations of critics, regime stability is not in danger—for now. RSP’s two strongmen  
need only rein in their minions who churn out a daily controversy to dominate the news cycle.

Kathmandu should utilise any geopolitical breathing space created by a reset in major-power relations.
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Money

bullion

Price Per tola

Source: FENEGOSIDA

Fine Gold	R s 284,000

Silver	R s 4,360

 bizline

FOREX

US Dollar	 154.23

Euro	 175.83

Pound Sterling	 206.37

Swiss Franc	 189.93

Australian Dollar	 107.23

Canadian Dollar	 109.5

Singapore Dollar	 119.32

Japanese Yen (10)	 9.51

Chinese Yuan	 22.75

Saudi Arab Riyal	 41.06

Qatari Riyal	 42.31

Thai Bhat	 4.6

UAE Dhiram	 41.99

Malaysian Ringit	 37.82

Korean Won (100)	 10.32
Exchange rates fixed by Nepal Rastra Bank

 KRISHANA PRASAIN
KATHMANDU, JULY 14

The government has updated its 
national trade strategy, setting an 
ambitious target of  increasing the 
value of  goods and services exports to 
20 percent of  Nepal’s gross domestic 
product (GDP) within the next two 
years.

Last fiscal year, exports of  goods 
and services accounted for 8.7 percent 
of  GDP, up from 6.3 percent in the base 
year of  2021-22. However, much of  the 
increase was driven by a surge in 
exports of  edible oils—items Nepal 
does not produce commercially but 
re-exports after importing raw oil for 
minimal processing.

The National Work Plan to Minimise 
the Trade Deficit, first introduced in 
2021-22, was recently updated after 
three years of  implementation.

Despite the revised strategy, econo-
mists and exporters say the target is 
far too ambitious and unlikely to be 
achieved even over the next two dec-
ades. The updated plan seeks to reduce 
Nepal’s widening trade deficit by 
expanding exports. While exports 
account for just 8.7 percent of  GDP, 
imports stand at 33.2 percent, leaving 
the country with a massive trade 
imbalance.

The ruling Rastriya Swatantra 
Party (RSP) has pledged to raise 
Nepal’s exports to $30 billion within a 
decade as part of  its broader vision of  
expanding the economy to $100 billion 
over the next five years. The strategy 
prioritises information technology, 
energy and value-added manufactur-
ing to reduce the country’s depend-
ence on remittances.

“The 20 percent target within the 
next two years is highly improbable,” 
said Paras Kharel, executive director 
of  the South Asia Watch on Trade, 
Economics and Environment 
(SAWTEE).

“If  the benchmark is the export-to-
GDP ratio, there has been little  
meaningful progress once vegetable 
oil exports are excluded from  

the calculation.”
During the first 11 months of  the 

current fiscal year ended mid-June, 
Nepal exported goods worth Rs277.96 
billion. Of  that volume, soybean, palm 
and sunflower oils alone accounted for 
Rs128.49 billion.

Nepal imports crude soybean, palm 
and sunflower oil, processes them 
with limited value addition and re-ex-
ports the finished products.

Kharel noted that the Nepal Trade 
Integrated Strategy (NTIS) 2023 had 
already set a target of  raising exports 
to 20 percent of  GDP by 2027-28.

“The updated work plan appears to 
be off  track to achieving even that 
timeline and highlights the structural 
challenges facing Nepal’s export sec-
tor,” he said.

According to him, discussions on 
import substitution and reducing the 

trade deficit have continued for years, 
but successive government plans have 
failed to produce the desired results.

Exporters also doubt the target can 
be achieved, arguing that the current 
policy environment discourages pro-
duction and exports. “The only way 
the target could be met is through 
another temporary boom in edible oil 
re-exports,” they said.

“The government has imposed a 13 
percent value-added tax (VAT) on 
imported raw materials over the past 
two to three years, significantly 
increasing production costs,” said 
Hari Dhakal, vice-president of  the 
Export Council of  Nepal.

“Most export-oriented industries 
rely on imported raw materials, and 
the VAT policy has made them less 
competitive.”

Dhakal said the government had 

also suspended export incentives that 
previously ranged from 3 to 5 percent 
for garment exporters and 5 to 8 per-
cent for handicraft producers.

“On one hand, producers are paying 
13 percent VAT on raw materials, and 
on the other, the incentives promised 
by the government have been with-
held for the past two years,” said 
Dhakal, who also owns Creative Nepal 
Exports, a manufacturer and exporter 
of  woollen garments.

“In such an environment, it is diffi-
cult to expect production and exports 
to grow.”

He added that many export indus-
tries—including garments, felt prod-
ucts and handicrafts—depend heavily 
on imported raw materials, while sec-
tors such as dairy, large cardamom 
and ginger lack adequate processing 
facilities.

Rising logistics costs, both by air 
and sea, have further eroded the com-
petitiveness of  Nepali products in 
international markets, Dhakal said.

“Given all these challenges, I don’t 
believe the 20 percent target can be 
achieved even in the next 20 years.”

Economists also cite unstable gov-
ernment policies, fluctuating bank 
interest rates and poor coordination 
among government agencies as major 
obstacles to export growth.

The Ministry of  Industry, Commerce 
and Supplies revised the work plan 
that was introduced in 2022, although 
the updated version contains few sub-
stantive changes. The strategy aims to 
increase the production and produc-
tivity of  competitive goods and servic-
es, diversify export products and mar-
kets, and promote domestic agricul-
tural and industrial production to 
reduce the trade deficit.

It also proposes multilateral, region-
al and bilateral trade negotiations to 
preserve market access after Nepal 
graduates from the least developed 
country (LDC) category, while reduc-
ing trade and transit costs through 
improved trade facilitation.

In May, Nepal formally initiated the 
process to defer its graduation from 
LDC status from November 24, 2026, to 
November 2029.

The revised work plan assigns 
implementation deadlines to the con-
cerned agencies, with the Office of  the 
Prime Minister and Council of  
Ministers and the Ministry of  
Industry, Commerce and Supplies 
responsible for coordinating  
activities involving multiple  
government bodies.

Nepal’s merchandise trade deficit 
widened by 6 percent to Rs1.52 trillion 
in the last fiscal year, with imports 
reaching Rs1.8 trillion and exports 
standing at Rs277 billion.

The trade deficit stood at Rs1.39 
trillion in 2020-21, rose to Rs1.72 tril-
lion in 2021-22, declined to Rs1.45 tril-
lion in 2022-23 and remained at Rs1.44 
trillion in 2023-24 before increasing 
again last fiscal year.

Updated plan aims to narrow down the trade deficit by boosting exports, diversifying products and markets, 
but economists and exporters say policy bottlenecks make the target unattainable.

Nepal targets exports worth 20 percent of GDP 
in two years. Experts unconvinced

 REUTERS
SEOUL, July 14 

When South Korean President Lee Jae 
Myung set a 5,000-point target for the 
KOSPI last year, it looked wildly ambi-
tious and needed a market that was 
going sideways to nearly double.

Just barely a year later, the index 
blasted through 8,000 in a record run 
driven by an AI-fuelled surge, but Lee 
insisted South Korean stocks were 
still cheap.

Now that spectacular ascent has 
morphed into one of  the market’s 
most bewildering reversals. The 
KOSPI has plunged into a bear mar-
ket, shedding a quarter of  its value 
since late June, yet remains by far the 
world’s best-performing major equity 
market this year.    

The whipsaw highlights both the 
power and peril of  South Korea’s 
AI-fuelled stock boom. 

Explosive earnings growth at semi-
conductor giants Samsung Electronics 
and SK Hynix continues to underpin 
the investment case. But a rally turbo-
charged by margin debt, concentrated 
in just two stocks and increasingly 
disconnected from the broader econo-
my, has left regulators wary and inves-
tors exposed to violent swings.

“It’s a wake-up call,” said Francis 
Tan, chief  strategist for Asia at 
Indosuez Wealth Management in 
Singapore.

“Both for those who are greedy and 
those who are fearful,” he said. “For 
those who were fearful ... it’s a great 
time to buy in, but if  you are already 
overweight this gives you a reminder 
that exposure (to chips) can be a vola-
tile game.”

The KOSPI on Tuesday was trading 
below 7,000 points and has shed about 
25percent from its record closing high 
of  9,114.55 points, confirming it has 
been in a bear market since late June.

Even so, it remains up roughly 
60percent this year, trouncing the 
10percent gain for MSCI’s broadest 
gauge of  global equities.

“Just as it went up explosively, it 
went down explosively,” said Lee 
Seung-ho, a 24-year-old college stu-
dent. He took out margin loans to turn 
10 to 20 million won ($7,000 to $13,000) 
into 300 million won in the bull run, 
before seeing it evaporate.

“I think people like my mom and 
grandma, while saying Samsung is 
South Korea’s No.1 company, do not 
fully understand the risks of  lever-
aged investments (and) think about 
them rising twice as fast, without 
thinking of  falling twice as fast.”

Few stocks showcase the market 
mania like SK Hynix, which rode a 
tidal wave of  borrowed money to a 
tripling of  its share price, helping it 
pull off  a record $26.5 billion US list-
ing by a foreign company. The stock 
debuted 14percent above its offer 
price. Yet the same stock is simultane-
ously experiencing the most wrench-
ing volatility in its history, tumbling 
14percent in Seoul on Monday, while a 
twice-leveraged ETF tracking the 
shares plunged more than 30percent 
in Hong Kong. The selling fed on itself, 
amplifying declines and helping drag 
the KOSPI 8percent lower.

Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix 
together now account for just over 
half  of  the KOSPI, meaning sharp 
moves in either stock can overwhelm 
the broader market.

“The impact of  single-stock lever-
aged products on the index is higher 
than in other countries due to the high 
share of  Samsung and SK Hynix in 
the KOSPI,” said Park Woo-yeol, an 
analyst at Shinhan Securities. By 
comparison, a massive US stock such 
as Nvidia represents only 7percent of  
the S&P 500.

The KOSPI’s volatility index stood 

at 82.07 on Tuesday, after hitting a 
record high of  97.99 on June 29, com-
pared with 28.85 at end-2025.

South Korea’s Financial 
Supervisory Service said it would 
monitor the products and investigate 
excessive marketing, if  needed. The 
Bank of  Korea told a lawmaker it was 
watching whether single-stock ETFs 
could distort markets and increase 
volatility. 

Foreign investors have pulled a 
record of  nearly $110 billion from 
South Korean equities this year, large-
ly to prevent the country’s soaring 
market value from skewing portfolio 
allocations. That has left domestic 
retail investors carrying much of  the 
buying burden.

Retail investors bought 13.2 trillion 
won worth of  KOSPI shares this 
month after purchasing 42.4 trillion 
won in June. Their borrowed invest-
ment in KOSPI shares stood at 28 tril-
lion won on July 14, versus a record 
high of  29.8 trillion won on June 24.

“Korea is still the biggest portfolio 
overweight, but I started to reduce,” 
said Alexander Redman, chief  equity 
strategist at CLSA. “What worries me 
is that retailers are in the driving seat, 
because they use a lot of  margin.”

To be sure, forecast profits at 
Samsung and SK Hynix have risen so 
sharply that forward price-to-earn-
ings ratios have actually fallen this 
year despite share prices more than 
doubling.

Yet some seasoned investors are 
staying away.

“I don’t like to buy markets that 
have been going straight up, so I’m not 
doing anything,” said Jim Rogers, 
co-founder with George Soros of  the 
Quantum Fund. 

“I like things to be depressing and 
to have lots of  unhappiness and gloom 
around. That’s not the case in South 
Korea yet.”

Laminar opens two 
Emporio showrooms 
in Kathmandu Valley
KATHMANDU: Laminar, Nepal’s leading 
fully vitrified tile brand, has opened 
two new Emporio dealer showrooms 
in the Kathmandu Valley. The compa-
ny launched the outlets in collabora-
tion with Super Suppliers Pvt. Ltd. at 
Sankhu in Shankharapur 
Municipality and Bansal Tiles & 
Granite Hub at Jambu Dada in 
Gokarneshwor Municipality. Laminar 
tiles are NS 617-certified fully vitri-
fied tiles manufactured at the compa-
ny’s factory in Bardiya. According to 
the company, the tiles have low water 
absorption, high strength and are 
suitable for homes, hotels, offices, 
commercial buildings and public 
infrastructure. The company offers 
more than 500 tile designs, including 
full-body (Cento), antibacterial sur-
face and high-gloss tiles, through its 
showroom network. “We are produc-
ing quality tiles in Nepal and supply-
ing them across the country. ‘No com-
promise on quality’ remains our guid-
ing principle,” said Ashutosh Khetan, 
managing director of  Lumbini 
Ceramics. Laminar said it plans to 
further expand its Emporio show-
room network nationwide to make 
tile selection more systematic and 
usage-oriented. The company aims to 
increase the network to more than 
160 showrooms.

JPMorgan Chase profits 
jump on strong investment 
bank results
NEW YORK: JPMorgan Chase reported 
an increase in profits Tuesday, led by 
jumps in investment banking fees and 
trading revenues, along with excep-
tional items such as higher equity 
investments. The bank, kicking off  a 
heavy day of  results from giant US 
lenders, reported second-quarter prof-
its of  $21.2 billion, up 41 percent from 
the year-ago level. Revenues rose 28 
percent to $57.3 billion. Results were 
especially buoyant in JPMorgan’s 
markets division during a heady peri-
od for the US stock market. In the sec-
ond quarter, the Nasdaq piled on 21.4 
percent in the best three-month 
stretch in six years, the result of  a 
booming performance for artificial 
intelligence-related stocks. Chief  
Executive Jamie Dimon described the 
dynamics as “a particularly favorable 
environment with an elevated level of  
market activity.” For investment 
banking, “market sentiment remains 
constructive for continued activity,” 
he added. (AFP)

Oil extends gains after fresh 
US strikes, stocks mostly rise
HONG KONG: Oil prices jumped again 
on Tuesday after fresh US strikes 
against Iran that marked an escala-
tion in hostilities, fuelling fears over 
their already fragile truce and the 
chances of  another spike in inflation. 
However, tech firms enjoyed a 
much-needed reprieve after the latest 
bout of  selling, although they only 
managed to claw back some of  the 
hefty losses fuelled by growing fears 
over the AI boom. The latest attacks 
came after Iranian forces struck a 
commercial ship in the Strait of  
Hormuz early on Sunday, before 
announcing the closure of  the water-
way through which about a fifth of  
global oil passes. That led to a series 
of  US strikes on sites in the Islamic 
republic, which replied by hitting tar-
gets in Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait and 
Oman. President Donald Trump told 
conservative radio host Hugh Hewitt 
on Monday, before the latest US 
attacks, that “we’re going to hit them 
very hard tonight, and we’re going to 
hit them hard tomorrow”. (AFP)

Post Photo: MADHAB ARYAL
This undated photo shows a worker at a farm in Palpa inspecting washed ginger laid out to dry before export.

 AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE
VOSKETAP (Armenia), July 14

In Armenia’s Ararat valley, where 
apricots ripen beneath the biblical 
mountain of  the same name, farmer 
Aramais Kazaryan’s harvest has been 
swept into the centre of  a geopolitical 
battle between Russia and the West.

Angered at Yerevan’s pivot away 
from Moscow, the Kremlin imposed 
bans and restrictions on the imports 
of  a wide range of  Armenian goods, 
including fruits, vegetables and flow-
ers, ahead of  parliamentary elections 
earlier this month.

Russia said it was for unspecified 
sanitary concerns, but it is widely 
seen as an attempt to heap economic 
pressure on Prime Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan to reverse course and turn 
back toward Moscow.

The 75-year-old farmer’s eyes filled 
with tears as he walked through his 
orchard in the village of  Vosketap, 
where a breeze from snowcapped 
Mount Ararat, across the border in 
Turkey, dispelled the summer heat.

“The apricot is a symbol of  
Armenia,” he told AFP.

“Its taste and aroma are royal. The 
apricot is a wonder of  wonders.”

Cultivated for millennia, Armenia’s 
famed apricots were known to ancient 
Romans as the “Armenian apple.”

Before the ban, the vast majority of  
exports went to Russia.

Kazaryan planted his orchard in 
1991, after the collapse of  the Soviet 
Union when farmland was distributed 
to private owners.

Within five years, the trees were 
bearing fruit, and Russia became the 
natural destination for much of  the 
harvest, trucked north across the bor-
der. Russia has also restricted 
Armenian fish, famed Jermuk miner-
al water, wine and brandy.

The move has angered Kazaryan 
and many of  his fellow farmers.

“For decades this trade went on. 
And suddenly everything changed?” 
he said. “This cannot be forgiven in 
any way.” Moscow was punishing 
ordinary workers over the govern-
ment’s European course, despite 
Russia’s claims of  historic friendship, 
he said. “This is aimed not against 
Pashinyan or the leadership, it is 
going against our people.” Pashinyan’s 
party won the June 7 vote—despite 
intense pressure and allegations of  
interference from Moscow.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
has so far withheld formal congratula-
tions and Moscow has talked up 
alleged violations in the vote.

Ex-Soviet Armenia has strong for-

mal ties to Moscow—a member of  the 
Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union 
that hosts a Russian military base.

But Pashinyan has sought to reduce 
Yerevan’s dependence on Moscow 
after Russia failed to intervene during 
military conflicts with Azerbaijan 
over the then-disputed Karabakh 
region. Armenia has frozen participa-
tion in a Moscow-led security bloc, 
deepened ties with the European 
Union and the United States, and set 
the country on a path toward possible 
EU membership.

The Armenian government has 
scrambled to soften the blow of  the 
trade war unleashed by Moscow.

In early June, it approved support 
for farmers, including subsidies for 
greenhouse exports.

It is also compensating customs 
duties on fresh fruit, vegetables and 
flowers exported to the EU.

The European Commission has 
pledged more than 50 million euros in 
immediate assistance, along with 
measures granting nearly 80 percent 
of  Armenian exports tariff-free access 
to the EU’s 450-million-consumer sin-
gle market. Armenia’s economy could 
contract by up to two percent if  
exporters fail to find new markets, 
Central Bank Governor Martin 
Galstyan has warned.

Economic analyst Ashot Aramyan 
said government measures and EU 
help would only ease the shock tempo-
rarily. Armenia exported nearly $200 
million worth of  fresh fruit, vegeta-
bles and flowers in 2025, with 93.3 per-
cent going to Russia, he said.

“It will not be possible to redirect 
the entire harvest to European and 
other markets,” Aramyan told AFP, 
warning of  overproduction, bank-
ruptcies and possible social strain.

Officials are putting on a brave face.
“The times have passed when we 

used to say that Armenian products 
were uncompetitive in Europe,” 
Economy Minister Gevorg Papoyan 
told lawmakers. Apricot farmer 
Kazaryan sees reason for optimism.

Italian investors have planted large 
orchards in a nearby village and have 
started to export back home.

But many farmers worry “what to 
do with fruit that may have nowhere 
to go.” Under good weather condi-
tions, he said, a single apricot tree can 
yield up to 500 kilograms.

“For a long time we were chasing 
only volumes, quantity—after all, 
Russia was an inexhaustible market 
for us.” Armenian farmers, he said, 
should focus more on quality than 
yield to carve out a place in alterna-
tive markets.

Armenian apricots 
become geopolitical 
battleground with Russia

Inside South Korea’s world-beating bear market

REUTERS
A woman talking on the phone walks past an electronic board of the Korea Composite Stock Price Index (KOSPI) at the Korea Exchange (KRX) 
in Seoul, South Korea in this January 2016 photo.  
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 Mathieu RABECHAULT/afp
PARIS, July 14

France on Tuesday showcased mili-
tary power and unity with European 
allies in its largest-ever national day 
parade, as European rearmament 
gathers pace in the face of  Russia’s 
invasion of  Ukraine.

The final July 14 parade presided 
over by President Emmanuel Macron, 
the event brought together thousands 
of  French troops, hundreds of  
European ones and two dozen foreign 

heads of  state and government, 
including Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy.

The parade, which marks the storm-
ing of  the Bastille fortress in the 
French revolution and is by far the 
largest such event in any western 
European nation, was held a day after 
Macron hosted a new summit of  
Ukraine’s allies, four-and-a-half  years 
into the full-scale Russian invasion.

Other European leaders attending 
the parade included German 
Chancellor Friedrich Merz and, on 

one of  his last foreign engagements, 
British Premier Keir Starmer,  
who has spearheaded with Macron 
European efforts to support Ukraine.

With nearly 6,700 troops, 98 aircraft, 
31 helicopters and 315 vehicles, a 
record number of  military personnel 
were marching the traditional route 
between the Arc de Triomphe and the 
Place de la Concorde in Paris.

‘At the cost of  blood’
“What is marching past is a Europe 
united and determined to support 
Ukraine in the face of  Russia—a 
Europe confident in itself,” deputy 
defence minister Alice Rufo told RTL 
radio. Tens of  thousands of  members 
of  the public braved a scorching  
heatwave to attend the celebrations, 
having obtained special QR codes to 
allow them to cross the security 
perimeter.

Around 500 soldiers from the 
so-called Coalition of  the Willing of  
mainly European nations supporting 
Ukraine against Russia were march-
ing. Symbolically, 25 Ukrainian sol-
diers followed the troops of  coalition 
members. Macron, who has pressed 
for a strategically autonomous Europe 
less dependent on the United States, 
on Monday said Europe would fight 
for freedom, even if  it required its 
own troops shedding blood.

“Yes, we cherish freedom and the 
rule of  law. And yes, we stand ready to 
fight to defend them. Always, and at 
the cost of  blood if  necessary.”

 ILLIA NOVIKOV/AP
KYIV, Ukraine, July 14

Ukraine’s air force said on Tuesday  
it intercepted five ballistic missiles 
launched by Russia in a raft of   
overnight attacks, although other  
missiles and drones got through and 
hit warehouses and a school in the 
capital of  Kyiv.

It was the first time in almost  
two weeks that Ukraine said it had 
downed Russian ballistic missiles, 
which are harder to stop than drones 
or cruise missiles and have pum-
melled the country in Moscow’s 
4-year-old full-scale invasion.

Ukrainian air defences likely used 
the US-made Patriot surface-to-air 
guided missile system that is the  
most effective way of  countering  
ballistic missiles, but ammunition for 
it has been in short supply amid the 
Iran war despite European efforts to 
make up for the shortfall.

Paris cheers Ukraine along  
the Champs-Elysees
Along the cobblestoned Champs-
Elysees in Paris, crowds cheered 
Ukrainian troops marching in the 
annual Bastille Day parade, and 
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
received an ovation from European 
leaders who showed solidarity with 
Kyiv. Ukrainian aviators trained in 
France flew aboard two Mirage 2000B 
fighter jets alongside French air force 
pilots. Zelenskyy was in France seek-
ing a remedy to his country’s air 
defence problem, and he announced 
Monday that Ukraine is joining with 
nine other nations to form a coalition 
that will build a shared ballistic mis-
sile shield for Europe. Ukraine and its 
partners could jointly develop a 
mass-produced, low-cost system in the 
next 12 months, he said.

The Bastille Day parade featured 
about 500 troops from the coalition of  
the willing group of  countries that 
have pledged to help with Ukraine’s 
postwar security. French President 
Emmanuel Macron called it a great 
honour to welcome them to the parade.

Tuesday’s attack in Kyiv caused 
fires at two warehouses and also  
damaged a school, Mayor Vitali 
Klitschko said.

The Russian Defense Ministry said 
in a statement it targeted military 

manufacturing facilities that produce 
long-range missiles and drones.

Moscow is seeking to choke off  
Ukrainian strikes on oil facilities deep 
inside Russia that have caused critical 
fuel shortages, frustrating the public 
and, Western analysts say, are hinder-
ing the Russian army’s advance on the 
front line. Ukraine’s air force said one 
ballistic missile and 25 drones struck 
17 locations, while falling debris was 
reported in 10 locations.

Ukraine seeks to bolster air  
defences ahead of  winter
Ukraine urgently needs to improve its 
air defence shield before winter. Much 
of  the country is at the mercy of  
Russian missiles that have hammered 
its power grid since 2022, making win-
ters almost unbearable.

President Donald Trump said at the 
NATO summit last week that the U.S. 
will give Ukraine a license to make 
Patriot systems itself. However, they 
are expensive, in high demand and 
take a long time to produce, so it will 
likely be years before any Ukrainian-
made systems are ready to deploy.

Ukraine strikes more  
Russian oil facilities
Ukraine, meanwhile, kept up its long-
range onslaught on Russian targets, 
especially oil facilities.

An attack in southern Russia’s 
Krasnodar region caused a fire at the 
Afipsky Oil Refinery that was later 
put out, authorities there said.

Zelenskyy said Ukraine also hit an 
oil refinery in the city of  Salavat in 
the Bashkortostan region, some 1,400 
kilometres from the Ukrainian border. 
Bashkortostan Governor Radiy 
Khabirov confirmed an attack on an 
industrial area in Salavat, but didn’t 
say what was hit.

In addition, the Ukrainian navy 
struck four Russian tankers operating 
as part of  Moscow’s so-called shadow 
fleet of  aging tankers of  uncertain 
ownership and safety practices that 
are dodging international oil sanc-
tions and a patrol boat, Zelenskyy 
said. Ukraine claimed Monday it 
struck 105 Russian vessels in the Sea 
of  Azov next to the Crimean Peninsula 
between July 6-13.

The Russian Defence Ministry said 
its air defences overnight intercepted 
288 Ukrainian drones.

 Adrien de Calan/AFP
BRUSSELS, July 14

The population of  the 27-nation 
European Union will peak in 2029 
before falling in the coming  
decades, according to a report pub-
lished Tuesday that spotlights the 
major challenges the bloc faces from 
an ageing population.

Today there are 450.6 million people, 
but researchers say this will peak at 
453.3 million in 2029 before a slow 
long-term decline. The population will 
fall to 398.8 million people by 2100, an 
overall drop of  11.7 percent and a level 
that was last experienced in the 1970s.

Europeans are living longer than 
ever before thanks to vastly improved 
healthcare, and better life and  
social conditions.

But an ageing population poses 
challenges for society and the EU 
economy, and while migration could 
help, it’s not the fix Europe might 
hope for. The EU executive’s Joint 
Research Centre said life expectancy 
at birth reached 81.5 years in 2024.

By 2050, nearly one in three EU res-
idents will be aged 65 or older, com-
pared to one in five today, the centre 
said. By 2100, life expectancy could 
exceed 90 years for women and 86 for 
men. Such trends present “significant 
challenges”, the EU said, including 
labour shortages, strained public 
budgets, and pressure on care and 
education systems.

It is, however, not all negative as the 
report points to the rise of  the “silver 
economy”—a growing market for 
goods and services for older citizens.

Migration can help offset some 
effects of  Europe’s demographic 
change, the researchers said, but it 
would have a limited impact on “fully” 
addressing the challenges posed by an 
ageing population.

But as fertility rates fall, migration 
counterbalances the negative effects 
of  an ageing population and labour 
force contraction, the report said.

“Migration is a necessity,” EU com-
missioner Dubravka Suica told report-
ers. Fewer babies are being born to 
each woman in Europe, a decline that 
has been steady since the 1960s.

The fertility rate fell to 1.34  
children per woman in 2024, well 
below the replacement level of  2.1 
needed to keep the population stable 
without migration.

The median age of  a European was 
44.9 in 2025, and there are major dis-
parities between EU countries. Ireland 
is relatively young with a median age 
of  39.6 years while Italy’s was 49.1.

“We are living longer, healthier 
lives than ever before—one of  our 
greatest achievements. But demo-
graphic change is reshaping our socie-
ties, our economies and our labour 
markets,” Suica said in a statement.

“We must act now to turn this trans-
formation into an opportunity,” she 
added. The EU insists the bloc must 
boost productivity and cut unemploy-
ment to offset the effects of  a shrink-
ing workforce.

Currently around 20 percent of  
working-age Europeans are outside 
the labour force, the report said,  
while some eight million young people 
are neither in employment, education 
nor training.

 Agence France-Presse
TEHRAN, July 14

The United States launched a fresh 
wave of  strikes on Iran on Tuesday 
after President Donald Trump vowed 
to reimpose a naval blockade, prompt-
ing Tehran to respond with strikes on 
targets in countries around the region.

Trump said a negotiated deal was 
still possible, but fighting surged  
to a scale unseen since an April  
ceasefire. Iran hit two ships in the 
Strait of  Hormuz, killing a crew mem-
ber, according to the United Arab 
Emirates. A Norwegian tanker was 
also hit by an explosion caused by  
an unidentified device off  the Omani 
coast early Tuesday, the crisis 
response company MTI Network said.

The US military said it had hit tar-
gets across Iran including in the port 
cities of  Bushehr and Bandar Abbas 
to “degrade Iran’s ability to attack 
commercial shipping”.

Local authorities said the US struck 
“four points” in Bushehr--which hosts 
Iran’s only civilian nuclear power 
plant--as well as an Iranian border 
area near Iraq and Kuwait.

Since last week, renewed US attacks 
have killed at least 28 people in Iran, 
according to an AFP tally based on 
Iranian media and official announce-
ments. After the strikes, Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guards announced 
they had in turn fired missiles and 

drones on Bahrain, targeting a resi-
dential building for US forces and 
other facilities.

Bahrain said it had intercepted 
“several treacherous aerial attacks 
launched by Iran” and accused Tehran 
of  targeting civilians, after explosions 
and sirens were heard in Manama.

Trump’s declaration on the Hormuz 
blockade and the scale of  the renewed 
fighting have called into question 
efforts to bring a permanent end to the 
war. Iran started blocking the strait 
after US-Israel attacks in February, 
which prompted Washington’s  
blockade on Tehran’s ports--but 
restrictions eased after the sides 
agreed a preliminary deal in June.

‘Act of  war’
Monday was the quietest day for cross-
ings of  Hormuz by commodity vessels 
since June 13, before the preliminary 
deal briefly boosted traffic through 
the strait.

Maritime tracker Kpler said only 
seven commodity vessels used the 
waterway--though the data did not 
include any vessels using the non-Iran 
approved route hugging the Omani 
coast. Trump said on Monday that  
the United States was “taking over” 
the strait and would slap a levy of   
20 percent on all cargo shipped 
through it, drawing mockery from 
Iran and prompting Brazil’s  
President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva to 

warn Washington against adopting a 
policy of  “piracy”.

US Central Command (CENTCOM) 
said Iran’s ports on the waterway 
would be blockaded from 2000 GMT on 
Tuesday. Oil prices shot up more than 
five percent on Tuesday after the fresh 
US strikes, having already surged the 
day before. Tehran launched attacks 
on other US allies in the region, 
including Jordan, which said it had 
shot down four missiles from Iran.

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards said 
their strikes targeted US forces at an 
air base and urged Jordanians to  
issue a “serious demand for the 
removal of  the occupying American 
bases from the region”.

Iran insists it only targets US  
interests in the Gulf, but its military 
command spokesman said any collab-
oration by Gulf  countries with the 
United States would be considered “an 
act of  war”.

Trump formally notified Congress 
last week that the US had resumed 
military conflict against Iran, the 
White House confirmed to AFP,  
giving the Pentagon an additional 60 
days to operate in the region without 
congressional approval.

Trump also threatened to destroy 
Pickaxe Mountain, a deeply buried 
nuclear site near Natanz where 
Western intelligence suspects  
Iran is building an undeclared enrich-
ment facility.

 Associated Press 
NEW YORK, July 14

New York will block the construction 
of  any new large data centres for up to 
a year so the state can create rules to 
protect the environment and energy 
grid from the power-hungry facilities 
that fuel artificial intelligence tech-
nology.

Governor Kathy Hochul is set to 
sign an executive order on Tuesday 
morning imposing the country’s first 
statewide moratorium on hyperscale 
data centres, which house thousands 
of  computer servers and require mas-
sive amounts of  energy and a steady 
supply of  water to keep cool.

“As data centre development  
threatens to hike up utility bills, 
deplete our natural resources, and 
create uncertainty for New Yorkers, 
it’s my responsibility to take action 
and lead,” Hochul, a Democrat, said  
in a statement. 

The order will pause state  
permitting for new large data centres 
and direct state regulators to create 
standards that address environmental 
impacts, energy demand, water  
usage and other factors, the gover-
nor’s office said.

Tech companies and other backers 
have argued moves to block the con-
struction of  data centres hurt job 
growth for local communities and 
cede ground to China in a race to lead 
in the rapidly growing AI industry.

Earlier this year, Maine seemed 
poised to establish a similar  
moratorium.

US strikes Iran, vows to  
reimpose naval blockade

Ukraine downs 5 Russian 
ballistic missiles as Kyiv  
looks to boost its air defences

France flaunts firepower, unity  
with allies in huge parade

ap/rss
Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelenskyy and his wife Olena Zelenska leave after the Bastille 
Day military parade on the Champs-Elysees avenue, in Paris, on Tuesday.

Ticking time bomb? 
Europe’s ageing 
population brings 
challenges

 JOCELYN NOVECK/AP
July 14

Dangerous. Brazen. Unprecedented. 
Uncharted territory.

Reaction in the media world has 
been swift and severe to the issue  
of  subpoenas to five New York Times 
journalists who reported on security 
questions involving the new  
Qatari-gifted Air Force One—a legal 
manoeuvre seen as a troubling escala-
tion of  the Trump administration’s 
campaign to control and intimidate 
independent media outlets.

“The subpoenas are an extraordi-
nary escalation in President Trump’s 
efforts to threaten and intimidate 
independent news organisations and 
have a chilling effect on the work of  
journalists across the country,” said 
Jodie Ginsberg, CEO of  the Committee 
to Protect Journalists.

Media advocates and analysts 
expressed dismay at the tactic, even 
after months in which news organisa-
tions drawing President Donald 
Trump’s ire have been attacked both 
in courtrooms and in the court of  pub-
lic opinion; media access to corridors 
of  power has been blocked; and a 
Washington journalist’s home has 
been searched by federal agents.

“They have used the levers of  power 
to intimidate and demonize profes-
sional journalists who report stories 
that are unfavorable to the adminis-
tration’s desired narrative,” said 
Frank Sesno, a former CNN White 
House bureau chief  who is now a 
media and public affairs professor at 
George Washington University.

He called Friday’s subpoenas  
“dangerous and uncharted territory, 

but merely an extension of  what we 
have seen from this administration 
and president.”

“Don’t like a poll? Sue the Des 
Moines Register,” he said. “Don’t like 
the way an interview is edited? Sue ‘60 
Minutes.’ Don’t like the coverage of  
the gifted Air Force One? Order the 
FBI to investigate and subpoena the 
journalists for what is, by the way, a 
story that is in the public interest.”

Some of  the subpoenas were  
delivered to reporters at home
Some of  the subpoenas were delivered 
to reporters at their homes, the  
Times said. Sought by Jay Clayton, the 
US attorney in Manhattan, they  
seek to force the reporters to testify 
before a federal grand jury in 
Manhattan this week.

The new jet in question, a present 
from Qatar that Trump’s administra-
tion spent $400 million to retrofit and 
upgrade, entered service last week. 
But the Republican president used an 
older model Air Force One jet to leave 
a NATO summit in Turkey.

The Times, citing anonymous 
sources, reported that the switch  
had come at the urging of  the  
Secret Service and that the newer 
plane lacked some of  the advanced 
security features of  the older  
aircraft, including antimissile capa-
bilities. On social media, Trump 
denied security concerns.

The subpoenas were issued after 
FBI Director Kash Patel and other 
Justice Department officials met at 
the White House on Friday to talk 
about the matter, according to a per-
son familiar with the discussions who 
was not authorized to discuss the 

issue publicly and spoke on the condi-
tion of  anonymity. The Times said the 
meeting lasted around eight hours.

The fact that the operation was con-
ducted from the White House itself  
was particularly egregious to analysts 
like Sesno, who called the coordina-
tion “unprecedented.”

“This graphically illustrates the 
pressure and influence the White 
House and president have brought to 
bear on law enforcement that is sup-
posed to be independent and driven by 
facts, not politics,” he said.

The Department of  Justice has jus-
tified the subpoenas by saying that “to 
be clear, reporters are not the targets, 
those leaking classified information 
are.” “We value and appreciate the 
important role that the press plays in 

this country,” the department said  
in a weekend statement. “But DOJ 
also plays an important role to make 
sure that the people entrusted with 
our nation’s secrets do what they’re 
supposed to do with that information, 
which means not sharing classified 
information.”

The National Press Club called  
on the Justice Department to immedi-
ately withdraw the subpoenas.

“Every American should under-
stand what is at stake,” Mark Schoeff  
Jr, the club’s president, said in a state-
ment. “When federal agents arrive at 
the homes of  journalists with subpoe-
nas, it is not ordinary law enforce-
ment. It is an extraordinary assault on 
the freedom of  the press that strikes at 
the heart of  the First Amendment.”

Also expressing solidarity with the 
Times journalists was the White 
House Correspondents’ Association—
which, in less than two weeks, holds 
its rescheduled dinner, with Trump 
planning to attend the event that cele-
brates the First Amendment. The first 
dinner was scuttled when a shooter 
opened fire in what prosecutors say 
was an attempt to kill the president.

“The White House Correspondents’ 
Association stands with the New  
York Times reporters who were  
targeted for doing their jobs to uphold 
the public’s right to know how its  
government operates,” said a state-
ment from the group’s president, 
Weijia Jiang. “The WHCA condemns 
any act of  intimidation against jour-
nalists, including attempts to pressure 
them into revealing sources.”

Trump’s administration has  
initiated multiple lawsuits  
against media outlets
Trump’s animosity toward news out-
lets whose agenda runs counter to his 
own isn’t new. But in his second presi-
dential term, he has launched an esca-
lation, often harnessing the levers of  
the federal government or attempting 
to do so. These efforts have taken place 
both in actual courtrooms and in the 
court of  public opinion.

The president has sued various 
news organizations whose coverage 
he dislikes. He has also threatened to 
revoke TV broadcast licenses. His 
Federal Communications Commission 
chairman is seeking to penalize shows 
like ABC’s “The View,” where some 
hosts speak out against Trump, by 
having the FCC explore revoking its 
exemption from equal-time rules.

Subpoenas issued to NY Times reporters seen as  
‘unprecedented’ threat to press freedom

New York to impose 
US’s first statewide 
moratorium on  
data centres

afp/rss
Troops march during the annual Bastille Day military parade as a national flag flutters under 
the Arc de Triomphe on the Champs-Elysees Avenue in Paris on Tuesday.
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Staff lay a carpet on the tarmac before President Donald Trump exits Air Force One upon 
arriving for the NATO summit in Ankara, Turkey, on July 7.
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CAPRICORN (December 22-January 19) 

Listen to your body and the voice within, notic-
ing how thoughts and emotions influence your 
physical state. When you are in tune with the 
very aspects of  your unique human experience, 
it will be easier to pick up on signs and manifest 
your best life. 

AQUARIUS (January 20-February 18) 

Goals you’ve been working on throughout the 
past week come together like magic, dear 
Aquarius. Maintain a sharp, creative mind in 
case these developments require adjustments on 
your end. 

PISCES (February 19-March 20) 

Reflect on what abundance means to you, dear-
est Pisces. Though it’s certainly possible to have 
both, the emotional well-being of  yourself  and 
family members should be a top priority. 

Astrology.com

ARIES (March 21-April 19) 

You’re a magical creature with brilliant visions 
that merit further exploration, dearest Aries. 
Today, this aspect reaches its peak, urging you 
to take swift action in service of  any new goals 
you’ve recently cooked up. 

TAURUS (April 20-May 20) 

Strange experiences follow you today, dearest 
Taurus. Manifestations will emerge in bizarre 
ways, ranging from small coincidences to major 
breakthroughs. 

GEMINI (May 21-June 21)

Dreamlike scenarios can emerge at any moment, 
dearest Gemini. Chance encounters may have 
significant impacts, changing the trajectory of  
your life in exciting ways. 

CANCER (June 22-July 22) 

Your next big break is on the horizon, dearest 
Cancer. Reflect on any signs you’ve picked up on 
over the last week to determine where opportu-
nities are most likely to stem from. 

LEO (July 23-August 22) 

You’ll sense the universe looking out for you 
today, dearest Leo. This aspect has been building 
for more than a week, laying down the  
groundwork for magical moments and fated 
encounters. 

VIRGO (August 23-September 22) 

You deserve success and status, dearest Virgo, 
and today could be the moment you secure both. 
It marks a rare occasion in which you can fully 
trust that the blessings you receive are, in fact, 
real and well-deserved. 

LIBRA (September 23-October 22) 

Fairytale romances are real, even if  they’re 
fleeting. The universe will take you on a jour-
ney of  the heart, dearest Libra, but you’ll need 
to suspend the disbeliefs you harbor around 
magic or soulmates. 

SCORPIO (October 23-November 21) 

Stop doubting your abilities and step into the 
life you’ve been fantasising about, darling 
Scorpio. Though you’ll need to work for these 
desires, challenges you’ve anticipated will 
resolve more easily than you’d imagined. 

SAGITTARIUS (November 22-December 21) 

Quiet down to find balance so the heart may 
reveal what it wants. Project these desires into 
the universe, and the stars will align to help 
make them a reality. Be open to blessings from 
multiple sources.

 Andy SCOTT/AFP
ATLANTA, July 14

Lionel Messi has done just about 
everything possible in a glorious 
career, but the 39-year-old Argentinian 
great has never taken on England—he 
will finally get the chance in 
Wednesday’s World Cup semi-final.

Messi won his 200th cap for the 
Albiceleste in the group-stage victory 
against Algeria and dreams of  leading 
his country to the final once again.

The diminutive playmaker is  
surely in the final days of  a remarka-
ble international career, which  
began when he was a fresh-faced 
18-year-old in 2005.

Having broken into the Barcelona 
team late the previous year, Messi  
had just starred for Argentina as they 
won the Under-20 World Cup in the 
Netherlands.

He was handed his Argentina bow 
by Jose Pekerman in a friendly  
against Hungary in Budapest that 
August, replacing Lisandro Lopez in 
the 64th minute and joining Hernan 
Crespo up front.

Ninety seconds later, he was sent 
off  for what the referee saw as an 
elbow. It was quite an ignominious 
way for his Argentina career to begin.

“An 18-year-old kid who is making 
his debut for the national team and 
has so much hope—he can’t be pun-
ished like that. The referee needed to 
be more understanding,” said Crespo.

Messi might look back now and 
laugh at that incident, which led to 
him being suspended for a friendly 
against England in Geneva three 
months later.

The nations have not met since, and 
so Messi will play against the Three 
Lions for the very first time under  
the roof  of  the Mercedes-Benz 
Stadium in Atlanta.

“I have played against everyone 
except England, and it is special 
because they are a major nation, a 
powerhouse, and it is always nice to 
play against a side like that, especially 
in a World Cup semi-final,” said Messi 
after Argentina beat Switzerland in 
Kansas City in the last eight.

 
Emulating Maradona
The man who emulated Diego 
Maradona by inspiring Argentina  
to World Cup glory in Qatar four  
years ago will now hope to leave a sim-
ilar mark on England as his legendary 
predecessor.

Any meeting of  these countries 
evokes memories of  the 1986 quar-
ter-final at the Estadio Azteca in 
Mexico City, when Maradona punched 
in to score the ‘Hand of  God’ opener 
and then ran past half  the England 
defence for his team’s second goal—
perhaps the greatest World Cup goal 
of  all time.

Messi has not scored one quite like 
that, but ahead of  the semi-finals of  
the current tournament, he had 
scored more World Cup goals than any 
other player.

With 21 goals from a tournament-re-
cord 32 appearances, he led France 
skipper Kylian Mbappé by one after 
the quarter-finals.

The Inter Miami player had found 
the net in nine consecutive World  
Cup matches before the Switzerland 
game, when he let others—notably 
Julian Alvarez—take over the 
goalscoring duties. Argentina are now 
one game away from reaching another 
World Cup final, as they aim to become 
the first team to retain the trophy 
since Brazil in 1962.

It would be a third final in four 
World Cups, and Messi could follow in 
the footsteps of  Brazil great Cafu. The 
full-back played in three in a row from 
1994 to 2002—even Maradona only 
played in two.

“Getting to another semi-final is not 
a normal, mundane thing, so this is 
something we should really enjoy 
because we don’t know if  it will hap-
pen again,” Messi said.

The England players will hope to 
enjoy it as well.

“It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportuni-
ty,” Nico O’Reilly, who is likely to come 
up against Messi if  he starts at left-
back, told BBC Radio 5 Live.

“He’s coming towards the end of  his 
career. For me personally, he’s the  
best player to ever touch a football 
pitch. And yeah, I can’t wait for the 
challenge.”

 CHEYANNE MUMPHREY/AP
FLAGSTAFF, July 14

Serious injuries and medical condi-
tions disrupt people’s daily routines 
and can impact their confidence and 
sense of  identity. Elite athletes know 
the challenges from an injury that 
sidelines them from their sport, 
requires physical rehabilitation and 
leaves their ability to return to compe-
tition in doubt.

The process that top athletes go 
through to heal physically, mentally 
and emotionally highlights what a 
recovery might demand of  athletes at 
all levels, as well as people experienc-
ing chronic pain, recuperating from 
surgery or facing other setbacks. 
Because progress is rarely linear, 
patience and the ability to reset expec-
tations can be as valuable as persever-
ance, consistency and motivation, 
according to experts.

“Sport has always mimicked life,” 
said Ross Flowers, a sports and perfor-
mance psychologist in Los Angeles. 
“You’re going to face challenges, 
bumps and bruises. You got to figure 
out how to work through them and 
overcome them.”

Fans are accustomed to watching 
athletes compete at the Olympics, 
World Cups and other sporting events 
with broken bones, torn ligaments 
and dislocated joints. Comeback sto-
ries like Alpine skier Lindsey Vonn’s, 
after multiple injuries and another 
serious injury this year at the Winter 
Olympics, are an enduring element of  
sports.

While discomfort is expected dur-
ing intense training and pushing 
through pain becomes more critical 
during competition, even seasoned 
competitors need to know when to lis-
ten to their bodies, experts say.

“There’s a relationship with pain 
and understanding how to work with 
it, if  it’s possible to work through it, 
but also knowing how to back off  of  it 
so the pain does not persist,” Flowers 
said, adding that training to the point 
of  physical fatigue or in conditions 
that build endurance is the sweet spot 
for improvement.

Liv Paxton, 28, learned this lesson 
firsthand after dealing with shin 
splints, quadricep strains and a par-
tially torn Achilles tendon. As a run-
ner at Winthrop University and the 
College of  William & Mary, she pushed 
herself  until her body forced her to 
stop. Since recovering from Achilles 
surgery, she said she has a better 
understanding of  when to slow down.

“I’m so much better about keeping 
in tune with my body,” Paxton said, 
explaining that she prioritises eating 
and sleeping well. “That’s not some-
thing that I focused on in college. I just 
thought I was bulletproof.”

Injuries can happen suddenly or 
develop from a nagging but managea-
ble nuisance into a debilitating condi-

tion over time. Whether it’s a football-
er sidelined after a collision or a work-
er who can’t stand after months of  
chronic back pain, the outcome is 
similar: a forced pause and learning to 
heal once pushing through pain no 
longer works.

“So how do we know our limits? It is 
definitely an experimental process,” 
said Lisa Miller, a health and sport 
sciences professor who teaches at the 
online American Public University 
System from her home in Columbus, 
Ohio. “We have plenty of  athletes who 
still don’t know. But we have also had 
more examples of  athletes saying this 
is too much, I’m burned out, and I’m 
going to take a break, bringing much 
more attention to the psychological 
side of  sport.”

Honestly assessing whether an inju-
ry is affecting daily life and long-term 
well-being is part of  recognising one’s 
physical limits. Miller said she has 
seen athletes of  all levels return to 
competition thinking they are ready 
to excel, but not all can or do.

Tennis great Serena Williams made 
the difficult decision to withdraw 
from a doubles match this month 
because of  a knee injury.

Even after bones heal and surgeries 

succeed, experts say recovery can 
mean coming to terms with what inju-
ries have changed and giving yourself  
permission to grieve those losses.

Former Baltimore Ravens corner-
back Kyle Arrington, who is now a 
community activist in Maryland, 
spent nearly two decades with every 
hour of  his day organised around foot-
ball. After a severe concussion ended 
his career, that structure disappeared 
almost overnight.

“I knew what everything looked  
like year in and year out for the  
past almost 20 years,” said Arrington,  
who was a Super Bowl champion  
during his tenure with the New 
England Patriots. “To have that 
stripped away in a blink of  an eye was 
a real upheaval.”

Grief  and depression are common 
after season- or career-ending injuries 
and other life-altering experiences. 
People making a physical recovery 
may also mourn lost friendships, 
missed opportunities, unmet goals 
and a sense of  purpose. 

The emotional pain can be especial-
ly acute when someone’s self-identity 
rested on excelling in a sport or a pro-
fessional role.

Arrington, 39, said his post-concus-

sion retirement took him to a dark 
place. He credits family and friends 
with helping him through the transi-
tion; with their encouragement, he 
committed to healing mentally, emo-
tionally and spiritually. Arrington 
said he now puts his energy toward 
the E.V.O.L.V.E. Foundation, which he 
founded to mentor young people.

Experts say a support system can 
help people stay grounded when they 
have to make major medical and 
career decisions.

“Having a team around you is 
incredibly important to get good 
advice, be objective, but also positively 
push you, not just for your sport and 
your performance, but for life,” 
Flowers said.

Sports psychologists say recovery 
often turns a corner when people stop 
trying to reclaim the past and begin 
building a new future.

American freestyle skier Jamie 
MoCrazy, who at the 2013 Winter 
X-Games became the first woman to 
land a double backflip during a slope-
style ski run, confronted that reality 
after a traumatic brain injury left her 
in a coma at age 22. For her, recovery 
meant letting go of  elite competition 
and accepting a new future.

“I realised that I didn’t want to com-
pete if  I wasn’t at the level that I had 
previously been competing,” said 
MoCrazy, 33, who is now a motivation-
al speaker and lives in Salt Lake City.

She still chased the exhilaration she 
got from sports. Few things compare 
to the applause, trophies and recogni-
tion, but public speaking gives her a 
taste of  that adrenaline.

“I take some deep breaths and then 
walk out on stage,” she said. “That’s 
the closest of  a mimic for me.”

Former professional boxer Patricia 
Alcivar, 46, also had to rethink her 
next steps after suffering injuries that 
included a hyperextended elbow, bro-
ken toes and multiple stitches above 
her eye. She now runs marathons and 
climbs mountains to stay active. She 
said despite the physical challenges 
boxing put her through, she wouldn’t 
change the experience.

“I will never regret boxing because 
it taught me that I am a fighter inside 
and outside the ring,” Alcivar said, 
adding that climbing Utah’s Mount 
Superior was the first time she felt 
equally challenged. She recalls smil-
ing during an arduous hike up Mount 
Kilimanjaro in Tanzania because 
“nobody’s punching me in the face. 
Nobody’s trying to kill me.”

When returning to the life you had 
before isn’t possible, experts recom-
mend exploring goals and sources of  
meaning that could become the foun-
dation for a new sense of  identity.

“There is hope that something else 
can replace this,” Miller said. “And 
when we can find that daily rejuvena-
tion of  hope, we can also find new 
sources of  happiness as well.”

What injured athletes can teach 
us about recovery and resilience

post File Photo: Hemanta Shrestha
Aashish Rai, a Nepali footballer who was injured during a match at Dasharath Stadium in 
February last year, pictured months after a surgery in his left leg in July last year. 

Messi meets England at 
last with World Cup final 
place on the line
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S

ome films are confusing because 
they are ambitious. ‘Bhagdaud’ is 
confusing because it barely under-
stands its own story.

Written and directed by Himal 
Upreti, the film gestures towards financial 
hardship, fraud, trafficking, police cor-
ruption and caste prejudice, but develops 
none of  them convincingly. Scenes jump 
without context, characters appear  
without introduction, and serious issues 
are abandoned before they can acquire 
any meaning.

At the centre of  this confusion is Tirtha, 
played by Ghanshyam Joshi. He is appar-
ently intended to be the film’s hero, 
although almost everything he does  
suggests otherwise.

Tirtha is a professional con man. At the 
beginning of  the film, he is kidnapped, 
possibly for cheating someone out of  
money. The film never explains the situa-
tion clearly enough for the audience to be 
certain. This becomes a recurring prob-
lem: information is not revealed through 
storytelling but left scattered across  
disconnected scenes, leaving viewers to 
form theories about the most basic parts 
of  the plot.

Tirtha is introduced as a con man who 
is kidnapped, apparently for cheating 
someone. Even this basic plot point is left 
unclear, establishing the film’s habit of  
replacing storytelling with guesswork.

Tirtha urgently needs money from his 
father, who will apparently give it to him 
only after he gets married. His solution is 
to pressure his girlfriend, Sapana, played 
by Sharda Rai, into marrying him almost 
immediately. Their wedding is completed 
in what feels like a minute, without emo-
tional preparation or any meaningful 
sense of  commitment.

By the following day, Tirtha is already 
communicating with Luniva Shakya, 
played by Anisha Shrestha. Luniva comes 
from a struggling Newa family and  
dreams of  becoming an engineer, but 
lacks the financial means to continue  
her education.

Luniva’s father is one of  the people 
Tirtha has allegedly scammed. Hoping to 
recover the family’s money, she contacts 
Tirtha under a false identity and  
attempts to lure him into admitting what 
he has done.

On paper, this is not an entirely hope-
less premise. Luniva could have been an 
intelligent young woman strategically 
confronting the man who exploited her 
family. Her conflict with Tirtha could have 
explored class, education, financial des-
peration and the vulnerability of  rural 
families to fraud.

Instead, the film quickly strips her of  
the intelligence it initially gives her.

Once Luniva reveals the truth, Tirtha 
threatens and manipulates her. She then 
follows him away from her family, without 
ensuring that they know where she is or 
how to reach her. What begins as an 
attempt to outsmart a criminal becomes 

another opportunity for the film to place a 
young woman under a man’s control.

The relationship is especially uncom-
fortable because Luniva is presented as 
extremely young, while Tirtha appears 
considerably older. Yet the film treats 
their interactions as material for romance. 
A situation that resembles abduction and 
coercion is accompanied by a song, as 
though music alone can transform fear 
into affection.

Tirtha later manipulates Luniva into 
sharing a bed with him and makes sexual 
innuendos. These moments are not exam-
ined as violations of  her trust. Instead, 
they are packaged as playful encounters.

This is not the film’s only troubling  
portrayal of  romance.

Officer Bikram repeatedly follows 
Sapana despite her asking him to stop. He 
touches her without consent, follows her 
into her home and continues pursuing her 
even after she marries Tirtha. None of  
this is treated as an abuse of  authority or 
a violation of  boundaries. Instead, the 
film frames it as humorous persistence, 
repeating the dangerous idea that a wom-
an’s rejection is merely an obstacle a man 
must overcome.

‘Bhagdaud’ is far too comfortable 
romanticising women’s discomfort.

The film’s moral confusion is clearest in 
its treatment of  Tirtha. He lies, cheats, 
threatens, impersonates a police officer, 
becomes involved in trafficking and even 
considers selling Sapana to save himself. 
Yet the screenplay repeatedly asks the 
audience to admire him for reciting reli-
gious verses and claiming that Luniva’s 
caste does not matter. 

Rejecting caste discrimination does  
not absolve him of  every other form of  
exploitation. These moral declarations  
do not deepen his character; they  

merely allow the film to avoid confronting 
his actions.

Much of  the dialogue consists of  mis-
placed shayari, moral declarations and 
jokes inserted wherever a scene feels 
empty. Conversations rarely sound natu-
ral, and the performers are left delivering 
lines without believable rhythm or emo-
tion. Joshi’s portrayal of  Tirtha is particu-
larly one-note: the character moves 
through fraud, marriage, infidelity and 
supposed redemption without displaying 
convincing fear, guilt or emotional depth.

The other performances are similarly 
uneven, although the actors are not  
helped by the screenplay. Good acting can 
sometimes elevate weak writing, just  
as strong writing can support inexperi-
enced actors. Here, the writing and  
performances repeatedly expose each  
other’s limitations.

The performer playing Tirtha’s father 
brings some much-needed sincerity to the 
film. His scenes feel more grounded 
because his reactions resemble those of  a 
real person rather than of  a device mov-
ing the plot forward. Laxmi Giri, who 
plays Luniva’s grandmother, also brings a 
sense of  warmth, but parts of  her perfor-
mance are inaccessible to viewers who do 
not understand Nepal Bhasa.

The film deserves some credit for 
attempting to represent Newa culture. 
Luniva wears a haku patasi, while the use 
of  Nepal Bhasa gives her family a distinct 
cultural identity. However, the absence of  

subtitles makes several exchanges inac-
cessible to viewers who do not speak the 
language. Beyond clothing and dialogue, 
the film does little to explore the richness 
of  the community it invokes, leaving  
its cultural representation largely  
decorative.

The technical execution is equally care-
less. The camerawork is frequently awk-
ward, and the editing gives the film no 
consistent rhythm. Scenes jump abruptly, 
while songs appear without narrative 
preparation. One musical sequence fea-
turing Sapana arrives so suddenly that it 
feels less like part of  the film than like 
footage inserted from elsewhere.

Then there is the mask.
At some point, Tirtha acquires a mask 

resembling Officer Bikram and begins 
impersonating him. How he obtained such 
a convincing mask, why he selected 
Bikram and why impersonating a police 
officer produces almost no meaningful 
legal consequences are questions the film 
raises and promptly abandons.

Even stranger, Tirtha introduces him-
self  to Bikram while apparently disguised 
as him. The film repeats variations of  this 
confusion, seemingly convinced that repe-
tition will eventually turn the situation 
into comedy.

It does not.
The final stretch attempts to justify the 

film’s title by having the characters chase 
one another for what feels like an eternity. 
The fights are staged without weight or 
credibility, and nearly every male charac-
ter is reduced to either pursuing a woman, 
making comments about one or behaving 
as comic relief.

When Tirtha and Sapana are injured, 
his response again reveals how little emo-
tional continuity the character possesses. 
He shows limited concern for his uncon-

scious wife, later fakes his own death and 
is eventually caught.

Then comes the inevitable apology.
Tirtha begs for forgiveness, suddenly 

discovers a conscience and is accepted 
with astonishing ease. Sapana forgives 
him too, despite the film having done 
almost nothing to earn that reconcilia-
tion. There is no sustained remorse, no 
legal accountability and no emotional 
rebuilding. Redemption is treated as some-
thing a man can claim by delivering the 
correct speech, while forgiveness becomes 
another sacrifice expected from women.

This is where ‘Bhagdaud’ is at its most 
preachy and least convincing. Its conclu-
sion reaches for a positive moral message, 
but a message has little value when the 
story repeatedly contradicts it.

A character cannot spend an entire  
film exploiting people and then become 
virtuous simply because the background 
music changes.

‘Bhagdaud’ could have been a story 
about fraud, poverty and a young woman 
fighting for her family’s future. It could 
have explored corruption, cultural identi-
ty or the ease with which charming men 
escape accountability. Instead, it becomes 
a collection of  unfinished ideas held 
together by weak jokes, random songs  
and a protagonist the film fundamentally 
misunderstands.

The title suggests movement, but the 
film goes nowhere.

If  ‘Bhagdaud’ succeeds at anything, it is 
unintentionally demonstrating what love 
is not. Love is not stalking. It is not coer-
cion, deception or endurance without lim-
its. And redemption is not forgiveness 
demanded without accountability.

Unfortunately, the film appears una-
ware that it has made this argument.

 THEODORA TONGAS & 
DEREK GATOPOULOS
ATHENS

C

hristopher Nolan’s “The 
Odyssey” opens Friday 
to global anticipation 
and some controversy 
over his casting choices 

— but what do Greeks think?
Conversation about adaptations 

often revolves around how closely 
they follow a source text. But in a 
country where Homer’s story is 
taught and retold at all schools, 
many point to how the epic has been 
kept alive for nearly 3,000 years:  
not despite reinvention, but because 
of  it.

“What we want children to under-
stand is that every new creation is 
exactly that—a new creation,” 
Filippos Mantzaris, who teaches 
“The Odyssey” to seventh graders, 
told The Associated Press.

The film, starring Matt Damon as 
King Odysseus and a number of  
Hollywood stars, follows Homer’s 
outline: the king’s 10-year journey 
home from war during which he 
battles gods and monsters to find a 
palace overrun by rivals.

Students grow up  
interpreting Homer
In seventh grade, “The Odyssey” is 
taught in all Greek classrooms.

In Mantzaris’ class, students 
eagerly debate Odysseus’ encoun-
ters with monsters and other adven-
tures. They are taught to compare 
the hero’s intelligence with his 
strength, ask whether revenge is 
moral, whether the battle-hardened 
king is truly a role model, and 
whether his killing of  his wife’s  
suitors is justified. Role-playing 
exercises encourage children to 
imagine what they would do in 
Odysseus’ place.

“It’s an amazing literary text, 
with which children can identify, 
perhaps see Odysseus in themselves, 

but also see their own homeland,” 
Mantzaris said.

Greeks are used to foreigners  
playing their heroes
In conservative circles in the US, 
much of  the attention has focused 
on Nolan’s casting choices rather 
than his adaptation of  Homer’s 
story.

Elon Musk claimed Nolan had des-
ecrated “The Odyssey” after Black 
actor Lupita Nyong’o was picked as 
Helen of  Troy — despite not having 
seen the movie. Conservative com-
mentators including Matt Walsh 
argued the film prioritized identity 
politics, echoing past fan criticisms 
of  sci-fi and fantasy reboots that cast 
Black and Latino actors as beloved 
characters of  a different race or  
ethnicity. In an interview with The 
Telegraph, Nolan said backlash 

“comes with the territory,” adding 
“these conversations that happen 
before people see the film—they’re 
always irrelevant, because no one 
having them knows what the film 
actually is yet.”

Nolan told the AP he wanted to 
make the film accessible and relata-
ble, and “not look back to sort of  
past Hollywood versions of  how to 
take on the ancient world.”

“You want to question people’s 
assumptions about how things 
should be portrayed in movies and 
what those are based on,” he said of  
his overall approach to the film. 
“There’s a challenge to that and a 
risk to that. But my hope is that by 
creating a cohesive world, people 
understand the world as they  
watch the movie and they feel they 
understand it.”

The controversy hasn’t found 

much purchase in Greece, where 
people are used to foreigners playing 
ancient Greeks.

Nolan’s version continues the tra-
dition with a star-filled cast includ-
ing Nyong’o, Damon, Tom Holland, 
Anne Hathaway, Robert Pattinson, 
Zendaya and Charlize Theron, with 
narration from rapper Travis Scott.

In Greece, the small nationalist 
party Niki objected to the casting 
and a Greek government decision to 
provide roughly 6 million euros ($6.9 
million) in subsidies to support local 
production. The party said Greek 
taxpayers were funding an imposi-
tion of  “woke-type ideology” on 
Greek history and cultural identity, 
citing Musk.

Culture Minister Lina Mendoni 
offered a blunt rebuttal.

“It is not the state’s role to dictate 
to a creator how they should artisti-
cally interpret a work or a myth,” 
she told the Greek popular culture 
magazine, Lifo. “Can we seriously be 
having a conversation about wheth-
er the state should censor 
Christopher Nolan?”

History’s great stories  
survive through retelling
Christos Tsagalis, professor of  
ancient Greek literature at the 
Aristotle University of  Thessaloniki, 
said it’s ultimately up to moviegoers 
to judge whether the latest interpre-
tation of  “The Odyssey” works. 
What matters, he said, is whether it 
captures something fundamental 
about one of  history’s great stories.

Homer’s works—retold and rein-
terpreted across generations—have 
endured by becoming universal, he 
said. “I think it’s wonderful that 
something that is created at a  
specific point in time by a given peo-
ple is shared by so many people 
across the globe. It’s shared culture,” 
Tsagalis said.

“It’s a fascinating story,” he said. 
“It is like a movie.”

� – Associated Press

Sworniem Vaidya

Vaidya is a producer, 
composer, and writer. 
Her new song ‘Geru’ 
was released on  
July 3, 2026.

 OTYKEN
Recently, I’ve been obsessing 
over OTYKEN’s music. They 
are a Russian Siberian  
indigenous music group that 
blends local folk music with 
modern stuff. I love how folk 
instruments meet modern  
production.

 Snoopslimes
This is my guilty pleasure. 
After hours of  mixing tracks 
and stressing over promotion, I 
have to watch slime-making 
videos. The squish, the stretch, 
the popping sounds—it’s pure 
comfort. And yes, I love making 
slime too.

 TAETRO
Honestly, I’m just a girl trying 
to make better music, so 
‘TAETRO’ is my go-to mentor. 
I’m still figuring things out, 
which is why I also watch a lot 
of  mixing tips and sound 
design videos. 

 Your Piano Bestie
My FYP is flooded with piano 
exercises right now, and my 
favourite creator is Your Piano 
Bestie. I’m actively saving 
every video of  hers to a folder 
for future practice. I’d say she’s 
the sweetest teacher on the 
internet.

What I watch online

‘Bhagdaud’ runs in circles
Himal Upreti’s social drama mistakes harassment for romance, crime for comedy and sudden remorse for redemption.

Bhagdaud
Language: 	 Nepali
Release Date: 	July 10, 2026
Available on: 	 One Cinemas

Greece awaits Nolan’s ‘The Odyssey’ with 
anticipation despite casting controversy

The film, starring Matt Damon as King Odysseus and a number of Hollywood stars, follows Homer’s outline.

ap/rss
Actor Manos Pintzis, portraying Odysseus, performs a theatrical production of The 
Odyssey in Athens, Sunday, March 29, 2026. 
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