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India to ask
caste status in
next census

AFP, New Delhi

India will conduct its
first official caste census
since independence, the
government  announced
yesterday, a move likely
to  have  farreaching
consequences for its politics
and contentious affirmative
action policies.

Caste remains a crucial
determinant  of  one’s
station in life in India,
with higher castes the
beneficiaries of ingrained
cultural privileges and lower
castes suffering entrenched
discrimination -- and a rigid
divide between both.

The decision to include
detailed caste data as part of
the next census -- originally
due in 2021 but yet o take
place - was approved by
a government meeting
headed by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.

“The Cabinet Committee
of Political Affairs has
decided today that caste
enumeration should be
included in the forthcoming
census,” said government
spokesman Ashwini
Vaishnav.

“This demonstrates that
a government is committed
to the values and interests
of a society and country.”

No date has been set for

HEARING AT WORLD COURT

US backs Israel’s ban on
UNRWA Ga

AFP, The Hague

A US oflicial yesterday told the
International Court of Justice
there were “serious concerns”
about the impartiality of the UN
agency for Palestinian refugees,
UNRWA.

ICJ judges are holding a week of
hearings to help them formulate
an advisory opinion on Israel’s
obligations towards UN agencies
delivering aid to Palestinians in
Gaza.

“There are serious concerns
about UNRWA’s  impartiality,
including information that Hamas
has used UNRWA facilities and
that UNRWA stall' participated in
the October 7th terrorist attack
against Israel,” said Josh Simmons
from the State Department legal
team.

Around 40 nations and
organisations such as the League
of Arab States are taking part in
the hearings.

Isracl is not participating at
the ICJ but has dismissed the
hearings as “part of the systematic
persecution and delegitimisation”
of the country.

The status of UNRWA is central
to the hearings.

Isracl has banned it from
operating on Israeli soil, after
accusing some of its staff of taking
part in Hamas’ October 7, 2023

A series of investigations,
including one led by France’s
former foreign minister Catherine
Colonna, found some “neutrality-
related issues” at UNRWA but
stressed Israel had not provided
evidence for its headline allegation.

Simmons, however, said Israel
had “ample grounds” to question
UNRWA’s impartiality.

“Given these concerns, it is
clear that Israel has no obligation
to permit UNRWA specifically to
provide humanitarian assistance.
UNRWA is not the only option
for  providing  humanitarian
assistance in Gaza,” he added.

UNRWA head Philippe Lazzarini
said on Tuesday that more than 50

Hotel fire kills
15 in Kolkata

AFP, Kolkata

Putin wants peace,

but in no rush for a
deal: Kremlin

a hotel in the Indian city of

Kolkata killing at least 15 REUTERS, Moscow
people,policesaidyesterday, |
with some clambering out President Vladimir Putin is open to peace in
of windows and onto the Ukraine and intense work is going on with the
rooftop to escape. United States, but the contflict is so complicated

Several people  were that the rapid progress that Washington wants
rescued from rooms and is difficult to achieve, the Kremlin said on
the roof of the budget hotel, Wednesday.
Kolkata police chiel Manoj US President Donald Trump, who says he wants
Verma told AFP after the to be remembered as a peacemaker, has repeatedly
fire broke out on Tuesday said he wants to end the “bloodbath” of the more
evening. than three-year war in Ukraine.

“The hotel turned into But Washington has been signalling that it is
a gas chamber and it frustrated by the failure of Moscow and Kyiv to
appears that many people reach terms to end the deadliest

A fierce fire ripped through

suffocated o death,” land war in FEurope since

said Verma, adding an World War Two.

investigation had been “The (Russian)
e launched to determine the president remains

open to political and
diplomatic methods

cause of the blaze.

used as human shields while in The Rituraj Hotel, which

Israeli military detention.

Israel strictly controls all inflows
of international aid vital for the 2.4
million Palestinians in the Gaza
Strip. It halted aid deliveries to
Gaza on March 2, days before the
collapse of a ceasefire that had
significantly reduced hostilities
after 15 months of war.

In December, the UN’s General
Assembly asked the ICJ for an
advisory opinion “on a priority
basisand with the utmosturgency”.
It will however likely to take several
months for judges to form their
opinion but the international
medical aid organisation Doctors
Without Borders (MSF) warned

had 88 guests when the fire
broke out, is located in a
congested business district
of central Kolkata.

About a dozen people
were burned and were
undergoing treatment.

A hotel worker told AFP
that the fire broke out on
the first floor of the six-
storey building, where a bar
was being built and where
construction.

Building fires are
common in India due
to a lack of firefighting
equipment and a routine
disregard for safety

of resolving this
conflict,” Kremlin
spokesperson Dmitry
Peskov told reporters.
He noted that
Putin had expressed
a willingness for direct
talks with Ukraine, but
that there had been no answer

yet from Kyiv.

Russia’s aims had to be achieved either way, he
added, saying Moscow’s preference was to achieve
those aims peacefully.

“We understand that Washington is willing to
achieve a quick success in this process,” Peskov
said in English. But news agency TASS quoted
Peskov as saying that the root causes of the
Ukraine war were too complex to be resolved in

the next census. attack. ofits staff in Gaza were abused and  time was running out. regulations. one day.
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