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Ziva Us Salam

The story so far;
he Muslim men's s

£ Wives 15

Court. Following § petition
challenging the constitutionghl status of
polvgamy, the court soughthe Centre’s
response Lst week. It also the
Centre o consider 1aking s@rable
legislative steps 1o abolish tRe practice for
all citizens, irrespective of rgligion. The
petition was filed by five actlyiszs, who
sought 1o have polygamy trefed as a
criminal offence under Sectioy 82 of the
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhata.

Incidentally, Section 82 appli
non-Mushms and provides for a
punishment of up to seven yvears §i
marrying another person during the
subsistence of an existing marriage. The
petitioners also sought annulment of the
exemptions granted under Mushm
Personal Law.

o

¢ Supreme

What are the petithoners secking?
The five petitioners challenged the
constitutional validity of Section 2 of the
Muslm Personal Law (Shariat)
Application Act, 1937, which permits
polygamy, They claimed that the sald Act
is aggainest the Comstitution’s Articles M, 15,
and 16, which provide equality 1o all
citizens irrespective of thedr religion ar
gender. They also reguested the court to
direct the Unlon government 1o take steps
towards the codification of Muslim
Personal Law 1o ensure that its provisions
run parallel to Constitutional provisions
of gender equality.

They sought compulsory registration of
Musim marriages and divorces with State
authorities 1o prevent any second or
subseqquent marriage of a man with a
subsisting marriage. In case this was
floued, the first wife and children should
harve the first and Lasting right to the
atrimonial home.
¢ petitioners also sought the court to
w Commission of India or the

giving its verdict on poly

marriage from converting to Iskam purely
for the purpose of marrying for the
second time, The court noted, “the
second marriage of & Hindu hasband alter
comvertng o Islam without having
dissolved the first marriage is void.”

The court ruled on similar lines in the
Lily Thomas v, Union of India case in
2000. Here the Supreme Court reitersted
s stand of the Sarka Mudgal case, holding
that a second marriage contracted after a
feigned conversion to lskam was illegal
and punishable under Section 494 of the
Indian Penal Code.

Union govermment to pre
the codification of Muslin

Does Islam sanction polygamy?
Contrary to the contention that the Quran
encourages polygamy, the book
encourages monogamy. It permits 2 man
10 have up 1o four wives in special
circumstances, such as marrying a widow
: or an orphan. It, however, makes it
Following mcumbent upon him to grant them

had complete equality. This being a practical
impossibility, it asks men 10 desist from
multiple marriages.

Says verse 3 of Surah Nisa, " you fear
vou mighe fall to give orphan women e
due rights if you were to marry them,
then marry other women of vour chaic
two, three, or four. But if you are afraid
yvou will Bl to maintain justice, then
comtent yoursehves with one ™ Pertimemly,
this verse was revealed at a time when
mary men used to have multiple spouses,
case of 19 Supreme Court their numbers often running into three
1 2 Hindu man with a subsisting figures.

of gender equality. Incidenglly, two of
the activises had reached oag 1o the

the practice of tripe talag v
fundamental righes of won
their petition, the apex o
invaliclsted mstant triphe
2017. The court had then

halaka, which oo had be
Following the verdict, tl
the Muslim Women (
on Marmage) Act m A
instant triple talag a

Centre [ramed
ection of Righes
). The Act made

unishable offence.

What has the ruled before?

In the much-tpfed-about Sarla Mudgal

THE GIST

v

The Supreme Court has sought
the Coantra’s response 10 a
petiton chalenging polygamy
under Musim Personal Law
and aekeed & to conuder
legalative steps to abolish the
practice for all coens,
imespectve of relipon

w

The petitioners have
challenged the constbutond
valdity of the law permitting
polygany, sewbing &%

crminalsation, compulsory
regstrabon of Musiim

marnages and dwvorces, and
coditcation of Muslim Per
Law i Sne with pendé
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Reforms must be carried forward and not be a
knee-jerk reaction to a catastrophe, says court

Krishnadas Rajagopal
NEW DELHI

he Supreme Court
I on Wednesday em-
phasised the need

for institutionalising re
forms within the National
Testing Agency (NTA)
while indicating that the
government must not hop
from one committee to the
next in search of solutions.

The court made it clear
that the constitution of the
new Nandan Nikekani-led
task force must not be seen
as a move to discard “Jock,
stock, and barrel” an ear
Ber panel headed bv a
former Indian Space Re
search Organisation (ISRO)
chief

The testing agency has
been under the Supreme
Court's scanner since the
National Eligibality-cum-
Entrance Test-Undergrad-
uate (NEET-UG) 2026 pap-
er leaks. The Centre has
constitited  the  “task
force™ chatred by Mr. Nile-

kani, indosys co-founder, o
usher in new technological
reforms  which  would
make the conduct of public
exams under the NTA leak-
proof. But a Bench headed
bv Justice P.S. Naragmba

O [ar 1o implement the re-
commendations of an ear-
lier committee headed by
former ISRO Chairperson
K. Radhakrishnan to |
prove the NTAS e
processes

The court was heari
petitions by the Federatio
of All India Medical Asso
clation and United Doctors
Front highlighting that
2026 paper beak was part
of a “recurring, systemic,
and catastrophic filure”®
of the NTA In conducting
the NEET UG exam.

“Vibrant reforms”

“It shoukd not be that a
CoOmmitiee  gves recom-
mendations, then a new
committee s formed

Court questions the Centre's hopping from panel
to panel, discarding previous findings in its wake

Structural solutions

The top court is heanng petitionrs allegng recuring, Sysbermi

and catastrophic failure’ in thg

® A Svn-member
committes formed in
JOJ4 under ISRO's former
Charmaoh

had recommendied 4 e

of structuesl reforms in

® The Centre Ny 3l
corsbiteted 3 "task foroe’
chaired by infosys co
founder Nandan Niehari
Ehey In ‘new technologcal
reforms’ in the NTA
————

which removes the old
one, lock, stock and bar-
rel,” Justice Narasimha
said.

The reforms must be vi-
brant, institutionalised,
and carried on within the
NTA by successive officers,

The reforms in testing
agency should focus on
building an “nstitutional
memory”, the court said

It shoukd not be that a
committee proposes a set

TA @Comystam

I should not be
that a committee

gives recommendations,
hen a new commiioe
is formed which
remiones e old
one, lock. stock
and harrel

JUSTICE
LS. NARASIMHA

of reforms which are im
plemented in one exam, al-
ter which semior NTA offic
ers are shifted out and the
reforms are undone in the
next exam, Justice Nara
simha sald. There ought 10
be meaningful continuity
in resolving systemic pro-
blems within the NTA, the
court sakl.

The court pointed out to
how the Union Public Ser
vice Commission has been

conducting public exams
without a hiech

The 2026 NEET-UG
question paper leaks re-
sulted in the cancellation
of the exams, leaving over
23 lakh medical college as
pirants stranded. A Central
Bureau of Investigation
(CBI) probe was ordered
and arrests made. Howey-
er, the NEET UG leaks led
to nationwide protests and
a pobice crackdown on stu
dems, ultimately resubting
in the resignation of form-
er Union Education Minis-
ter Dharmendra Pradhan.

“Life changes with ev
ery exam. The system
changes with every exam.
There are new technologi-
cal challenges. How are
you facing them? Have you
developed the necessary
infrastructure? Have you
the software systems re-
guired in place? What
about cybersecurity and
storage”” Justice Narasim-
ha asked Solicitor-General
Tushar Mehta, appearing

NTA — NEE

V4

Reforms at NTA must be enduring;, says

Petition said 2026 leak was part of a ‘réte
systemic failure” of NTA in conducting NEET

for the Union government
and the NTA,

The court referred o an
August 4 afhdavit fled by
the Union government,
listing several senlor ap-
paointments to be made to
the NTA.

Permanent mechanism
Mr. Mehta agreed on the
neexd for a “permanent me
chanism” o Introduce re-
forms and maintain their
continuity as keepers of
the NTA's institutional me-
mory. He suggested that
Mr. Radhakrishnan could
be reguested to be made a
member of the Nilekani
task foroe,

Justice Narasimlsa asked
the Unkon government to
first Ale an affdavit ex
plaining what it had done
o implement the nuanced
guidelines recommended
by the Radhakrishnan
Committee, which had al
50 focused on ways to bulld
an imstitutional memory.

“We want a vibram instl-

tution for the country to be
proud of, and we are capa-
ble of doing ir... Contimusity
in reforms s necessary. It
must llow down lrom one
generation to the next gen-
eration of officers,” Justice
Narasimbha said.

The Centre, in its affhida-
vit, hailed the Public Ex-
aminations (Prevention of
Unfair Means) Act of 2026
and the forming of the task
force under Mr. Nilekani as
“landmark measures”
against future paper leaks,

Any stroctural change
the design of the NEET-UQ
would be undertaken only
in consubtation with and
the concurrence of the Un
ion Health Mindstry and
the National Medical Com-
mission, the Centre said.

“The Undon of Indla also
remains committed to pro
viding candidates with
adequate advance notice
of any change in the mode
or design of the examina-
tion” the Centre has
assured.

YouTlube Homework

Educational Reforms in India




Jharkhand The JPSC-JSSC Manch
protesters cal]l clarified that “the move-

. ment has not been termi-
O[T SUr as gOVt nated”. “If our remaining

demands are not met with-

SCIdpPs €XAITS in two months, we will res-

ume the movement...”

Amit Bhelari they said. |
PATNA The cancelled exams in-

clude those conducted by
The JPSC-JSSC Reform the Jharkhand Public Ser-
Manch on Wednesday an-  yice Commission (JPSC)
nounced the suspension of  and the TSR Data Process-

its ?‘%itatifoﬁ for “'i‘"o ing Private Limited (TDPL)
mont offowing  Ihe  gince 2014.

Jharkhand government’s
notification on the cancel- The State government

lation of 22 recruitment ex-  Said it will urge the High
aminations. Court to constitute a fast-

The State government track court for the trial of
late on Tuesday notified  cases regarding irregulari-
the cancellations citing ties and misconduct in
complaints of irregularities JPSC and JSSC. It also said
and “facts brought before that a committee formed to
the government duringthe  g,ggest reforms in the con-
CID investigation™. duct of examinations will

Besides these, six exam- > g
inations have been post- submit its report within

poned, followed by a CID two months:
probe. Another 17 exami- In a related develop-
nations will be investigated =~ Ment, the successful candi-

by the agency, taking the  dates of JSSC-CGL conti-
number of exams under  nued their protest for the
the scanner to 23. third consecutive day.
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NMC proposes national licence to practise medicine

Bindu Shajan
Perappadan

NEW DELHI

The Nati el B
mission (NMChas pro-
m—a-r atlon system

under which a medical
practitioner, once regis-
tered \u(h a State Medlcal

gistration or a licence
an(m Ele. The practi-
tioner would be allotted a
Unique Identification (U1D)
number in the National
Medical Register.

The proposal is part of
the draft Registration of
Medical Practitioners and
Licence to Practice Medi-
cine (Amendment) Regula-
tions, 2026, notified by the
NMC on August 1. The
Commission has invited
objections and suggestions
for 30 days from the date

of notification. Under the
proposed system, State
Medical Councils would
continue to scrutinise ap-
plications and grant regis-
tration and licence for doc-
tors to practise, but the
approval would be reflect-
ed in both the State Medi-
cal Register (SMR) and Na-
tional Medical Register
(NMR).

The draft rules seek to
amend the 2023 regula-
tions governing registra-
tion and licensing of doc-
tors, routing the process
through a unified registra-
tion portal of the NMC's
Ethics and Medical Regis-
tration Board.

UID to have State code

The UID assigned in the re-
gister would incorporate
the State/Union Territory
code and the practitioner's
SMR number, the NMC
said. Once the State Medi-

proposed system. GETTY IMAGES

cal Council grants registra-
tion and the Ethics and
Medical Registration Board
allots the UID, the doctor
would not require fresh re-
gistration or a separate li-
cence to practise in anoth-
er State or Union Territory.

The draft also proposes
automatic electronic syn-
chronisation between the
national and State registers
so that a change made in
one register is reflected in

the other. The NMR would
serve as a central reposito-
ry of registration details as
well as disciplinary pro-
ceedings, including sus-
pension, removal, and res-
toration of registration.
The NMR would also
carry information on
whether a doctor’s licence
is active or inactive, and
details of disciplinary ac
tion taken, if any. The Eth-
ics and Medical Registra-
tion Board and the NMC
would have powers to seek
records and monitor State
Medical Councils o pro-
mote uniformity and tran-
sparency in regulation.
The proposal retains the
five-year validity of a li-
cence. If a doctor does not
apply for renewal within
three months of expiry, the
registration will be marked
inactive, and the practi-
tioner will not be entitled
to practise medicine. The

inactive status would re-
flect in the NMR.

While seeking to create
a nationwide registration
framework, the draft
leaves disciplinary jurisdic-
tion primarily with the
State Council in whose ter-
ritorial jurisdiction the al-
leged professional miscon-
duct, unethical conduct or
medical negligence
occurred.

The State Council would
have the power to inquire
into and decide the matter,
and record the outcome
against the practiioner’s
credentials in the online
register. Where disciplin-
ary action is recommend-
ed by a State Council other
than the doctor's primary

registering council, the ac-
tion would be reflected in
the NMR and automatically
updated in the State regis-
ter of the council of prim-
ary registration.

2" Draft Registration of Medical

Practitioners & Licence to Practice

edicine (Amendment) _)gulations

e
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Maharashtra govt. to
test drivers o

Maharashtra to issue notice granting one-month

anguage, followed by

licence suspension and. finally, permanent cancellation; ruling party keader calls it an injustice’

The Hindu Bureau
MUMEAI

aharashtra Tran-

sport  Minister

Pratap Sarnaik on
Wednesday announced a
drive to act against autor-
ickshaw and taxi drivers
without a “working know-
ledge” of Marathi from Au-
gust 20,

“The licences of autor-
ickshaw and taxi drivers re-
fusing to learn Marathi
could be suspended or can-
celled,” warned Mr. Sar
nalk. He sald functional
knowledge of Marathi lan-
guage among commercial
vehicle drivers will be as-
sessed and the entire pro-
cess of verifying Marathi
language knowledge while
issuing new hadges to driv-
ers will be videographed.

The State Transport De-
partment will send a notice
to drivers who refuse to
learn the language or are
seen violating the rules,
The notice will grant a one-
month grace period 1o
learn Marathi and authori-
ties will suspend the -

Fl-,mg »

cence for three months if
the drivers refuse to learn
the language. If the situa-
tion persists thereafter, the
licences will be cancelled.
Additonal  Transport
Commissioner Ravi Gaik:
wad will lead the month-
long drive against non-Ma-
rathi taxi and autorickshaw
drivers across the State. Re-
gional Transport Office
(RTO) flying squads have
been instructed through vi-
deoconference to carry out
checks and ensure imple-
mentation of the amended

rules,

ds will carry out checks and ensure implementation of
the amended rules. sot PwoT0

Mr. Samalk reiterated
that the aim is to promote
Marathi and increase its us-
age in day-to-day conversa-
tions, saying, “If any driver
openly challenges the or-
der, it will not be tolerated
and action will be taken.”

Alter a 105-day cam-
paign by the government to
encourage  non-Marathi
taxi and autorickshaw driv-
ers to leamn the language,
LG5 lakh drivers received
certificates of proficiency.
In April, the government
had also redeased a Marathi
language guidebook in an

effort 10 help drivers 1o
learn the Binguage.

The autorickshaw driv-
ers’ and owners' associa-
tion headed by Shashank
Rao and Shiv Sena leader
Sanjay Nirupam on Wed-
nesday called the govern-
ment decision to imple
ment the rule immediately
“an injustice™ and demand-
ed time for drivers to learn
Marathl.

‘Don’t threaten them'
“The government should
not threaten them or create
an atmosphere of confron-
tation. They are already
worried about their liveli-
hood,” said Mr. Nirupam,
widely perceived as the
north Indian face of the Ek-
nath ShindeJed party in
Mumbai.

He claimed that allowing
RTO officials to test drivers’
proficiency in Marathi
could create another ave-
nue for corruption and ha-
rassment. The former MP
claimed the Transport Mi
nister has agreed to heed
his request.

(With inputs from PTI)




Operation Toofan has led to the registration of (),
days; MDMA, other synthetic drugs have been seized, says Home Minister Rampesh Chennithalk

Vijaita Singh
NEW DELHI

eralam’s anti-drug
K campaign, Opera-
tion Toofan, has

resulted in the registration
of more than 10,000 cases,
the arrest of nearly 10,000
people and the seizure of
narcotics worth over 100
crore within 76 days of its
launch, Home Minister Ra-
mesh Chennithala said in
an interview with The
Hindu.

Describing drug abuse
as one of the gravest
threats facing the State’s
youth, Mr. Chennithala
said the crackdown was
launched soon after he as-
sumed office as Home Mi-
nister. “The concern over
drugs has been building for
years. Even when | was in

3 cases and arrest of 99

We take a compassionate

'

the Opposition, | repeated-
ly received information
that drugs were spreading
among students and young
people,” he said.

The Toofan (Storm) in-
itiative is built around
three pillars: Toofan Strike,
Toofan Warriors and Too-
fan Care. While ‘Strike’ fo-
cuses on enforcement
against drug traffickers,

RAMESH CH
Home Ming#

approach toward users but
very strong action against trafhckers.
Properties linked to drug trafiicking
are being attached and confiscated.
. Our objective is to make drug
trafficking an unviable

ISiness

NITHALA
r, Keralam

L

arriors’ seeks to mobil-
ise citizens, students, com-
munity groups and public
figures against drug abuse.
‘Care’ is focused on reha-
bilitation and treatment for
addicts.

“We take a compassion-
ate approach toward users
but very strong action
against trafhickers. Proper-
ties linked to drug traffick-

srsons withi

ing are being attached and
confiscated. Our objective
is to make drug trafficking
an unviable business,” he
said. He said the campaign
has so far led to the regis-
tration of 10,213 cases and
the arrest of 9,941 persons.
Authorities have seized
MDMA, ganja and several
other synthetic drugs.

Mr. Chennithala said
preliminary assessments
indicated a 30% reduction
in overall crime and a 40%
decline in road accidents
since the crackdown be-
gan. “Operation Toofan is
not just a policing exercise.
It is a social movement
aimed at protecting the
younger generation,” he
said.

(For the full interview, vi-
sit https://mewsth.live/chen-
nithala)
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If solar irrigation is over-drawing |
groundwater, it’s being done wrong

Youlube Homework
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Vote of trust

Clean electoral rolls are a must, bt
must not be weaponised by state
resdent Domald Trump's appreciation of
I, Indla’s election mechanism has pue the
spotiyht on a highly divisive detate over
election mtegrity in the two democraces, Mr
Tramp Is pashing for an SIR-like exercise in the
US., but its highly federalised edecsoral process is
poverned by ragmemted rules and politics that
resist the idea. His curoass social media post o
ing India’s Chiel Elction Commissioner, Gys-
nesh Kumar, as having wondered how the US
could conduct elections without a valkd photo
identicy, has renewed concerms over election in-
tegrity in boch the US. and India. While no ane
can disagree than the process should be falr and
transparent, the sreement ends there, Partisan
politics in both coumtries have fostered political
mistrust, leading election lasers 1o repeatedly
question electoral mtegrity. The liberal and pro-
gressive stramls, and the conservative and nati-
vist strands in both coustries, want 1o purily and
streamline the decsaral rolls and the processes,
but in different and often contradictory ways. In
&a e the US could lead a shared democratic
apenda on edection rubes, but only after restoring
trust and integrney in their electoral processes.
India’s natooalised dectlon administration
system has largely worked well, though it now
faces a crisls of legitimacy. The U.Ss decentral
Ised system leaves too many loapholes in the pro
cess of enrolment and voting, and & could bemefit
from a more robust national framework like the
ECTs. The expanded Saleguard American Voter
ERgitilty (SAVE) Act was passed in February and
is pending in the Senate. The Constitution grants
each State its own methods: =, but Congress may
at any time by law make or alver such reguls-
moms”, unlke the Indian Comstitutson, whach es-
tablishes the ECI & a constioutional body
Thougth there i no ambiguity n existiog bw eith-
er in the U.S. or in India thae only citlzens may re
gister and vote, the process of ensaring this has
become bugely controversial in both countries
The proposed federal baw would require prood of
citzenship for voter registration and photo 1D Sor
voting. In Indi, the SIR & trving to sneak in this
requirement without transparency, adequate
compsuliation or sulfickent tene. The very lact that
SIR &5 meant 1o be conducted only once m 20
years means it shoukd be carried out carefully
and inclusively, While rulling dispensations in
both countries think that the election process s
oo permissive and allows Sareigners to obcain
vating righes, thelr apponents point 1o systematic
and premeditated efforts to tanget socal groups
In the name of election Imegrity. What i needed
Is an acceptance that clean elecioral rolls of ol
pens, anx] voting with photo 1D, are elementary
requirements of a fir process. In both coustries,
the stase must not selectively weaponise these re-

guiremennts against those not iIn power.
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Due diligence
Ontach g e e F Db — = Youlube Homework

Mundhe's stempts 10 disrugt the mar W

ketimg chain, by targeting the celebrities who
prop up the brand recall of manufacturers’ pro-
Aucts, s an encouragdng counterpoise to the con
sumer goods advertising landscape of today. This .
landscape has long suffered the conseguences of \.D d Fi I 2 ’ q
A ross asymmetry: the person with the persaa g ¢
sive power suffers almost nome of the ecanomic
downsides of consuming certaln goods, a sinaa m
D A~ BY '.Sr”‘*ali

tion sustained as much by uncritical endorse
ment as by inequities in the public health-care g - g
syssem. But the FDA must still prove its suspé ‘ ﬁ }- oo
clons. Accarding to it, Vimal Elaschs ~ which Shah
Rukh Khan, Ajaey Devgn and Tiger Sheof! have en-
dorsed ~ does not have & market denthy inde — l\ G\ !
pendent of ks association with tobacco and that — 2{§ P‘_G — q \
enclorsing it amounts 1o a surrogate endorsement
of tobacco products, While this seems 4 reasona
ble reading of the Ogarettes and Other Tobacoo

roducts Act (OOTPA) Rules, the Delbd High
Court, in DGHS »w Som Fan Product Pw. Lid
(2024), had held thae the stme had a responsiba-
Ity 1o prove & case of surrogate advertising. That \/
is, neither could brand registration alone prove
surrogate advertising nor coukd the mere exis- —
bemce of a techmically legal product permi & par-
ticular advertisement

Whale Mr. Murxdhe's efforts are commendable,

the FDA shonibd follow through with inguiries un
der COTPA and the Fooxd Salety and Standards
Act 2006 thar withstand scruciny. India bears the
world's Rirgest burden of oral cancer, and the
FDA s riglst 1o treat certain advertisements as un-
fair trade practices with significant consequences
for consusmer bealth. The endorser Babdity creat
ed by the Consumer Protection Act 2019, togeth
er with hefty hinancial penalties, has also undes
mined celebrites” ability 1o iInvoke ignorance of a
manufacturer's imtentions as a defence. The
FDA'S decsion to have celebrity endorsers ex-
phain their decision-making is a logical exsension
of this principle in the domamn of enforcement.
The problem exempiiied by tobacco also extends
o products making unsubstantised claims (e,
“bocsts mmaminy ™), and educational and fiinan
cial products. Undortunateldy, India’s regulatory
regime is fragmented across a sdew of Acts and
Rules; problematic advertisements often invoke
legal and administragive instruments to draw the
judicary’s imtervention. Penalties ar bans in the
FDAS case coukl sigmihcantly narrow the space
expioited for survogate advertising. If the FDA
falls 1o act fairly, however, it could become yet
another example of reguliastory overreach that
strengthened the practices it sought 1o end
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Agence France-Presse

TEHRAN

ran's armed forces
l warned Gulf countries

against assisting the
U.S. military on Wednes-
day, hours after the United
Arab Emirates announced
it was severing economic
ties with Tehran following
new attacks on shipping.

The Gulf is dotted with
U.S. military installations,
including in the UAE,
which said on Tuesday that
Iran had fired two ballistic
missiles at vessels off its
coast.

Despite a recent lull in
hostilities between the Un-
ited States and Iran, the
Strait of Hormuz - which

War scare: A satellite image shows aircraft at Prince Sultan Air Base
in Saudi Arabia. REUTERS

Tehran has blockaded and
through which vessels de-
parting most UAE ports
must pass - remains a
flashpoint, and attacks on
commercial ships have

continued. A framework
U.S.-Iran deal aimed at reo-
pening the vital trade corri-
dor collapsed, and alth-
ough both sides recently
said messages were being

Iran warns Gulf countries against
helping U.S. after UAE cuts trade ties

Iran’s armed forces warn that helping or facilitating US. military operations will amount to participation in war; the UAE
announced that it would sever economic ties with Iran after it alleged that Iranian missiles attacked vessels near its coast

exchanged, U.S. President
Donald Trump on Tuesday
insisted talks were off,
taunting Iran with a social
media post depicting the

strait as a “NEW US.
Territory”™.
‘Participation in war’

Iranian armed forces chief
of staffi Ali Abdollahi
warned on Wednesday
“that any assistance or fa-
cilitation provided to the
aggressor US. military
amounts to participation
in the U.S. military opera-
tion", according to the
Mehr news agency.

The war between Iran
and the United States
broke out on February 28
with U.S.-Israeli attacks on
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the Islamic republic, which
retaliated with missile and
drone strikes across the
region.

Since the start of the
conflict, many West Asian
countries have said they
would not allow the United
States to use their territory
as a launchpad for attacks,
though Mr. Abdollahi cast
doubt on those promises.

“It seems unlikely that
such a large number of mil-
itary aircraft, particularly
refuelling aircraft, could be
present at regional bases
without knowledge of host
countries,” said Mr. Abdol-
lahi, adding Gulf countries
“should know that we are
fully aware of the
situation”,
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China completes first stage of ‘military base’ at dispute(

Reuters
HONG KONG

China has completed the
first phase of construction
on Antedope Reef in the Pa
racels archipefago, bulld-
ing 2 man-made tsland in
the hotly-disputed South
China Sea that analysts say
will form part of its krgess-
military hase.

Satellite  images e
viewed by Rewsers show
the reclaimed feature in
ourthine for the frst time,
with barges and dredgers
Pavingg belt after ot least six
moaths of work in the busy
walerway.

The completion shows
the South China Sea as an
increasingly  militarised
arena of comest between
China and the U.S, and s
allies, as both sides jostle
for advantages that coukd
prove critical in any future
conflict over Talwan

-
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“The northern part ol
the South China Sea would
be particularly important
i a Taiwan conflict scena-
rio, so Antelope Is ieally
placed,” said Ben Lewis,
founder of the open-
source  data  platform
PLATracker

Construction of bulld-
ings work has started in the
southeast corner of the is
bnd, including a helicop-
ser pad, in the July 19 imag
es taken by Vantor, a
commercial provider of sa-
tellite images.

China's defence minis-
try did not immediately
respond 10 a4 Reuters re-
quest for comment.

China has vet o ack:
nowledge construction of a
new miliary base, while
state media have sald Ante-
lope will serve civilian
needs such as weather for
recasting and sciemtific
rescarch.

Regional security ana-
lysts and military attaches
say it is more Ekely o
strengthen China's military
hald on the northern part
of the vital waterway.

Potential runway

The images show a re-
chimed sland nearly 6 km
long, with a stragght line of
coast longer than 3 km that
some analysts see as a po-
tential runway.

A wharf stretching 6850
m fromis a deep water har-
bour, with one Vantor im-
e showing a coast guard
shap alongside.

In & stucly this week, the
Washington-based Center
for Stratege and Interna:
tonal Studies sasd the firss
excavation work for a new
runway appeared 1o have
already started.

Open  source  intell-
gence tracker Damien Sy-
mon, who first highlghted

Construction has started in the southeast corner of Antelope Reed
inchuding 3 hedicopber pad, in the images Saken bry Vantor, REUTERS

dredging at the reef on X in
early January said he spot-
pesd indtial signs of work Last
December.

Mr. Lewis said he be
lheved Antedope Reef coukd
prove 1o be one of the Chi-
nese milicary’s most (m-
portant  features in  the
South China Sea, larger
than neighbouring Woody
island and easier to defend

than a network of bases

further south in  the
Spraths archipelago.
*I think the importance

of the South China Sea and
the Southern Theater
Command has been elevat-
ol In the last year by the
Central Military Commis-
sion Rrgely as it relates to
Taiwan.” Mr. Lewss added,
referring to China’s top

South China Sea reef

milicary panel, headMulth it

President Xi Jinping.

China's military plan-
mers might feed maore com-
fortable keeping some
weapons, such as its H6
stratege bombers, I the
Paracels and closer to the
Chinese mainland rather
than on the Spratlys furth-
er south,

The construction wark
was “modest”, Chinese
South China Sea scholar
Deng Duo said in an opi
mion pece published in the
official China Daily in June.

“Rather than miliarsa-
tion, the purpose s peace-
ful and constrsctive - mak-
ing the waters safer for
evervone who depends on
them,” Mr. Ding wrote,

The commems mirror
China's previous explana-
thorss of its build-up in the
Spratlys in waters also
claimed by Southeast
Astan neighbours Vietnam,

Taiwan and Brunei.

Woody  Bland  has
served as the traditional
adminsstrative centre for
China in the South China
Sea, housing a1 times jet
fighters and surface-to-alr
missiles, Triton lsland, also
mn the Paraceds, hosts ex-
tensive long-range surveil-
hnee devices.

Vietnam’s claims
China has occupled all the
Paracels since 1974, when
it forced off the navy of the
former  South  Vietnam.
Vietnam, which daims the
enlire grouping as 18 own,
has moved in recent years
to expand ns omn network
of bases in the Sprathys.
Viemam's Foregn Mi-
nistry did not immediately
respond 1w Rewters re-
quests for comment. It has
previously asserted its so-
vereignty claims to Ante

“resolutely opposes such
actions (and) has made
representations”.

Antelope  could also
help support any bid by
China 10 creme so-called
bastions or protected
ocean areas in the South
China Sea w defend its nu-
cear-armed ballistic mis-
sile submarines, said Sin-
gapore-based security
scholar Collin Koh.

Mr. Koh said the island
bulldup, ety to house ex-
tensive surveillance eguip-
ment, could potentislly
complicate submarine op-
erations by the United
States and Vietmam, whach
are both active In the area

Such bastions close o
home ports would protect
China's submarines from
exposure to rival attack,
avoiding having to send
them out into the western
Pacific,
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