


Tewari, Bhupinder Singh Hooda,
Akhilesh Prasad Singh, Raj Bab-
bar, Shankar Singh Vaghela, 
Aiyar, Tharoor, PJ Kurian, MA 
Khan, Rajender Kaur Bhattal, 
Sandeep Dixit, Kuldeep Sharma,
Vivek Tankha, and Preneet Kaur.

A lot of the attention was
focused on former minister Kapil
Sibal, who stirred a hornet’s nest
with an interview to the Indian 
Express on Tuesday, when he 
suggested that the Gandhi family
should step away from the lead-
ership of the party — a sentiment
that other G-23 leaders had pre-
viously shied away from openly 
articulating. Since then, Sibal has
faced backlash from Gandhi 
family loyalists, who have said he
was hurting the party with his 
public criticism. Some leaders 
indicated that a resolution may 
be brought against him for pub-
licly criticising the Gandhis.

The meeting was originally
planned at Sibal’s house but was
later moved to Azad’s residence.
It lasted at least three hours and
the expanded numbers — the 
group was atrophying members
over the past year — might act as

CHANDIGARH/IMPHAL:  Con-
gress leaders Navjot Singh
Sidhu and N Loken resigned as
state unit chiefs of Punjab and
Manipur, respectively  on
Wednesday. 

The move came a day after
party president Sonia Gandhi
demanded resignations from
state chiefs of Goa, Manipur,
Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh
and Punjab, where the Con-
gress suffered a drubbing in
assembly polls.  HTC

CONGRESS CHIEFS 
OF PUNJAB AND 
MANIPUR RESIGN dra Singh will suggest organisa-

tional changes in the party’s UP 
unit, while Rajya Sabha MP Rajani
Patil, party’s Rajya Sabha chief 
whip Jairam Ramesh and general
secretary Avinash Pandey will ana-
lyse the electoral loss in Goa, Man-
ipur and Uttarakhand, respec-
tively, people cited above said.  The
Congress failed to win any of the 
five state polls, results of which 
were announced on March 10.

According to a communication
from Congress general secretary 
KC Venugopal, these leaders will 
hold talks with “MLA candidates 
and important leaders” before sug-

and Goa — to resign. 
All India Congress Committee

(AICC) general secretary Ajay 
Maken, who was also part of the 
party’s Punjab poll campaign, has
been entrusted to suggest organi-
sational changes in the state unit. 
Many lawmakers from Punjab tar-
geted Maken during their meeting
with the party chief on Wednes-
day. Lok Sabha MP Jasbir Singh 
Gill told Gandhi that the onus lies
on Punjab in-charge Harish Chow-
dhary and Maken and alleged that
the party tickets were “sold to 
undeserving candidates”.

Former Union minister Jiten-
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NEW DELHI: Congress president 
Sonia Gandhi on Wednesday 
appointed five senior leaders to 
analyse the “post-poll situation” 
and suggest organisational 
changes in the five states that held
assembly elections recently, peo-
ple familiar with the development
said.

The decision, underlining a
sense of urgency, came a day after
Gandhi ordered state unit chiefs in
the five states — Uttar Pradesh, 
Punjab, Uttarakhand, Manipur 

gesting changes. 
“These announcements show

how the party high command is 
wasting no time to revive the party
and also send a signal to the G23 
that the leadership is taking neces-
sary steps,” a senior leader said 
requesting anonymity. 

“The need of the hour is to bring
in young faces in each state. We 
have to wait and see how the 
changes take place. But Sonia Gan-
dhi’s quick actions will send a mes-
sage to Congress voters and work-
ers that the party is serious about a
revival,” a leader considered close
to the Gandhi family said.
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NEW DELHI:  The Congress was
mired in dissension on Wednes-
day as a group of senior leaders
demanding internal reforms
held a significant show-of-
strength over a dinner meeting,
even as the party’s leadership
appeared to move towards
trying to stem the turmoil
after humiliating defeats in five
state polls.

The meeting of the so-called
G-23 (group of 23) leaders saw
the attendance of five former
chief ministers, and at least
eight former Union ministers,
among others. At least five sit-
ting members of Parliament
were part of the discussions,
during which the leaders
demanded that the Congress
leadership “initiate dialogue
with other like-minded forces to
pave the way for a credible alter-
native for 2024”, according to a
statement released after the
meeting.

The leaders — the note was
undersigned by 18 — also said 
they believed “the only way for-
ward is for the Congress to adopt
the model of collective and inclu-
sive leadership and decision-
making at all levels”.

Leaders aware of develop-
ments said that the Congress 
leadership informally reached 
out to at least two G-23 members
earlier in the day, suggesting dis-
cussions on the future of the 
party – the first sign of an 
attempt to mend the rapidly 
deteriorating ties between 
leaders loyal to the Gandhi 
family and those demanding 

internal elections.
It was unclear whether the

G-23, a group of 23 leaders who 
first hit the headlines in 2020 
when they wrote to Congress 
chief Sonia Gandhi demanding 
reform, would take up the offer. 
But two Congress functionaries 
indicated that there was a possi-
bility of a meeting between party
chief Sonia Gandhi and G23 
leader Ghulam Nabi Azad soon.

Former minister Mani
Shankar Aiyar was a surprise 
addition during the meeting at 
Azad’s residence on Wednesday
night, and one of the leaders said
on condition of anonymity that 
the strength of the group has 
swelled to 32. Another inclusion
on Wednesday was Preneet Kaur,
an MP from Patiala and wife of 
former CM Amarinder Singh, 
who left the party last year after a
bitter fallout.

One more unexpected
attendee was Shashi Tharoor, 
who was part of the original 23 
leaders who wrote the letter in 
2020, but had not attended 
recent meetings of the group.

Aiyar and Tharoor did not
respond to calls and text messa-
ges seeking a comment.

“We are no longer G-23, we
are G-32... Five former chief min-
isters and at least 8-10 former 
Union ministers have all met. 
They are all adding up now. 
Everyone just wants to 
strengthen the party but the 
problem is no one wants to lis-
ten,” one of the dissenting lead-
ers said, asking not to be named.

The 18 leaders whose names
were on the note, however, were
Azad, Anand Shama, Kapil Sibal,
Prithviraj Chavan, Manish 

a booster for their morale and 
demands.

“I don’t know where Kapil
Sibal belongs. For many years, he
received so many benefits from 
the Congress. He never com-
plained when he was a cabinet 
minister in the UPA government.
But now when the UPA is not in 
power, he is finding the situation
difficult and bad,” the Congress’s
Lok Sabha floor leader Adhir 
Chowdhury said.

Protests against Sibal also
grew in Chandni Chowk, his erst-
while parliamentary constitu-
ency. The Chandi Chowk City dis-
trict Congress committee on 
Wednesday urged Congress pres-
ident Sonia Gandhi “to immedi-
ately start a disciplinary enquiry
against Sibal for trying to split 
the party”. They also alleged that
Sibal had neglected his constitu-
ency.

Internal reform has long been
a point of intense dissension in 
the Congress but the dispute 
spilled out in the open after the 
party slumped to losses in five 
state assembly polls that con-
cluded recently, losing one of 
only three states it ruled on its 
own.

With criticism mounting, both
inside and outside the party, 
Sonia Gandhi has moved to 
revamp the party’s structure in 
the five states by asking the 
respective state unit chiefs to 
resign, and on Wednesday, 
announced the names of five 
leaders who will individually 
look after the reorganisation – 
but critics say the changes are 
dwarfed by the scale of the reor-
ganisation the Congress requires
to take on the Bharatiya Janata 

Party (BJP) in polls later this 
year.

The names of the leaders
entrusted to carry out the reorga-
nisation, ironically, may lead to 
more unrest within the party. 
“Even when they set up commit-
tees today to handle post polls, 
they are the same names like Jai-
ram Ramesh, Avinash Pandey, 
Ajay Maken and Jitendra Singh,”
a second G-23 leader said.

The G-23 has repeatedly said
that it is only interested in 
improving the Congress and 
doesn’t mean to destabilise the 
party. But it remains unclear 
how receptive the party leader-
ship is to the idea of internal 
reforms, though elections for the
position of Congress president 
are set for August.

At the Congress Working
Committee meeting on Sunday, 
several leaders backed the Gan-
dhi family and refused to accept
the offer of resignation by Sonia
Gandhi. The CWC, instead, 
entrusted her to carry out “neces-
sary and comprehensive” 
changes.

Senior Congress leader Malli-
karjun Kharge alleged the G-23 
leaders were attempting to break
the party by continuing to hold 
meetings even after the CWC dis-
cussed all issues during its recent
meeting. He said no one can 
weaken party president Sonia 
Gandhi as the entire Congress, 
“from the streets to the national 
capital”, is with her.

“Sonia Gandhi is taking all
steps that have been discussed at
the CWC. If they (G-23 leaders) 
still speak like this, it means they
are trying to break the party,” 
Kharge added.

{ DISSENSION IN CONGRESS } LEADERS HOLD DINNER MEET

G-23 demands inclusive leadership

Without directly referring to
the article, Gandhi said bias dis-
played by platforms such as
Facebook has repeatedly come
to the notice of the public.
“...global social media compa-
nies are not providing a level
playing field to all parties.” She
added the blatant manner in
which social harmony was being
disturbed with the connivance of
the ruling establishment is dan-
gerous for democracy.

Gandhi said minds were being
filled with hate through emo-
tionally charged disinformation,
sometimes by proxies. She
added companies such as Face-
book were aware of it and profit-
ing from it. She referred to a
growing nexus between big cor-
porations, the ruling establish-
ment, and social media giants.

Congress lawmaker Rahul
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NEW DELHI: Congress chief Sonia
Gandhi on Wednesday urged the
government to end the “system-
atic influence and interference of
Facebook and other social media
giants” on electoral politics
being used to “hack democracy”.

Speaking in Lok Sabha, she
called it an issue of paramount
importance while referring to
the rising danger of social media
abuse. She added companies
such as Facebook and Twitter
were used increasingly to shape
political narratives by leaders,
parties, and their proxies.

Gandhi’s comments came fol-
lowing an Al Jazeera article pub-
lished on March 14 that said
Facebook undercut the Opposi-
tion’s influence on the platform
ahead of the 2019 national elec-
tions and gave a distinct advan-
tage to the ruling Bharatiya Jan-
ata Party (BJP). The article is
based on an analysis of 536,070
political advertisements on Face-
book and Instagram from Febru-
ary 2019 to November 2020. It
assessed the influence of Face-
book’s political advertising poli-
cies on elections in the country.

 Facebook (now Meta) and
Twitter  did not respond to a
request for comment. 

Gandhi also took a dig at the
company. “Meta-worse for
democracy,” he tweeted.

BJP spokesperson Shehzad
Poonawalla hit back calling the
comments  “the typical modus
operandi” of the Congress.
“Whether it is the EVM [elec-
tronic voting machines] or the
Election Commission or blaming
the people of India or now social
media. Rahul Gandhi and Con-
gress, just a few months ago,
were hailing Twitter and other
social media companies as bas-
tions of free speech when the
government came up with the
intermediary guidelines to
ensure they do not play super
editors and remain neutral and
operate as platforms to ensure a
level playing field.”

Facebook earlier came under
scrutiny in 2020 when its India
policy head, Ankhi Das, stepped
down after details of her reluc-
tance to censor hate speech sur-
faced. The controversy began
following an August 14, 2020,
report in the Wall Street Journal,
which said Das intervened to
stop Telangana BJP lawmaker T
Raja Singh from being banned
from the platform citing a  possi-
ble fallout on  the company’s
business interests. Last year, it
was accused of allowing algo-
rithms to amplify hate speech.

End social media’s influence 
on electoral politics: Sonia 

Sonia Gandhi

Fareeha Iftikhar

fareeha.iftikhar@htdigital.in

NEW DELHI: Holders of four-year
undergraduate degrees with a
minimum CGPA (Cumulative
Grade Point Average) of 7.5  will
be eligible for admission to PhD
courses, according to revised
norms proposed by the Univer-
sity Grants Commission (UGC).

In its latest draft of amend-
ments to the UGC (Minimum
Standards and Procedures for
Award of Ph.D Degree) Regula-
tions, 2016, the UGC has also
proposed to reserve 60% of the
available seats for National Eligi-
bility Test/ Junior Research Fel-
lowship qualified candidates in
all higher education institutions.

The draft UGC regulations,
2022, was approved during the
556th commission meeting on
March 10. HT has reviewed a
copy of the document. The

changes are in line with the
National Education Policy, 2020.

The draft norms are likely to
be released for suggestions on
Thursday, said UGC officials
familiar with the development.

According to the document,
while there will be a status quo
in terms of the procedure of
admissions, the draft guidelines
revised the eligibility criteria
after the discontinuation of
MPhil degree under NEP 2020,
and introduction of four-year
undergraduate programmes.

Under the NEP 2020, universi-
ties and colleges will now offer
four-year undergraduate degrees
with multiple exit and entry
options. Several universities,
including the Jawaharlal Nehru
University and Delhi University,
have decided to adopt these pro-
grammes from this year. After
completing the degree, the stu-
dents will receive honours with a

research undergraduate degree.
As per the proposed norms,

candidates having a four-year
bachelor’s degree with 7.5 or
above CGPA will be eligible for
admission to PhD programmes,
along with first and second year
PG students (after completing a
four-year programme).

UGC chairperson Jagadesh
Kumar said, “The four-year
undergraduate programme is
beneficial to students... Those
who are interested in research
can do either multidisciplinary
research or focus on a single dis-
cipline in their final year. Those
who do well in the programme
will be eligible to join in a PhD
programme. I believe that this
will enhance the research eco-
system in our country.” 

Besides, candidates who have
cleared M.Phil with at least 55%
marks in aggregate will continue
to remain eligible.

UGC amends PhD admission norms

5 Cong leaders to suggest changes in state units

AT LEAST FIVE 
SITTING MPS 
WERE PART OF 
THE DISCUSSIONS, 
DURING WHICH 
THE LEADERS 
DEMANDED THAT 
PARTY LEADERSHIP 
‘INITIATE TALKS 
WITH OTHER LIKE-
MINDED FORCES’
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