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PRAYAGRAJ, India – A six-week Maha Kumbh Me-
la or Great Pitcher Festival begins in India on Monday,
a Hindu sacred event that will be the world’s largest
gathering of humanity as it showcases religion, spiri-
tuality, tourism and crowd management.

More than 400 million people are expected in the
northern city of Prayagraj, in Uttar Pradesh state, over
the course of six weeks to take a holy dip at the conflu-
ence of three sacred rivers – the Ganga, the Yamuna
and the mythical, invisible Saraswati. 

Devout Hindus believe taking a dip in the sacred
waters absolves people of sins, and during the Kumbh
Mela, it also brings salvation from the cycle of life and
death.

The festival has its roots in a Hindu tradition that
says the god Vishnu wrested a golden pitcher contain-
ing the nectar of immortality from demons.

In a 12-day celestial fight for possession, four drops
fell to earth, in the cities of Prayagraj, Haridwar, Ujjain
and Nashik, which host the festival every three years
by rotation. The Kumbh held once every 12 years in
this cycle has the prefix “maha“ (great) as it is consid-
ered more auspicious due to its timing and attracts
the largest gathering.

The Kumbhs are a big test for authorities to show-
case India’s ability to organize and manage the move-
ment of millions of people and retain the ancient fes-
tival’s sanctity.

A sprawling 9,884 acres of open land along the
banks of the rivers has been converted into a tempor-
ary city to house the visitors in 150,000 tents and
comes equipped with 3,000 kitchens, 145,000 rest-

rooms and 99 parking lots.
Authorities are also installing up to 450,000 new

electricity connections, with the Kumbh expected to
drain more power than what 100,000 urban apart-
ments in the region consume in a month.

Indian Railways has introduced 98 special trains
that will make 3,300 trips during the festival to trans-
port visitors besides regular trains that connect
Prayagraj.

Prashant Kumar, the police chief of Uttar Pradesh,
said around 40,000 police personnel and cybercrime
experts have created a web of surveillance powered
by artificial intelligence to protect and help navigate
the sea of humanity at the site. “Security and safety of
pilgrims is our priority,” said Kumar.

Emergency response capabilities include 125 road
ambulances, seven river ambulances and air ambu-
lances for swift medical assistance.

“I am fortunate to host one of the most auspicious
Hindu festivals in my state,” state Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath told the Aaj Tak TV channel.

Adityanath is also a powerful Hindu monk and a
popular hard- line Hindu politician in Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party.

A successful Maha Kumbh is expected to burnish
the BJP’s record of reclaiming and glorifying India’s
religious and cultural symbols for its Hindu base,
promised by Modi and Adityanath since their Hindu
nationalist party swept to power nationally in 2014.

The state government has allocated $765 million
for this year’s event, officials said. It has also promot-
ed the Kumbh Mela at several international tourism
expositions and invited foreign representatives.

In 2021, Modi’s government had refused to call off
the Kumbh festival despite a sharp rise in COVID-19
cases and allowed thousands of ash-smeared ascet-
ics and devout Hindus to take a dip in the Ganga, pos-
sibly fearing a backlash from religious leaders in the
Hindu-majority country.
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Members of a band beat drums as they perform Sunday in Prayagraj, India, ahead of the start of the “Maha
Kumbh Mela” festival. ADNAN ABIDI/REUTERS

KYIV, Ukraine – Ukraine’s President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy said on Sunday that Kyiv is ready to hand
over North Korean soldiers to their leader, Kim Jong
Un, if he can facilitate their exchange for Ukrainians
held captive in Russia. 

“In addition to the first captured soldiers from
North Korea, there will undoubtedly be more. It’s
only a matter of time before our troops manage to
capture others,” Zelenskyy said in a post on X.

Zelenskyy said on Saturday that Ukraine had cap-
tured two North Koreans in Russia’s Kursk region, the
first time Ukraine has announced the capture of
North Korean soldiers alive since their entry into the
nearly three-year-old war last fall.

Ukrainian and Western assessments say that
some 11,000 troops from the Russian ally have been
deployed in the Kursk region to support Moscow’s
forces. Russia has neither confirmed nor denied their
presence.

Zelenskyy has said Russian and North Korean
forces had suffered heavy losses.

“Ukraine is ready to hand over Kim Jong Un’s sol-
diers to him if he can organize their exchange for our
warriors who are being held captive in Russia,” Zelen-
skyy said.

He posted a short video showing the interrogation
of two men who are presented as North Korean
soldiers. One of them is lying on a bed with bandaged
hands, the other is sitting with a bandage on his 
jaw.

One of the men said through an interpreter that he
did not know he was fighting against Ukraine and
had been told he was on a training exercise.

He said he hid in a shelter during the offensive and
was found a couple of days later. He said that if he
was ordered to return to North Korea, he would, but
that he was ready to stay in Ukraine if given the
chance.

Reuters could not verify the video.
“One of them (soldiers) expressed a desire to stay

in Ukraine, the other to return to Korea,” Zelenskyy
said in a televised statement.

Zelenskyy said that for North Korean soldiers who
did not wish to return home, there may be other op-
tions available and “those who express a desire to
bring peace closer by spreading the truth about this
war in the Korean (language) will be given that op-
portunity.”

He provided no specific details.

Zelenskyy says
he’ll exchange
NKorean troops
for Ukrainians
Pavel Polityuk
REUTERS

ROME – Iranian businessman Mohammad Abedi-
ni, who had been detained in Italy on a U.S. warrant,
left jail Sunday and returned to Iran after Rome’s jus-
tice minister filed to revoke his arrest. 

Abedini was arrested in Milan last month for alleg-
edly supplying drone parts that Washington says
were used in a 2024 attack that killed three U.S. ser-
vice members in Jordan. Iran denied involvement in
the attack.

Italian media linked his case to the detention of
Italian journalist Cecilia Sala, who was seized in Teh-
ran three days after Abedini was arrested. She re-
turned home on Wednesday. Iran dismissed allega-
tions it had imprisoned her to pressure Rome to re-
lease Abedini.

“Mohammad Abedini was detained due to a mis-
understanding which was resolved through … Iran’s
foreign ministry efforts and negotiations between
the concerned departments of the intelligence minis-
try of the Islamic Republic of Iran and Italian intelli-
gence services,” reported Mizan, the news agency of
Iran’s judiciary.

Iran’s foreign ministry spokesperson Esmaeil
Baghaei and the Iranian judiciary’s Mizan news
agency confirmed that Abedini had arrived in Iran on
Sunday.

A source with knowledge of the matter told Reu-
ters that he had been released on Sunday morning,
after Justice Minister Carlo Nordio filed his request to
Milan’s Court of Appeal. Under Italian law, courts
must abide by the request.

“Now my client is a free person and can smile and
hope again,” Abedini’s lawyer, Alfredo De Francesco,
said in a statement.

In a statement, the Italian justice ministry said
that legal conditions were not in place to extradite
Abedini as that could only be done for offenses pun-
ishable both in Italy and in the United States.

The statement said violations of the U.S. Interna-
tional Economic Emergency Powers Act did not cor-
respond to conduct recognizable as a crime under
Italian law. It added there was no evidence corrob-
orating the other charges of supporting a terrorist or-
ganization

In an interview published on Thursday, Nordio
said that the U.S. had not yet submitted a formal re-
quest to extradite Abedini. 
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BUCHAREST, Romania – Tens of thousands of Ro-
manians angered by the cancellation of a presidential
election marched through Bucharest on Sunday to de-
mand the election go ahead and that outgoing centrist
President Klaus Iohannis should resign. 

In a move that polarized voters, Romania’s top
court voided the presidential election on Dec. 6, two
days before the second round of balloting.

The cancellation came after state documents
showed front-runner Calin Georgescu, a critic of
NATO, had benefited from an unfair social media
campaign likely to have been orchestrated by Russia,
accusations Moscow has denied.

The court ordered that the election be re-run in its
entirety. The pro-European coalition government has
yet to approve a calendar for the election, although
party leaders agreed to hold the two rounds on May 4
and May 18.

Iohannis, whose term expired Dec. 21, will stay on
until his successor is elected.

On Sunday, tens of thousands of protesters, in-
cluding left-wingers and those angered by the way the
way the election was canceled, joined the protest or-
ganized by the opposition hard-right Alliance for
Uniting Romanians, Romania’s second-largest party.

“We ask for a return to democracy by resuming the
election with the second round,” AUR leader George
Simion told reporters.

Organizers said 100,000 people were at the protest,
but riot police along the march estimated the num-
bers at around 20,000. Protesters waved flags and
shouted “Freedom” and “Bring back the second
round.”

“Our right to vote was broken,” said Bogdan Danila,
a 43-year-old truck driver. “In addition, Iohannis was

in power for ten years and did nothing for the people,
while parties betrayed us, they are all corrupt. We
want something else.”

Some protesters carried portraits of Georgescu or
Christian Orthodox icons while street vendors sold
flags and vuvuzelas.

“Authorities must say why they canceled the elec-
tion, we want to see the evidence,” said Cornelia, 57,
an economist wrapped in a Romanian flag who de-
clined to give her last name.

“At this rate we won’t be voting anymore, they will
impose a leader like in the old days.”

It remains unclear whether Georgescu, who op-
poses Romanian support for Ukraine against Russia’s
invasion, will be allowed to run for president again. 
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Protesters march Sunday in Bucharest, Romania,
during a demonstration organized by the country’s
far-right Alliance for Uniting Romanians, urging the
government to re-run a canceled presidential
election. ANDREEA CAMPEANU/REUTERS


