
GUWAHATI

 Panic buying driven by rumours of a 
fuel shortage has led to a sharp spike 
in sales across Guwahati, with author-
ities maintaining that supplies remain 
adequate and urging residents not to 
rush to petrol pumps.

Reports from several parts of the 
city and other areas of Assam indicate 
that fuel outlets have witnessed an 
unusual surge in demand since early 
morning, with sales rising by nearly 30 
per cent in some locations. The sudden 
rush has resulted in temporary stock 
strain at certain depots, fuelling con-
cerns among consumers.

Officials, however, have dismissed 
fears of an actual shortage. Sources in 
the Ministry of Petroleum and Natu-
ral Gas said that while global develop-
ments, including tensions in West Asia, 
may have had a marginal impact, fuel 
availability remains under control.

“There is no shortage of fuel at pres-
ent. The Ministry is closely monitoring 
the situation,” a senior official said, 
adding that instances of panic buy-
ing may have worsened the situation. 

There were also indications that some 
private players could be contributing 
to an artificial sense of scarcity.

On the ground, the impact of the 
rush was visible. At a fuel station on 
Rajgarh Road, dispensers briefly ran 
dry, with a ‘No Petrol’ notice displayed. 
Staff attributed the situation to an un-
expected surge in demand, with many 
consumers opting to fill their tanks 
amid uncertainty.Employees at fuel 
depots reported that while demand had 
spiked sharply, replenishment supplies 
were still awaited. “If tankers do not ar-
rive on schedule, existing stock could 
run out quickly due to the sudden in-
crease in sales,” a depot worker said.

Operators at some outlets also point-
ed to recent logistical changes, includ-
ing reduced fuel allocations and earlier 
loading deadlines, as factors contrib-
uting to supply tightness at the retail 
level. However, they clarified that this 
did not necessarily indicate a systemic 
shortage.

The district administration has 
begun assessing the situation. The 
Office of the Deputy Commissioner in 
Kamrup (Metro) is compiling a detailed 
report on stock levels across depots to 
determine the actual supply position.

Chief Secretary Ravi Kota reiterat-
ed that there is no cause for concern. 
“We have checked with petrol pumps 
across the city, and all have confirmed 
adequate availability of petrol and die-
sel,” he said.

Authorities have appealed to the 
public to avoid panic buying and rely 
on official information, warning that 
unnecessary hoarding could disrupt 
normal supply chains and create avoid-
able shortages.
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NEW DELHI

The Election Commission of India 
(ECI) has conducted a comprehen-
sive review of election preparedness 
in Assam, stressing the need for a 
safe, neutral and transparent voting 
process ahead of the April 9 Assem-
bly polls.

The Commission on March 25 
convened a detailed briefing and 
hands-on training session involving 
District Election Officers (DEOs), se-
nior police officials, and key admin-
istrative personnel responsible for 
managing the electoral process.

During the meeting, officials were 
directed to ensure that voters can ex-
ercise their franchise freely, without 
fear, coercion, or undue influence. 
The ECI reiterated its focus on main-
taining a level playing field and fos-
tering confidence among electors.

Preparations were reviewed 
across a wide range of areas, includ-
ing security deployment, movement 
and placement of personnel, trans-
port logistics, handling of Electronic 

Voting Machines (EVMs), and the 
readiness of polling teams. Author-
ities were also instructed to ensure 
that all polling stations are equipped 
with assured minimum facilities for 
voters.

To strengthen transparency and 

accountability, Presiding Officers 
have been directed to adhere strictly 
to established procedures, including 
providing polling agents with signed 
copies of Form 17C - the official re-
cord of votes cast - at the close of poll-
ing.

In addition, officials have been 
asked to update voter turnout figures 
on the ECINET platform at regular 
intervals throughout the polling 
process, as well as after voting con-
cludes.

In a bid to boost voter participa-

tion, the Commission has instructed 
local election authorities to distrib-
ute voter information slips well in 
advance, along with voter awareness 
material for households. Special-
ly designed slips will also be made 
available for visually impaired vot-
ers to ensure inclusive participation.

The ECI further directed that ap-
plications for campaign-related per-
missions submitted through the Su-
vidha system be processed within 24 
hours on a “first come, first served” 
basis, while maintaining complete 
impartiality.

Given Assam’s challenging ter-
rain, particularly in riverine and 
remote areas, officials have been ad-
vised to remain prepared for emer-
gencies and ensure adequate safety 
arrangements at vulnerable polling 
locations.Polling for all 126 Assembly 
constituencies will be held in a single 
phase on April 9, with counting of 
votes scheduled for May 4. The Com-
mission reiterated its commitment 
to conducting free, fair, and peaceful 
elections across the state.

IMPHAL

Fresh firing along the inter-dis-
trict boundary of Churachandpur 
district and Bishnupur district 
triggered panic among residents 
and prompted a joint security 
operation late Wednesday night, 
officials said.

Unidentified armed men 
reportedly opened fire in the 
Phouljang/Gothol area, near the 
foothills along the border, with 
rounds directed towards an In-
dian Army post at Phougakchao 
Awang Leikai. The incident oc-
curred at around 11:40 pm on 
March 25, according to a police 
bulletin.

Security forces, including per-
sonnel from the Indian Army and 
the Central Reserve Police Force 
(CRPF), swiftly retaliated, leading 
to an exchange of fire that lasted 
approximately 30 minutes.

Officials said the firing creat-
ed fear in nearby localities, with 
multiple rounds heard in the sur-
rounding areas. “We are trying to 

locate the source of the firing and 
identify the intended target,” an 
official said, adding that the situ-
ation is being closely monitored.

Preliminary inputs indicated 
that suspected armed Kuki mil-
itants may have been involved 
in the attack, though authorities 
said verification is ongoing.

In response, a coordinated 
search operation was launched 
in the early hours of March 26 
by a combined team of the Army, 
CRPF, Manipur Police, and the 
Indian Reserve Battalion (IRB). 
Security forces are currently 
combing the area of the incident 
and adjoining hill regions to track 
down those responsible.

Officials reiterated that oper-
ations will continue in the sur-
rounding hills to prevent any fur-
ther escalation.

Authorities have also urged 
residents to remain calm and re-
frain from spreading unverified 
information, as security forces 
intensify surveillance in the sen-
sitive border zone.
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WHO SAID WHAT 

GUWAHATI
The Northeast Frontier Railway (NFR) has rolled 
out 20 pairs of new train services during the 2025-26 
financial year, significantly expanding rail connec-
tivity within the Northeast and linking the region 
more closely with major cities across the country.

The Maligaon-headquartered zone said the ex-
pansion includes a mix of premium, semi-premi-
um, and conventional services aimed at improving 
accessibility, passenger comfort, and overall travel 
efficiency.“This significant expansion reflects our 
continued commitment to enhancing connectivity 
and passenger experience across the region,” NFR 
Chief Public Relations Officer Kapinjal Kishore 
Sharma said.A key highlight of the rollout is the in-
troduction of advanced train services, including the 
Vande Bharat Sleeper Express operating between 
Kamakhya and Howrah, offering a modern, high-
speed overnight travel option with upgraded ameni-
ties.

In addition, seven pairs of Amrit Bharat Express 
trains have been introduced to provide affordable 
long-distance travel, connecting destinations such as 
Nagercoil, Tiruchchirappalli, Gomti Nagar, Rohtak, 
Bengaluru, Panvel, and Charlapalli.

Strengthening connectivity further, a new Ra-
jdhani Express service linking Sairang with Del-
hi has been launched, marking a major boost for 
Mizoram’s access to the national capital. Long-dis-
tance routes such as the Sairang-Kolkata-Sairang 
Express have also been added.

At the regional level, several new services-includ-
ing Sairang-Guwahati, Silchar-Sairang, NJP-Guwa-
hati, and Agartala-Narangi routes-have been intro-
duced to enhance intra-regional connectivity.

Get all the latest and updated news 
of today in the evening. For 
subcribing to this e-paper contact 
at -8721838313

NFR Adds 20 New Train 
Services in 2025-26, Boosting 
Northeast Connectivity

PERSPECTIVE 

TINSUKIA

A recent attack by United Liber-
ation Front of Asom (Indepen-
dent) has heightened security 
concerns in Tinsukia district, 
with authorities ramping up 
vigilance ahead of the April 9 
Assembly elections.

The March 22 strike targeted 
the 4th Assam Police Comman-
do Battalion camp at Jagun, 
where suspected militants fired 
multiple rocket-propelled gre-
nades during what the outfit 
described as “Operation Bujo-
ni.” The attack triggered a 20-30 
minute gunfight, leaving four 
commandos injured-three with 
serious splinter wounds and 
one with burn injuries.

Following the assault, the at-
tackers reportedly fled towards 
the Arunachal Pradesh bor-
der. The insurgent group later 
claimed responsibility, describ-
ing the attack as retaliation 
for recent security operations 
and alleged drone strikes on its 
camps.

The incident has under-
scored longstanding security 
vulnerabilities in Upper As-
sam, particularly in border 
regions where difficult terrain 
and proximity to international 
boundaries complicate surveil-
lance. Jagun’s location-close to 
Arunachal Pradesh and with-
in reach of routes leading to 
Myanmar’s Sagaing region-has 

historically made it a sensitive 
zone for insurgent movement.

In response, security forces 
have placed the district on high 
alert. Joint operations involv-
ing the Assam Police, Central 
Reserve Police Force, Assam 
Rifles, and Arunachal Pradesh 
Police are currently underway 
to track down those responsible 
and secure vulnerable pockets.

Senior officials said coordi-
nated efforts are being inten-
sified to ensure a safe environ-
ment for polling. The district 
police emphasised inter-agency 
synergy, highlighting ongoing 
collaboration between central 
armed police forces and state 
units.

Harmeet Singh visited the 
attack site and met the injured 

personnel, assuring strict ac-
tion against those involved. 
“We will take all necessary le-
gal measures,” he said, adding 
that investigations are under-
way to identify and apprehend 
the perpetrators.

Security planners face multi-
ple challenges as polling approach-
es, including securing remote 
and scattered polling stations, 
monitoring cross-border militant 
movement, and preventing vot-
er intimidation or extortion at-
tempts. Intelligence gathering and 
round-the-clock surveillance have 
been intensified, particularly in 
forested and riverine areas along 
the interstate boundary.

With preventive deployments, 
reinforcements, and continuous 
review meetings in place, author-
ities say efforts are focused on 
ensuring that the upcoming elec-
tions are conducted peacefully 
despite the prevailing insurgency 
concerns.

Assam will go to polls in a sin-
gle phase on April 9, with count-
ing scheduled for May 4.

Your past will only control 
you if you allow it to.

GUWAHATI
Amid increasing references to late 
Assamese cultural icon Zubeen Garg 
in the ongoing political discourse, a 
member of his family has called for 
restraint, urging individuals and 
groups to refrain from politicising 
his legacy.Speaking to reporters, 
Zubeen’s uncle Manoj Borthakur 
said the singer devoted his life to the 
people of Assam but did not always 
receive the support or recognition he 
deserved during his lifetime.“Zubeen 
gave his entire life to the people of 
Assam, but a section of people nei-
ther supported him nor stood by 
him. They observed him from a dis-
tance and, at times, even hurt him,” 
Borthakur said.

He expressed concern over at-
tempts to invoke the singer’s name in 
the current election narrative, warn-
ing against giving his legacy a polit-
ical colour.“During elections, some 
people are trying to use Zubeen’s 
name and give it an anti-government 
twist. They should not assume that 
the people of Assam are unaware 
or easily influenced. The present 
generation is intelligent and can see 
through such attempts,” he said.

Borthakur urged those involved 
to maintain neutrality and avoid link-
ing the late artist’s legacy to political 
agendas.

“Zubeen belonged to the people, 
not to any political ideology. Such 
matters should be kept away from 
politics,” he added.

He also alleged that some indi-
viduals have sought to benefit from 
the singer’s legacy after his passing 
through publications and related 
works, despite not supporting him 
during his lifetime.

“After his death, some people 
published books and collections and 
gained economically. But when he 
was alive, he did not receive the rec-
ognition or respect he truly deserved 
from them,” Borthakur said.

He noted that the singer never 
sought validation from such quar-
ters, emphasising that his connection 
with the people remained central to 
his life and work.“If they had sup-
ported him earlier, he would have 
received the recognition he deserved. 
But Zubeen never yearned for that 
kind of approval. He always belonged 
to the people and will continue to live 
in their hearts,” he added.

OUR CORRESPONDENT

SILCHAR: A Nigerian national, 
allegedly without valid travel 
documents, was detained in 
Silchar on March 25 along with 
four others, including a local 
couple, a woman from Mizo-
ram, and an auto driver.

Police sources said the foreign 
national may have entered India 
through the Myanmar border 
via Mizoram. However, officials 
added that the investigation is 
still ongoing and no final conclu-
sion has been reached yet.

The detention comes at a time 
when similar incidents have 
raised concern in Mizoram. In 
recent weeks, a Slovak national 
was picked up near the border, 
while on March 13, seven foreign 
nationals were arrested by the 
National Investigation Agency 
(NIA) for alleged illegal entry 
and suspected links with armed 
groups. Authorities have not 
established any direct connec-
tion between these cases so 
far.Security agencies are now 
closely watching cross-border 
movement in the region. With 
National Highway 54 passing 
through Silchar and linking 
Mizoram to the rest of the coun-
try, officials believe Cachar dis-
trict could be emerging as a sen-
sitive transit corridor.Further 
investigation is underway to 
determine the route, intent, and 
any possible network behind the 
movement.
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War is increasingly being fought less 
by humans and more by algorithms. In 
Iran, we see how artificial intelligence 
is driving the pace of destruction to an 
unprecedented speed, bringing with it 
a host of profound moral problems.

 New wars are rarely purely mili-
tary; they also serve as testing zones 
for technology. The current conflict 
in Iran is serving as a tragic testing 
ground for frontier technologies. In 
this war, we are witnessing a techno-
logical shift that, until recently, was 
unthinkable.

 In just four days, the Pentagon suc-
ceeded in striking more than 2,000 tar-
gets. According to Pete Hegseth, the 
US Secretary of Defence, the current 
operation against Iran has already 
been twice as deadly as the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003 and seven times as pow-
erful as the 12-day war against Iran in 
June 2025.

This enormous acceleration is the 
direct result of integrating advanced 
AI systems into military operations. 
Within the US military, software 
forms a kind of digital brain during 
operations. The so-called Maven sys-
tem analyses real-time data from the 
battlefield and supports the entire kill 
chain: from identifying a target to as-
sessing damage following a strike.

 The system combines various AI 
models to interpret information and 
provide recommendations. Genera-
tive AI – similar to the technology 
civilians use for office work or educa-
tion – helps commanders understand 
complex data and make decisions.

 With this system, a new qualita-
tive step is being taken. The tech-
nology has evolved from simple data 
summarisation to complex reasoning. 
This allows armies to operate on a 
scale that was previously physically 
impossible for human planners. The 
result is a pace of military operations 
never seen before.

 It is noteworthy that the Maven 
system was designed by the software 
company Palantir, which was found-
ed by the far-right billionaire Peter 
Thiel. This tech oligarch is a signif-
icant financial backer of President 
Trump and Vice-President JD Vance.

 A crucial problem in this light-
ning-fast warfare is the role of the 
human factor. Although soldiers offi-
cially still make the final decisions, 
it is becoming increasingly difficult 
for them to oversee the logic of the 
machine. An algorithm performs mil-
lions of calculations per second that a 
human cannot possibly verify.

 Experts warn that this puts sol-
diers in a position where they blind-
ly trust the recommendations of the 
computer. It is psychologically and 
practically almost impossible to reject 
a rapidly generated target when the 
justification is hidden inside an im-
penetrable black box. Human control 
thus becomes a mere administrative 
formality.

 Moreover, the next step threatens 
to become even more radical. Some 
military planners want weapons sys-
tems that operate completely autono-

mously without direct human control, 
known as Lethal Autonomous Weap-
ons Systems (LAWS).

 The consequences of this digital 
tunnel vision have become painful-
ly visible in Iran. The devastating 
attack on a primary school for girls 
in Minab raises pressing questions 
about data verification. Although the 
investigation is ongoing, this tragedy 
illustrates the life-threatening risk of 
targets selected by algorithms without 
proper human screening.

 In addition to technical risks, there 
is a fundamental moral objection to 
outsourcing decisions about life and 
death. Should a machine be given the 
power to decide who dies? The debate 
about LAWS is gaining urgency as the 
US and China invest heavily in tech-
nology that can kill without human 
intervention.

Supporters claim that AI can re-
duce human error and thus prevent 
civilian casualties. However, the sit-
uation in Iran contradicts this. With 
tens of thousands of buildings dam-
aged, including thousands of homes, 
the precision of AI seems to be used 
primarily to destroy more in less time, 
rather than to act with greater care.

 Even tech companies are – at times 
– applying the brakes. Anthropic (the 
company behind the chatbot Claude) 
recently refused to hand over full con-
trol of its AI models to the Pentagon 
for classified use. This led to a conflict 
in which Washington excluded the 
company’s technology from the mili-
tary supply chain.

 The lack of reliability in current 
AI models makes their deployment 
on the battlefield even riskier. These 
systems are based on statistical prob-
abilities and are sensitive to “halluci-
nations” (flagrant errors). A system 
that invents incorrect information in 
a chatbot is annoying, but in a weap-
ons system, the consequences are cat-
astrophic.

 It is, therefore, high time for an 
international moratorium on the use 
of fully autonomous weapons. The UN 
working group that has been debating 
this for years must finally produce 
binding conclusions. Just as there is a 
global ban on chemical and biological 
weapons, we need clear limits for arti-
ficial intelligence in wartime.

 The United States and China, as 
technological superpowers, bear an 
enormous responsibility. They must 
reach agreements to limit the spread 
of this technology and to safeguard 
human accountability. 

The international community must 
demand that the kill chain remains 
transparent and that a human can 
always be held responsible for every 
bullet or rocket fired.

 Without strict regulation, we risk 
a future in which swarms of cheap 
drones autonomously hunt people – a 
scenario straight out of a dystopian 
film. Every new war accelerates the 
development and deployment of AI on 
the battlefield. Without international 
agreements, we face a world in which 
machines increasingly determine who 
lives and who dies.

QUOTE OF THE DAY

“There are two types of people in 
the world: those who prefer to be sad 
among others, and those who prefer 
to be sad alone.” ~ Nicole Krauss

P
akistan claimed it has run out of patience 
and declared ‘open war’ on Afghanistan 
on 27th Feb, claiming it was retaliating to 
the Taliban targeting its posts along the 
Durand Line. Pak called it Operation Gha-
zab Lil Haq (Operation Righteous Fury), 
in near similarity with Trump’s Epic Fury 
in Iran. Pak, aware that its military is far 

more powerful and that Afghanistan lacks air defence and 
an air force, hit multiple locations in Afghanistan employ-
ing air strikes. In one such strike, it destroyed the Omid 
drug rehabilitation facility in Kabul killing over 400 inno-
cent civilians.

As expected, Pakistan refused to acknowledge the stri-
ke, instead claiming that the hospital was blown up by the 
Taliban, whereas it had hit an ammunition dump. The Pa-
kistan statement read that it, ‘precisely targeted military 
installations and terrorist support infrastructure.’ Howe-
ver, videos emerging from Afghanistan as also eye witness 
reports quoted by global media were different. Even UN 
representatives were aghast by the attack and demanded 
accountability. The fact is that no aggressor ever admits to 
having erred in its actions, unless pressured.

This is not the first time Pakistan has hit civilian tar-
gets in Afghanistan. Just a few days ago it killed six civili-
ans in Kabul in an airstrike while earlier on 21-22 Feb, 13 
innocents were killed. Most of Pakistan’s strikes have been 
supposedly against military bases, though in reality they 
are civilian locations resulting in killing of innocents. Pa-
kistan refuses to investigate nor admit its mistakes, belie-
ving its actions as justified.

The targeting of the Omid drug rehabilitation centre 
is near similar to the targeting of the Shajarah Tayyebeh 
elementary school, an all-girls school in Minab, Iran, at 
the commencement of the conflict, by the US. Over 160 
were killed, most being children. The school was hit by 
a Tomahawk missile and was located close to a military 
base. Trump tried to ward off the blame by accusing Iran of 
being behind the incident, despite Tehran not possessing 
any Tomahawk missiles. Subsequently, the Pentagon orde-
red an investigation into the incident. Knowing the US and 
its history of investigations, nothing will emerge. The dead 
will be ignored and the incident is already vanishing from 
global scrutiny.

Current wars, including Russia-Ukraine, Iran and Af-
ghanistan-Pak are beginning to move towards civilian 
targets, assuming that there would be no criticism nor ac-
tion against the perpetrators. Russian strikes into Ukraine 
as also the reverse are leading to more civilian casualties 
than military. In the Iranian conflict, both the US and Isra-
el claim they are only hitting military bases but collateral 
damage results in far more civilian deaths. Similarly, Ira-
nian retaliation in Middle East nations and Israel, though 
aimed at military or US diplomatic infrastructure, is cau-
sing civilian casualties.

Gaza was another area where civilian deaths, including 
children, far exceeded those of members of Hamas. Levels 
of destruction have been such that rebuilding would take 
immense funds and time, even if it does happen. Few na-
tions demanded accountability from Israel and even ap-
proached the International Criminal Court which issued 
multiple arrest warrants, with no results.

Shortage of food, water and medical supplies added to 
miseries of the Gazan populace and many were pushed 
close to starvation. A near similar scenario of destruction 
is emerging in Lebanon. In all these conflicts, the attacker 
will not be involved in the reconstruction.

On the contrary, when India targeted Pakistan’s ter-
rorist camps in the initial phase of Operation Sindoor, it 
ensured no collateral damage, despite some camps being 
located adjacent to religious institutions and civilian hou-
ses. Even in the subsequent assault when Pak air, radar 
and missile bases were targeted civilian casualties were 
avoided. On the other hand, Pakistan’s missiles and drones 
were aimed at residential colonies rather than military 
targets.India played by the rules, ensuring civilian casual-
ties were avoided, while most tend to ignore them. The US 
has always believed that ‘might is right’ and it can act as 
it desires. It did the same in earlier conflicts, whether Af-
ghanistan, Iraq or even as far back as Vietnam. Same has 
been the case with Israel which believes collateral dama-
ge is justifiable against terrorist strikes. Pakistan, which 
criticizes Israel for its actions in Gaza is now repeating the 
same in Afghanistan. Akin to the US and Israel it denies re-
sponsibility and refuses to even investigate.What emerges 
is that if the national leadership is irresponsible and refu-
ses to lay down firm guidelines, the armed forces too would 
act in a similar manner. On the contrary, if checks by the 
leadership are imposed and directions issued, subsequent 
operations are carefully planned. For the Pakistan army, 
used to suppressing its populace, there is no distinction 
between innocents and enemy combatants.While India cri-
ticized Pakistan’s actions in Afghanistan by terming the at-
tack as ‘cowardly, barbaric and reckless,’ there was largely 
silence from the rest of the world including Middle East 
Muslim nations and the Organization of Islamic Cooperati-
on. On the contrary, most western and Middle East nations 
criticized Israel’s attack on a Gaza hospital which resul-
ted in civilian casualties, despite Israel providing proof of 
Hamas tunnels being below the hospital.Pakistan and the 
US’s actions constitute war crimes. As per Geneva conven-
tions, civilians, hospitals, and residential areas are not le-
gitimate targets despite being possible military objectives. 
The US has ordered an investigation, while Pakistan refu-
ses to even do so. India must take the lead and approach the 
International Criminal Court seeking arrest warrants for 
the failed marshal and Pakistan’s top military leadership. 
Simply criticizing the strikes will not be enough. Unless 
global pressure is applied, Pakistan would continue tar-
geting civilians in Afghanistan with impunity.
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The war in the 
Middle East is 
out of control. 
It is time to stop 
climbing the 
escalation ladder 
– and return to 
diplomacy & 
full respect of 
international law. I 
have just appointed 
Jean Arnault as my 
Personal Envoy to 
lead 
@UN
 efforts on the 
conflict & its 
consequences. ~ 
Antonio Guterres, 
Secretary-General, 
United Nations

TARGETING 
INNOCENTS 

IN CONFLICT

IRAN WAR FOR U.S. 
AND ISRAEL IS A 
TEST LAB FOR AI 

WARFARE
DIGITAL WAR OF WORDS



REGIONAL

GUWAHATI

The Election Commission of In-
dia has significantly increased 
remuneration for polling per-
sonnel, presiding officers, count-
ing staff, and micro-observers 
ahead of the upcoming Assembly 
elections in West Bengal, Tamil 
Nadu, Assam, Kerala, and Pudu-
cherry.

The revised compensation 
structure is aimed at better com-
pensating officials for long work-
ing hours and the demanding na-
ture of election duties.

Under the new rates:
“ Presiding officers will re-

ceive Rs. 500 per day (up from Rs. 
350), totaling Rs.2,000 for the as-
signment.

“ Polling officers will get 
Rs.400 per day (up from Rs.250), 
amounting to Rs.1,600.

“ Counting assistants will 
be paid Rs.450 per day (up from 
Rs.250), totaling Rs.1,350.

“ Fourth-class staff at polling 
stations will receive ?350 per 
day (up from Rs.200), totaling 
Rs.1,400.

“ Micro-observers will get  
Rs.2,000 as a one-time payment, 
double the previous Rs.1,000.

Support staff across video 
surveillance, monitoring units, 

accounting control rooms, and 
call centres are also covered. Per-
sonnel working in call centres or 
control rooms will now receive a 
one-time allowance of Rs.1,000.

For higher-level officials:
“ Class I and II officers will re-

ceive Rs. 2,000, up from Rs.1,200.
“ Certain Class I staff will see 

their remuneration doubled from 
?1,000 to Rs.2,000.

“ Deputy District Election Of-
ficers will now be entitled to at 
least one month’s basic pay as 
honorarium.Security personnel 
have also been included:

“ Central Armed Police Forc-
es (CAPF) gazetted officers will 

receive Rs.4,000 for duties up to 
15 days (earlier Rs.2,500), and Rs. 
2,000 per week for longer deploy-
ments.“ Inspectors and equiva-
lent ranks will get Rs.3,000 for up 
to 15 days and Rs. 1,500 per week 
thereafter.

Additionally, the tiffin allow-
ance for polling staff, police, mo-
bile teams, and home guards has 
been sharply increased fromRs. 
150 to Rs.500 per day.

Officials said the move re-
flects the Commission’s recogni-
tion of the crucial role played by 
election personnel in ensuring 
free, fair, and efficient conduct 
of polls.

LPG Shortage 
Disrupts Meghalaya 

Tourism, Hotels 
Scale Down Services

Nikshay Mitra - PM’s TB Mukt 
Bharat Abhiyan; NEEPCO, NHM & 
Rotary Club Agartala successfully 

implemented project

Dimapur DC Sets Up Panel to Monitor 
LPG Supply, Crack Down on Hoarding

EC Hikes Poll Duty Pay Ahead of 
Assembly Elections in Five States

Public Hearing Held for 1,605-MW Subansiri 
Upper Project Amid Local Concerns

SHILLONG
A shortage of commercial LPG 
has begun to impact the tourism 
sector in Meghalaya, forcing 
hotels and restaurants to cur-
tail services and reduce menu 
offerings amid disrupted fuel 
supplies.

Hospitality stakeholders said 
available LPG stocks are being 
prioritised for essential services 
such as hospitals and hostels, 
leaving tourism establishments 
struggling to access adequate 
cooking fuel.

In key tourist hubs like Shil-
long and Sohra, hotel and resort 
owners said they are increasing-
ly relying on alternative cooking 
methods, including firewood, 
charcoal, and induction-based 
systems.

“To all our guests, we are 
switching to slower cooking 
methods using firewood and 
charcoal. Kindly bear with 
longer wait times and limited 
menu options,” a resort owner 
in Sohra said in a social media 
post.Industry representatives 
said the shortage has disrupted 
routine kitchen operations, with 
many establishments unable to 
offer full menus due to fuel con-
straints.PS Sahdev, president of 
the Hotel Federation of Shillong, 
said there has been no visible 
supply of commercial LPG for 
nearly two weeks.

“Most hotels and restaurants 
are now operating on induction 
cooktops, while tandoor and 
chulha-based methods are being 
used as alternatives,” he said.

However, he noted that many 
establishments are unable to ful-
ly shift to electric cooking due to 
erratic power supply and limit-
ed sanctioned electrical load.

“Menu items have been re-
duced, and if the situation per-
sists, we may be forced to impose 
a gas surcharge as operational 
costs have increased significant-
ly,” Sahdev added.

The federation also claimed 
that directives to ensure at least 
20 per cent LPG allocation to the 
hospitality sector are not being 
effectively implemented at the 
ground level.

GUWAHATI

 The alleged burning of newspaper 
bundles of Asomiya Pratidin in 
Assam’s Sivasagar on Wednesday 
has triggered widespread condem-
nation, with journalist bodies, polit-
ical parties, and civil society groups 
terming it an attack on press free-
dom and democratic values.

According to reports, two indi-
viduals-Partha Pratim Bora and 
Pinku Dutta-allegedly set fire to bun-
dles of the newspaper in broad day-
light. The accused are also reported 
to have assaulted a worker of the 
Raijor Dal, escalating tensions in the 
constituency amid the ongoing elec-
tion campaign.

Allegations have also surfaced 
linking the accused to supporters of 
BJP candidate Kushal Dowari, rais-
ing concerns over the misuse of poll 
campaigning as a cover for intimida-
tion. However, no official confirma-
tion of these links has been made.

The incident has drawn sharp 
reactions across the political spec-
trum, with several organisations de-
scribing it as an attack on the “fourth 

pillar of democracy.” Media bodies 
warned that such acts undermine 
democratic institutions and threaten 
the independence of the press.

The Raijor Dal and other groups 
condemned the incident, demand-
ing immediate action against those 
responsible and asserting that vio-
lence and intimidation have no place 
in electoral politics.Reacting to the 
development, Lurinjyoti Gogoi, pres-
ident of the Asom Jatiya Parishad 
(AJP), termed the act “deeply alarm-
ing” and warned that targeting me-
dia outlets due to political hostility 
sets a dangerous precedent.

He called on the Election Com-
mission of India to take the matter 
seriously and ensure that those in-
volved are identified and punished.

Utpal Sarma, president of the All 
Assam Students’ Union (AASU), also 
criticised the incident, describing it 
as indicative of a disturbing erosion 
of democratic values. He said stop-
ping a vehicle and burning large 
quantities of newspapers pointed to 
an attempt to suppress the media, 
and demanded a prompt and impar-
tial investigation.

BISWADEEP GUPTA
AGARTALA:As a part of the CSR 
schemes of NEEPCO ( a wholly 
owned subsidiary of NTPC), the 
Agartala Gas-Based Power Station 
( AgGBPS ), NEEPCO carried out 
another round of food basket dis-
tribution to TB Patients across the 
Mohanpur Subdivision today.

The above programme under 
Nikshay Mitra - PM’s TB Mukt 
Bharat Abhiyan was carried out in 
collaboration with National Health 
Mission (NHM) and the Rotary Club 
of Agartala, who are committed to 
sustained humanitarian initiatives.
In today’s drive, a total of 200 food 
baskets were distributed across 
five locations, benefiting families 
in need and reinforcing the com-
mitment of the organising bodies to-
ward social welfare and community 
support.As a responsible corporate 
entity, NEEPCO has been com-
mitted to continuously enhancing 
value creation in society by promot-
ing sustainable development and 
contributing to the field of health, 

education, infrastructure develop-
ment and other community needs. 
The above CSR activity is one such 
initiative from NEEPCO.

It is to be noted that an MoU was 
signed between NEEPCO and the 
National Health Mission, Tripura, 
to distribute 1200 food baskets to pa-
tients in six months on 24th October 
2025, which was inaugurated by the 
Governor of Tripura.

Significantly, the implement-
ing agency for this noble work was 
assigned to Rotary Club Agartala, 
which had completed the project 
by distributing the final 200 food 
baskets today, thereby complet-
ing 1200 such baskets in the last 
six months.
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DIMAPUR

The district administration in 
Dimapur has constituted a commit-
tee to oversee the supply and distri-
bution of LPG and other petroleum 
products, aiming to curb hoarding, 
black marketing, and overpricing.

In an official order, Deputy 
Commissioner Tinojongshi Chang 
said the district-level panel has been 
tasked with ensuring strict enforce-
ment of regulations and preventing 
malpractices in the distribution 
system.

T h e  A d d i t i o n a l  D e p u t y 
Commissioner (ADC) will serve 
as the convener of the committee. 
Other members include officials 
such as the Deputy Commissioner of 
Police (DCP), District Civil Supplies 
Officer, Assistant Controller of 
Legal Metrology, Extra Assistant 
Commissioner (Sadar), along with 

representatives from oil marketing 
companies including Indian Oil 
Corporation Limited (IOCL) and 
Bharat Petroleum Corporation 
Limited (BPCL).

Authorities said the committee, 
along with enforcement teams, will 
conduct coordinated inspections 
to check illegal storage, hoarding, 
black marketing, and overpricing 

of LPG.
Strict action will be taken against 

violators under provisions of the 
Essential Commodities Act, 1955, 
and the LPG (Regulation of Supply 
and Distribution) Order, among 
other applicable laws.

The DC has also issued a separate 
circular regulating the distribution 
of commercial LPG cylinders in 

the district, in line with directives 
from the Food and Civil Supplies 
Department.

Under the revised system, pri-
ority allocation will be given to 
essential sectors such as hospitals, 
educational institutions, hotels, 
restaurants, bakeries, dairies, and 
transport-related establishments.

Officials said distribution will be 
carried out strictly through requi-
sitions submitted to the DC’s office. 
Monthly allocations for individual 
consumers will be based on their 
average consumption over the previ-
ous three months, as recorded by oil 
marketing companies.Distributors 
have been directed to maintain date-
wise records of supply and submit 
daily distribution reports to the DC 
office. In case of delays, supplies will 
be made on a first-come, first-served 
basis to ensure transparency and 
equitable distribution.

Singapore Ruling Backs Assam Probe 
in Zubeen Garg Death, Says CM Sarma

Newspaper Burning 
in Sivasagar Sparks 

Outrage, Seen as ‘Attack 
on Press Freedom’

ITANAGAR

A key public hearing on the proposed 1,605-
MW Subansiri Upper Hydroelectric Proj-
ect was held in Daporijo, drawing partici-
pation from local residents, stakeholders, 
and representatives of affected families.

The project, to be executed by NHPC 
Limited, was discussed at the Singhik Hall 
in Upper Subansiri district, with officials 
outlining its scope, environmental consid-
erations, and anticipated impact.

The hearing was organised by the 
Arunachal Pradesh Pollution Control 
Board, with scientist Jumli Kato present-
ing the objectives and key aspects of the 
project. Officials detailed environmental 
safeguards and the framework for imple-
mentation during the consultation.

Presiding over the meeting, Deputy 
Commissioner Tasso Gambo assured that 
the administration would address concerns 
raised by affected families and ensure fair 
compensation in line with legal provisions.

He emphasised that no family would 
be left behind, stating that grievances, re-
habilitation, and compensation would be 
handled under the provisions of the Right 
to Fair Compensation and Transparency 
in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and 
Resettlement Act. He also called for coop-

eration between the public, government 
agencies, and executing authorities to en-
sure balanced development.

State minister Nyato Dukam reiter-
ated the government’s commitment to 
safeguarding the interests of local commu-
nities, assuring that benefits linked to the 
project would reach all affected families.

Meanwhile, Daporijo MLA Taniya 
Soki clarified that local residents are not 
opposed to hydropower projects but are 
seeking fair benefits, including job reser-
vations, development opportunities, and 
revisions to existing agreements.

He also flagged concerns over what he 
described as misleading narratives on so-
cial media portraying locals as anti-dam, 
asserting that such claims do not reflect 
ground realities.

Representatives from affected villages 

on both sides of the proposed project site ac-
tively participated in the hearing, raising 
concerns over compensation, livelihood 
security, and long-term safeguards.

The consultation saw the presence of 
elected representatives, community lead-
ers, and officials, marking a significant step 
in the project’s public engagement process.

Blast Near Congress Leader’s Imphal 
Residence Triggers Forensic Probe, Secu-
rity Tightened

Imphal, March 25: A late-night explo-
sion near the residence of senior Congress 
leader Toijam Lokendro Singh in Imphal 
East district has sparked a joint investi-
gation by police and forensic teams, with 
authorities confirming that no injuries or 
casualties were reported.

Investigators on Wednesday conducted 
a detailed examination of the site, collect-

ing samples and assessing damage to the 
gate and surrounding boundary wall. Offi-
cials said the exact nature of the explosive 
device and the circumstances leading to 
the blast remain unclear.

The explosion occurred near the 
gate of Singh’s residence at Kongpal 
Ningthoubung Leikai under the Khurai 
Assembly constituency. Authorities es-
timate the blast took place between late 
Tuesday night and shortly after midnight, 
causing panic among residents in the lo-
cality.

Security forces have since cordoned 
off the area and intensified surveillance, 
while efforts are underway to identify 
those responsible. No group has claimed 
responsibility for the incident so far.

Reacting to the development, Congress 
Legislature Party leader K. Meghachandra 
Singh termed the incident a serious securi-
ty lapse, noting that it occurred in what is 
considered a high-security zone.

“I strongly condemn the explosion at 
the residence of our Congress leader. This 
shocking incident in a civilian area raises 
serious questions about the law and order 
situation in Imphal,” he said in a state-
ment.

He also called for immediate action 
against those involved and urged the gov-
ernment to ensure adequate security for 
both public representatives and civilians.

The incident has triggered political 
reactions across the state, with opposi-
tion leaders demanding swift investiga-
tion and enhanced security measures in 
sensitive areas of the capital.

Singing when tensed helps you 
avoid anxiety and depression.

GUWAHATI
 
Assam Chief Minister Himanta 
Biswa Sarma on Wednesday said 
the Singapore court’s verdict in the 
death of Assamese cultural icon Zu-
been Garg reinforces the findings 
of the state’s investigation, assert-
ing that there is “no contradiction” 
between the two.

The ruling by a Singapore cor-
oner’s court concluded that Garg’s 
death was the result of an acciden-
tal drowning, with no evidence of 
foul play. The verdict, delivered by 
State Coroner Adam Nakhoda, also 
aligned with findings of the Police 
Coast Guard, which had ruled out 
criminal involvement.

Reacting during a campaign 
event in Nagaon, Sarma said the 
conclusions drawn in Singapore 
broadly match those outlined in the 
Assam Police chargesheet.

“There is no difference between 
the Singapore judgement and our 
chargesheet. The Assam govern-
ment had stated that Zubeen had 

consumed alcohol, and the Singa-
pore court has also confirmed that 
he had been drinking from the pre-
vious night,” he said.

The Chief Minister added that 
the quantity of alcohol cited in the 
court findings-around 380 ml-was 
consistent with the state’s investi-
gation.

“In that sense, their findings 
strengthen our case,” he said.

However, Sarma maintained 
that the Assam Police probe goes 
further in examining the circum-
stances under which alcohol was 
consumed, alleging the possibility 
of a wider conspiracy.

“Our position is that he was 
made to drink. We believe this was 
not entirely voluntary but part of a 
larger conspiracy,” he said.

Responding to criticism from 
opposition leaders, including Akh-
il Gogoi and Dulu Ahmed, who 
questioned why Assam Police did 
not travel to Singapore during the 
investigation, Sarma defended the 
approach taken by the state.

“What would have been 
achieved by that? The key aspects 
of the case, including the finan-
cial trail and related evidence, are 
linked to Assam,” he said.

He further claimed that the 

alleged conspiracy had roots with-
in the state, citing financial and 
documentary evidence located in 
Assam.

Reiterating points from the 
chargesheet, Sarma alleged that an 
individual named Amritprava was 
part of a conspiracy and played a 
role in influencing Garg’s alcohol 
consumption, while stressing that 
the investigation was conducted 
independently of political consid-
erations.

The Chief Minister said the 
Singapore verdict would help the 
public better understand the basis 
of the Assam government’s probe.

“Today’s judgement shows that 
we were on the right track. People 
will now see that our work was 
based on facts and not political mo-
tives,” he said.

The development comes even 
as the Singapore court has ruled 
out foul play within its jurisdiction, 
while parallel legal proceedings in 
Assam continue to examine other 
aspects of the case.



NATIONAL

NEW DELHI

The BJP and the opposition on 
Wednesday sparred over the Centre’s 
decision to convene an all-party meet-
ing on the West Asia crisis, with the 
Congress and its allies calling it a 
delayed move, faulting the govern-
ment’s foreign policy and questioning 
why Prime Minister Narendra Modi was 
not attending the crucial discussion. The 
BJP hit back at the opposition, accusing 
it of politicising a sensitive issue.

 Defence Minister Rajnath Singh 
is likely to chair the meeting on 
Wednesday evening, with External 
Affairs Minister S Jaishankar expected 
to be present. The meeting was convened 
after Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
address in Parliament on the West Asia 
situation.

 Opposition parties said the meeting 
was long overdue and questioned the 
prime minister’s “absence”, noting that 
such discussions during major global 
crises have traditionally been led by 
the PM.

Congress whip in the Lok Sabha, 
Manickam Tagore, attacked the gov-
ernment’s foreign policy, alleging it 
appeared compromised and warning 
against external influence.

 “On the West Asia issue, Congress 
will participate in the all-party meeting. 
We believe this should have been done 
earlier. The prime minister should have 
taken part in the meeting. Whenever 
such meetings are held during seri-
ous issues, prime ministers -- whether 
Manmohan Singh, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, 
or PV Narasimha Rao -- have always 
attended. This is the first time the prime 
minister is not participating, which is 
unfortunate,” he told reporters in the 
Parliament House complex.

“Rahul Gandhi had already said 
that foreign policy has become a joke. 
Because of a compromised Prime 
Minister, the country is in this situa-
tion,” Tagore added.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
chairs a high-level meeting to review 
the situation related to petroleum, crude, 
gas, power and fertiliser sectors in view 
of the evolving West Asia situation, in 

New Delhi on Sunday.
Rahul targets PM Modi over West 

Asia crisis, terms India’s foreign policy 
‘universal joke’

Congress MP Ujjwal Raman Singh 
said India should have condoled the 
death of the Supreme Leader of Iran and 
must assert its sovereignty in foreign 
policy decisions instead of appearing 
dependent.

 “We expected that when the prime 
minister spoke in Parliament, he would 
at least say a word about the killing of 
the Iranian leader, who had been in 
power for 36 years. He should have 
expressed condolences, especially since 
Iran has supported India in difficult 
times,” Singh said.

 “Our silence somewhere indicates 
that our foreign policy has been compro-
mised. We should not adopt a policy that 
depends on others. India is a sovereign 
nation and must determine its own poli-
cies. The prime minister should convey 
this message,” he added.

 Congress leader Karti Chidambaram 
said it was important for the government 
to take all parties into confidence and 

outline steps to strengthen supply chains 
and avoid any crisis.

 “It is good that the government is 
having an all-party meeting. The oppo-
sition and all parties must be taken into 
confidence. The government must 
explain what it is doing to augment the 
supply chain and make sure that we do 
not have any crisis.”

 Samajwadi Party MP Dimple Yadav 
said the government’s approach towards 
Iran had led to a domestic crisis.

“We have been saying from the 
beginning that there should be a discus-
sion and that the government should be 
prepared for any difficulties the country 
may face due to the war,” she said.

“The government’s approach 
towards Iran, which has been our friend 
for decades, has led to problems. Because 
of this, issues have arisen in LPG supply, 
and people are not getting cylinders. We 
will see what the government presents 
in the all-party meeting,” she added.

 JMM MP Mahua Maji stressed the 
need for caution amid rising global 
tensions. “Our country should proceed 
very cautiously and take everyone’s 

opinion. The government should take 
MPs into confidence and act after con-
sulting them,” she told reporters in the 
Parliament House complex.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
chairs a high-level meeting to review 
the situation related to petroleum, crude, 
gas, power and fertiliser sectors in view 
of the evolving West Asia situation, in 
New Delhi on Sunday.

 The BJP reacted sharply to the 
opposition’s charges and targeted the 
Leader of Opposition in the Lok Sabha, 
Rahul Gandhi.

 Union Minister Pralhad Joshi said 
the government was taking all necessary 
steps and called for unity.

 “The all-party meeting is important. 
The government decides when to call 
such meetings. When the world is fac-
ing such a major crisis, it is the duty of 
everyone to participate. But irrespon-
sible statements are being made -- call-
ing it a failed foreign policy or a dead 
economy,” he said.

 “Whether Gandhi is the Leader of 
the Opposition in the Lok Sabha or the 
leader of opposition against the country 
itself is a question. Instead of being con-
structive, he has become opposed to the 
country and its people,” Joshi added.

He also dismissed concerns over fuel 
shortages. “LPG is not a problem; the 
LoP himself has become a problem for 
the country,” Joshi quipped.

 BJP MP Dinesh Sharma defended 
the government, saying the prime minis-
ter has always worked with a collective 
approach.

“The prime minister has always 
worked by taking the opposition along. 
His speech in the Rajya Sabha was also 
along these lines -- that we must work 
with a team spirit and involve all states... 
Today, Prime Minister Modi has become 
indispensable in global politics and has 
emerged as a messenger of peace,” he 
said.

Sharma also attacked Gandhi, claim-
ing that politics is a part-time activity for 
him. “Gandhi has no real understanding 
of foreign policy or India’s challenges. 
Politics is a part-time activity for him, 
and he occasionally appears in that role, 
but otherwise lives a different lifestyle,” 
he alleged.

 BEIRUT

Israel launched strikes on south 
Lebanon and Beirut’s southern suburbs 
on Wednesday, Lebanese state media 
said, as Iran-backed militant group 
Hezbollah said it kept up its attacks on 
Israeli troops.

 Lebanon was pulled into the Middle 
East war when Hezbollah began firing 
rockets into Israel on March 2 to avenge 
the killing of Iran’s supreme leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

 Israel, which occupied southern 
Lebanon for around two decades until 
2000, has intensified strikes across 

Lebanon and sent ground troops into 
the country’s south since the latest bout 
of fighting began.

On Tuesday, it said its military 
would take control of the border area up 
to the Litani River, around 30 kilometres 
(20 miles) from the frontier.

 Lebanon’s state-run National News 
Agency (NNA) reported Israeli strikes 
and artillery shelling in several loca-
tions in the south on Wednesday.

 It also said that “enemy warplanes... 
launched a strike” on Beirut’s south-
ern suburbs, after Israel’s military late 
Tuesday renewed an evacuation warn-
ing for several districts in the Hezbollah 

stronghold.
An AFP correspondent saw a street 

covered in debris including shattered 
cement and warped metal after the 
early morning strike, while an apart-
ment building’s upper floors appeared 
damaged.

The area has been targeted multiple 
times during the conflict and is largely 
empty of residents, who have fled.

 A flash from an explosion is seen 
during an Israeli strike targeting a 
building in Dahiyeh, Beirut’s southern 
suburbs, Monday, March 23, 2026.

 Israel’s military said it struck 
Hezbollah targets across Lebanon over-

night “including a command centre” in 
Beirut’s southern suburbs.

 It also said it attacked petrol sta-
tions belonging to the Al-Amana fuel 
company, which it says is controlled 
by Hezbollah and finances the group.

 Lebanon’s health ministry said on 
Wednesday that two paramedics were 
killed when an Israeli strike “target-
ed their motorbike as they headed to 
carry out a rescue mission in the city 
of Nabatiyeh” in the south on Tuesday.

 The ministry condemned the strike 
on the pair, saying they wore full res-
cue workers’ uniforms and the motor-
bike was also marked for emergency 
response.

 According to the ministry, 42 health 
workers are among more than 1,000 peo-
ple killed in Lebanon in more than three 
weeks of Israeli strikes.

 Lebanese authorities say upwards of 
one million people have been displaced.

 Hezbollah said its fighters on 
Wednesday targeted Israeli troops 
“massed in the border towns of Naqura 
and Qawzah” and in sites across the 
border “with more than 100 rockets”.

A flash from an explosion is seen dur-
ing an Israeli strike targeting a building 
in Dahiyeh, Beirut’s southern suburbs, 
Monday, March 23, 2026.

 The statement came as the group 
claimed a series of attacks targeting 
Israeli troops in south Lebanon and 
northern Israel.

Israel’s military in an earlier state-
ment said ground troops in southern 
Lebanon had “dismantled a weapons 
storage facility”, and the air force killed 
“several terrorists”.

 It also said troops had “dismantled 
Hezbollah command centres in which 
numerous weapons were located”, with-
out specifying where.

Lebanese authorities reported 
deadly Israeli strikes on the south on 
Tuesday, including a raid that killed 
two people in the Mieh Mieh Palestinian 
refugee camp.

 On Tuesday in northern Israel, 
where repeated air raid warnings have 
sent residents to shelters, a woman 
was killed following rocket fire from 
Lebanon, authorities said.

 NEW DELHI

The Lok Sabha passed the 
Finance Bill 2026, with Finance 
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman 
emphasising a policy frame-
work centred on trust-driven 
taxation, improved ease of liv-
ing, and a more business-friend-
ly environment.

 “India is actually moving 
forward with reform not out 
of compulsion, which is what 
has happened earlier. Reform 
is not happening out of compul-
sion, but out of conviction, with 
clarity, confidence and commit-
ment,” said Sitharaman during 
her address in Parliament.

Replying to the debate in the 
House, Sitharaman said the pro-
posals are guided by the idea of 
building a tax system that relies 
on taxpayer trust rather than 
excessive scrutiny.

 She noted that the gov-
ernment’s reform agenda is 
rooted in a long-term vision 
for economic growth, rather 
than short-term responses 
to challenges. According to 
Sitharaman, simplifying the 
tax framework and introduc-
ing targeted steps to support 
small businesses and individ-
ual taxpayers have remained 
key priorities.

 A trust-based system, she 
said, encourages voluntary 
compliance, lowers litigation, 
and promotes transparency in 
the tax ecosystem.Addressing 
concerns around revenue allo-
cation for states, Sitharaman 
also affirmed that govern-
ment spending on state-linked 
schemes exceeds the collections 
generated through cesses and 
surcharges, highlighting the 
Centre’s commitment to fiscal 

transfers. She highlighted that 
MSMEs have been at the core of 
policy reforms to ensure these 
small businesses receive a busi-
ness-friendly environment.

 “There are two principles 
which I would want to put up 
front for dealing with MSMEs. 
We take this approach, penalise 
first, don’t take them to crim-
inal courts or whatever, just 
whatever you penalise them, 
relieve them of what they are. 
Actually, we are moving away 
from penalising first approach. 
And then later, one more thing I 
would like to say is we are facil-
itating first, enforcing later, if 
necessary,” said the Finance 
Minister.She added that for 
MSMEs, penalties for tech-
nical defaults, such as failing 
to get accounts audited, have 
been converted into predictable 
fixed fees.

INTERNATIONAL

 SEOUL

B e l a r u s i a n  P r e s i d e n t 
Alexander Lukashenko began 
his first official visit to North 
Korea Wednesday, with the 
two countries united by 
Western sanctions, closeness 
to Russia and accusations of 
rights violations.

 Belarusian state news 
agency Belta reported that 
that the two sides would 
sign a treaty of friendship 
and cooperation during the 
two-day visit.

 Both nations have pro-
vided Moscow assistance 
with its war in Ukraine, 
with Pyongyang dispatch-
ing ground troops and weap-
ons and Minsk serving as a 
launchpad for Russia’s inva-
sion in 2022.

K i m  J o n g  U n  a n d 
L u k a s h e n k o  m e t  i n 
September in Beijing when 
they attended a military 
parade at Tiananmen Square, 
where the North Korean lead-
er reportedly extended an 
invitation.

The visit is intended to 
“show solidarity” among 
nations opposed to the 
Western order, Lee Ho-ryung 
of the Korea Institute for 
Defense Analyses told AFP.

 “Kim will try to use the 
occasion to raise its diplo-
matic profile and strengthen 
solidarity among the so-called 
anti-Western bloc,” she said.

 In a letter to Lukashenko 
earlier this month, Kim said 
he was “willing to expand 
and develop the traditional 
relations of friendship and 
cooperation... to a new, higher 
stage in line with the demands 
of the new era”, the North’s 
official Korean Central News 
Agency (KCNA) reported.

The Belarusian leader 
in return said that “Minsk 
affirms it has an interest in 
actively expanding politi-
cal and economic ties with 
Pyongyang at all levels.”

 Belta quoted Belarusian 
Foreign Minister Maxim 
Ryzhenkov as saying that 
in addition to the treaty of 
friendship and cooperation, 
the two sides would agree to 
cooperate in an array of fields 
from agriculture to informa-
tion.

 “Our greatest interest... 
is strengthening truly friend-
ly, partnership relations. We 
have friends here, and they 
are waiting for us. Just as 
we await them in Belarus,” 
Ryzhenkov said.

 North Korea has been 
under a barrage of Western 
sanctions, mostly due to its 
nuclear weapons programme 
and missiles activity, but also 
because of its support for 
Russia’s war against Ukraine.

South Korean and Western 
intelligence agencies have 
estimated that the North has 
sent thousands of soldiers 

to Russia, primarily to the 
Kursk region, along with 
artillery shells, missiles and 
rocket systems.

A r o u n d  2 , 0 0 0  N o r t h 
Korean soldiers have been 
killed and thousands more 
wounded, according to esti-
mates from South Korea.

 Analysts say North Korea 
is receiving financial aid, mil-
itary technology, food and 
energy supplies from Russia 
in return. President Vladimir 
Putin visited in 2024.

 T h i s  h a s  e n a b l e d 
Pyongyang to lessen depend-
ence on its main long-term 
backer, China.

International rights organ-
isations accuse the North 
Korean regime of torture, pub-
lic executions, prison camps, 
forced labour and restrictions 
on the freedom of expression 
and movement.

 Lukashenko meanwhile 
has moved Minsk deeper into 
Russia’s orbit and come down 
hard on any dissent inside 
the country during his three 
decades in power. The West 
had heavily sanctioned Minsk 
over its role in facilitating the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
as well as a crackdown on pro-
tests in 2020.

But US President Donald 
Trump has sought to build ties 
with Belarus in his second 
term, easing sanctions and 
welcoming it to his “Board 
of Peace”.

 Belarus has released 
dozens of prisoners in recent 
months, largely due to US 
efforts, including 250 earlier 
this month.

But it still holds hun-
dreds of political prisoners 
in its jails, many of whom 
were arrested after the 2020 
election that saw a landslide 
victory for Lukashenko seen 
as a sham by the opposition.

Trump met Kim in his 
first term and there has been 
speculation of a re-run when 
the US president makes his 
delayed upcoming visit to 
China.
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LS passes Finance 
Bill 2026 with 32 

amendments; FM 
Sitharaman says India 

‘riding on reform express’

Israel strikes south Lebanon, Beirut 
as Hezbollah keeps up attacks

Belarus leader 
visits North Korea 

for first time

‘PM should’ve taken part’: 
Opposition, BJP spar over 

all-party meet on West Asia crisis
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A
ssam’s political land-
scape is undergoing a 
quiet but consequential 
transformation-one that 
extends beyond routine 
electoral dominance and 
begins to raise deeper 
institutional questions. 

The recent wave of defections from the Con-
gress to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), 
combined with visible organisational fa-
tigue within opposition ranks, points to a 
structural shift. The issue is no longer sim-
ply about which party wins elections. It is 
about whether the state is inching toward 
a political environment where meaningful 
contestation itself is eroding.

For years, the BJP’s rise in Assam has 
been attributed to a combination of stra-
tegic governance, narrative-building, and 
electoral precision. That phase now ap-
pears to be evolving into something more 
entrenched. What is taking shape is not just 
political dominance, but the gradual thin-
ning out of alternatives.

At the centre of this transition is the 
steady stream of high-profile defections. 
When leaders like Bhupen Kumar Borah 
and Pradyut Bordoloi exit the Congress 
fold, it is not merely a case of individual po-
litical repositioning. These figures were in-
tegral to the party’s organisational machin-
ery and electoral outreach. Their departure 
reflects a deeper crisis-one that signals di-
minishing faith in the Congress’s ability to 
remain politically relevant in Assam.

Such exits rarely occur in isolation. Pol-
itics operates on momentum, and momen-
tum, once tilted, tends to gather force. As 
the perception of the BJP’s invincibility 
strengthens, the incentive for opposition 
leaders to stay and rebuild weakens. In-
stead, many begin to reassess their pros-
pects in a system where access to power 
increasingly determines political viability.

This creates a feedback loop. The stron-
ger the ruling party appears, the weaker the 
opposition becomes. And the weaker the op-
position grows, the more inevitable the rul-
ing party’s dominance begins to seem.

Within the Congress, this moment was 
supposed to represent renewal. The eleva-
tion of Gaurav Gogoi as president of the 
Assam Pradesh Congress Committee was 
framed as a generational shift-an opportu-
nity to revive the party’s grassroots base 
and restore internal coherence. Instead, the 
period has been marked by heightened in-
stability and visible fragmentation.

It would be reductive to attribute the Con-
gress’s decline solely to current leadership. 
The party’s erosion in Assam has been grad-
ual, spanning more than a decade. Organ-
isational decay, leadership disputes, and 
shifting voter alignments have all played a 
role. Yet, leadership is ultimately judged by 
its ability to arrest decline and chart a new 
course. On that front, the results so far have 
been underwhelming.

Perhaps more damaging than the de-
fections themselves is the atmosphere of 
distrust that now surrounds the party. 
Persistent whispers within political cir-
cles about tacit understandings between 
sections of Congress leadership and the 
BJP-whether substantiated or not-have fur-
ther eroded credibility. In politics, percep-
tion often carries as much weight as reality. 
An opposition that appears uncertain of its 
own coherence struggles to present itself as 
a credible alternative.

While the opposition grapples with inter-
nal challenges, the BJP under Chief Minis-
ter Himanta Biswa Sarma has moved with 
strategic clarity. Its approach has extended 
beyond electoral victories to encompass 
narrative dominance and organisational 
expansion. By systematically incorporating 
leaders from rival parties, the BJP has not 

only weakened 
its opponents 
but also broad-
ened its own 
social and po-
litical base.

This strat-
egy has creat-
ed a powerful 
gravitat ional 

pull. For many politicians, particularly 
those operating without strong organisa-
tional backing, remaining in the opposition 
now carries increasing risk. Aligning with 
the ruling ecosystem, directly or indirectly, 
offers access to resources, visibility, and po-
litical security.

This trend is especially nuanced among 
minority politicians. In several constituen-
cies, a direct association with the BJP may 
still pose electoral challenges. As a result, 
alternative pathways have emerged. Par-
ties like the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP), an 
ally within the BJP-led coalition, provide 
a channel through which leaders can align 
with the ruling establishment while main-
taining a degree of separation. This prag-
matic recalibration reflects not just individ-
ual choices, but the expanding reach of the 
BJP’s political architecture.

Inside the Assam Legislative Assembly, 
the opposition continues to exist in formal 
terms, led by figures such as Debabrata 
Saikia. Yet, the question is no longer about 
presence, but effectiveness. A numerically 
diminished and internally divided oppo-
sition finds it difficult to mount sustained 
scrutiny or shape legislative debate in any 
meaningful way.

This raises a larger concern about the na-
ture of democratic competition in the state. 
Elections may continue to be held regular-
ly, and multiple parties may remain on the 
ballot. But if the balance of power becomes 
overwhelmingly skewed, the essence of 
competition begins to weaken.

Assam, in this sense, appears to be ap-
proaching the contours of a dominant-par-
ty system-one in which political plurality 
exists in form but is limited in function. 
Such systems are not unprecedented in In-
dia’s political history. They have, at various 
points, emerged at both national and state 
levels. However, they carry inherent risks.

A weakened opposition narrows the space 
for policy debate. It reduces the intensity of 
public scrutiny and shifts accountability 
inward, placing the burden of checks and 
balances within the ruling party itself. Over 
time, this can lead to a concentration of 
power that is difficult to challenge through 
conventional electoral means.

Yet, the story does not end with the op-
position’s decline. In fact, a paradox begins 
to emerge.

As the BJP continues to consolidate its 
position, it is also becoming more internal-
ly diverse. The influx of leaders from dif-
ferent political backgrounds is reshaping 
the party’s internal dynamics. There are 
now multiple layers within the organisa-
tion-long-standing cadre members, recent 
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From Electoral Victory to Political Vacuum: 
Is Assam Drifting Toward a One-Party Era?

entrants, ideological loyalists, and prag-
matic defectors. These groups do not always 
share identical priorities or political in-
stincts.

In the absence of a strong external chal-
lenger, the arena of political competition 
may gradually shift inward. Questions of 
candidate selection, resource allocation, 
and policy direction could increasingly be-
come matters of intra-party negotiation. 
Factional alignments and leadership net-
works-particularly those perceived to be 
close to the Chief Minister-may play a more 
decisive role in shaping outcomes.

In effect, the BJP risks becoming both the 
dominant governing force and the primary 
site of political contestation in Assam.

This is not an inherently stable arrange-
ment. History suggests that dominant par-
ties often face internal contradictions as 

they expand. Managing competing ambi-
tions and expectations becomes progres-
sively more complex. What appears as con-
solidation in the short term can, over time, 
generate friction beneath the surface.

For now, however, these potential ten-
sions remain secondary to the immediate 
reality: the steady weakening of the opposi-
tion.

The implications of this trend extend be-
yond party politics. Democracies rely not 
only on the strength of governing institu-
tions but also on the presence of credible al-
ternatives. Opposition parties play a crucial 
role in articulating dissent, representing 
diverse interests, and ensuring accountabil-
ity.

In Assam, that role appears increasingly 
fragile.

The Congress and other opposition forc-
es are not without options. There remains 
a narrow window for recovery-one that 
would require more than cosmetic changes. 
Rebuilding organisational structures, re-
connecting with grassroots networks, and 
presenting a coherent political narrative 
are essential steps. Equally important is the 
restoration of internal trust and clarity of 
purpose.

Whether such a revival is possible re-
mains uncertain. Political momentum, 
once lost, is difficult to regain. Yet, the 
alternative-a political system where out-
comes appear preordained-poses its own 
challenges.

If current trajectories persist, Assam 
may soon find itself in a phase where elec-
toral competition continues in form but 
diminishes in substance. The rituals of 
democracy will remain intact: campaigns 
will be held, votes will be cast, and results 
will be declared.

But the underlying question will lin-
ger.

When one party becomes the default 
destination for political ambition, and the 
opposition struggles to retain both leader-
ship and credibility, the nature of democ-
racy itself begins to shift. What emerges 
is not the absence of politics, but its re-
configuration-away from open contesta-
tion and toward consolidation.

And in that transformation lies the real 
story of Assam’s evolving political order.


