
KOHIMA
Nagaland Chief Minister Neiphiu Rio 
has called for stronger enforcement of 
the Inner Line Permit (ILP) system and 
renewed collective efforts to protect the 
indigenous identity of the Naga people, 
stressing the importance of constitu-
tional safeguards and community par-
ticipation.Addressing a gathering after 
inaugurating the Kohima Village Mul-
tipurpose Building on Friday, Rio said 
the preservation of Naga customs, tra-
ditions and governance structures re-
mains a priority for the state. He noted 
that constitutional protections under 
Article 371A and the Bengal Eastern 
Frontier Regulation (BEFR), 1873, have 
played a crucial role in safeguarding 
the unique identity and cultural her-
itage of Nagaland.The chief minister 
emphasized that these special provi-
sions must continue to be upheld to en-
sure the protection of Naga customary 
laws and traditional institutions.

Highlighting the role of village 
councils, Rio said they remain the only 
competent authorities empowered to 
certify whether an individual is indig-
enous to a particular village. While 
acknowledging that non-locals are le-
gally permitted to live and work in Na-
galand, he asserted that such residents 
cannot be granted indigenous status.

To strengthen implementation of 
the ILP regime, Rio urged village coun-
cils, landlords, employers, educational 
institutions and community organisa-
tions to maintain proper records and 
documentation of non-local residents. 
He said greater vigilance was neces-

sary to prevent misuse of indigenous 
certificates and to preserve the integri-
ty of the state’s protective mechanisms.

The chief minister also appealed for 
public cooperation in the upcoming 
2027 Census, describing accurate popu-
lation data as essential for development 
planning and fair allocation of resourc-
es.

Referring to previous census exer-
cises, Rio expressed concern over in-
flated population figures, stating that 
inaccurate data had adversely affect-
ed planning in key sectors, including 
education, welfare and infrastructure 
development. He urged churches, civ-
il society groups, village councils and 
citizens to work together to ensure that 
census figures accurately reflect the 
state’s actual population.

Defending Nagaland’s traditional 
system of village governance, Rio said 
village councils should continue func-
tioning through consensus and selec-
tion rather than electoral contests. Ac-
cording to him, the customary system 
has historically fostered unity and so-
cial harmony, while elections at the vil-
lage level could create divisions within 
communities.

Speaking on the newly inaugurated 
Kohima Village Multipurpose Build-
ing, the chief minister described the fa-
cility as a symbol of unity, cooperation 
and brotherhood among the Naga peo-
ple. He said the building would serve 
as a common venue for cultural, social 
and community activities, benefiting 
not only residents of Kohima Village 
but people from across the state.

Rio commended the Kohima Vil-
lage Council for successfully executing 
the project with support from both the 
central and state governments. He also 
announced additional financial assis-
tance to equip the facility with furni-
ture, sound systems and other neces-
sary infrastructure.
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The All Manipur Road Transport 
and Motor Workers Union has 
threatened to launch an indefinite 
strike from July 1 if authorities 
fail to restore and repair National 
Highway-37, the state’s only oper-
ational supply route, by the end of 
this month.

The warning comes as more 
than 1,000 goods-laden trucks and 
fuel carriers remain stranded 
along various stretches of NH-37, 
extending from Assam into Mani-
pur’s Jiribam district, following 
heavy rains and landslides that 
have severely disrupted transpor-
tation.

With National Highway-2, 
which connects Imphal with Di-
mapur in Nagaland, remaining 
closed since mid-May, NH-37 has 
emerged as Manipur’s primary 
lifeline for the movement of essen-
tial commodities, fuel and other 
supplies from Assam.

However, persistent rainfall 
and repeated landslides have trig-
gered large-scale mudslides and road damage along the highway, leaving hundreds of vehicles, 

including LPG tankers and fuel 
trucks, unable to reach the state 
capital.

The Drivers’ Union has held 
both the Manipur government and 
the National Highways and Infra-
structure Development Corpora-
tion Limited (NHIDCL) responsi-
ble for the deteriorating condition 
of the highway, alleging that the 
road infrastructure has seen little 
meaningful improvement over the 
decades.

Union General Secretary Mai-
mom Anil Meitei said the current 
arrangement of security-escorted 
convoys is insufficient to meet 
the state’s transportation require-
ments. According to the union, 
only around 150 vehicles are be-
ing allowed to move daily under 
security cover, resulting in sup-
ply bottlenecks and rising prices 
of essential commodities across 
the state.

The union has demanded the 
formation of a dedicated moni-
toring committee to oversee road 
maintenance and restoration 
work being undertaken by NHID-

CL and ensure accountability in 
the execution of repair projects.

It warned that if visible prog-
ress is not achieved by June 30, 
drivers across the state-including 
those operating vehicles under 
security escort-will cease opera-
tions indefinitely from July 1.

The proposed strike is expect-
ed to further disrupt the supply 
of food, fuel and other essential 
goods to Manipur, which has al-
ready been grappling with logis-
tical challenges due to highway 
blockages and adverse weather 
conditions.

Union leaders said the agita-
tion is aimed at compelling au-
thorities to take immediate and 
effective measures to restore nor-
mal transportation, ease supply 
shortages and prevent further es-
calation of prices in the state.

The development has raised 
concerns over the availability of 
essential commodities in Mani-
pur, with traders and consumers 
closely monitoring the govern-
ment’s response to the transport 
workers’ demands.

SILCHAR
Police in Assam’s Silchar town have 
arrested two spa-cum-beauty parlour 
owners and detained 26 women fol-
lowing raids on two establishments 
allegedly involved in illegal activities.

The operation was carried out 
on Thursday after police received 
specific intelligence inputs regard-
ing suspected unlawful activities at 
certain spa centres operating in the 
town. The raids targeted Lovely Spa 
Centre and Lotus Spa Centre, both 
located inside the Imperial Shopping 
Mall, bringing renewed attention to 
the rapid growth of spa businesses in 
Silchar.

Addressing reporters on Friday, 
Additional Superintendent of Police 
(Crime) Rajat Pal said the action was 
based on credible information indi-
cating that illegal trade was being 
conducted from the premises.

“The 26 women detained during 
the raids have been brought to Sil-
char Sadar Police Station for ques-
tioning and verification,” Pal said.

Police arrested the owners of 
the two establishments, identified 

as Puja Das and Hirak Debnath. A 
case has been registered at Silchar 
Sadar Police Station under Case No. 
584/2026.

The case has been filed under Sec-
tions 318(4), 296, 132, 270 and 112(2) of 
the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), 
along with Sections 3, 4, 7 and 8 of the 
Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act 
(ITPA).

According to police, several objec-
tionable items were recovered during 
the raids. However, officials declined 
to disclose details of the seized materi-
als, stating that they form part of the 
evidence being examined as part of 
the ongoing investigation.

“We have recovered some objec-
tionable items from the spas. The 
investigation is underway,” Pal said.

Investigators are currently verify-
ing the identities and roles of the de-
tained women to determine whether 
they were employees, customers, or 
possible victims of trafficking and 
exploitation. Police officials empha-
sised that no conclusions would be 
drawn until the verification process 
is completed and statements from 
those detained are recorded.

Pal also advised residents to ex-
ercise caution while visiting spa and 
wellness centres, urging customers to 
ensure that such establishments pos-
sess valid licences and operate within 
the legal framework.

The crackdown has sparked dis-
cussion over the increasing number 
of spa centres operating in Silchar 
and allegations that some establish-
ments may be misused for unlawful 
activities. Police said further action 
would depend on the findings of the 
ongoing investigation.
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WHO SAID WHAT 

SRIBHUMI
Tension gripped the India-Bangladesh border in As-
sam’s Sribhumi district after an alleged pushback 
attempt led to a confrontation between the Border Se-
curity Force (BSF) and the Border Guard Bangladesh 
(BGB) in the Bilbari border sector.

According to reports, the situation remained tense 
throughout the day as security personnel from both 
sides maintained a heightened presence along the in-
ternational border.

The standoff reportedly began when an attempt 
was allegedly made to move a group of Bangladeshi 
nationals towards the New Pallathal area across the 
border. The BGB is said to have objected to the move 
and prevented the group from entering Bangladeshi 
territory, triggering a face-off between the border forc-
es.

As information about the incident spread, resi-
dents of nearby villages on the Bangladesh side report-
edly gathered close to the border carrying sticks, bam-
boo poles and other makeshift weapons in support of 
the BGB personnel.

Sources said personnel stationed at the BGB’s 
Pallathal Border Outpost repeatedly issued warnings 
through loudspeakers, urging the BSF not to proceed 
with what they described as an “illegal pushback” and 
to move away from the border area.

The BGB also reportedly warned that the situation 
could escalate if the group was not withdrawn, further 
heightening tensions in the sensitive border zone.

No reports of injuries or firing were received till 
the filing of this report. However, the incident trig-
gered concern among residents living in the border 
belt as security forces on both sides remained on alert. 
Officials have not yet issued a detailed statement on 
the circumstances leading to the confrontation. The 
identities and status of the individuals at the centre 
of the alleged pushback attempt also remain unclear.
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of today in the evening. For 
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Border Tensions Rise in Assam’s 
Sribhumi After Alleged Pushback 
Attempt Sparks BSF-BGB Face-Off

PERSPECTIVE 

IMPHAL

Manipur Chief Minister Yum-
nam Khemchand Singh on 
Thursday said drug traffick-
ing networks operating in the 
state have altered their routes 
following the ethnic violence 
that erupted in 2023, with a sig-
nificant portion of illicit narcot-
ics now being routed through 
Mizoram.

The Chief Minister made the 
remarks while addressing the 
observance of the International 
Day Against Drug Abuse and Il-
licit Trafficking 2026 at the City 
Convention Centre in Imphal. 
The event was organised by 
the Social Welfare Department 
under the theme, “World Drug 
Problem: Persisting Issues, New 
Challenges, Innovative Respons-
es.”

Speaking on the evolving 
nature of narcotics trafficking 
in the region, Singh said tradi-
tional smuggling channels have 
undergone major changes since 
the outbreak of ethnic unrest in 

Manipur.
According to the Chief Minis-

ter, a substantial volume of drug 
trafficking has shifted through 
Mizoram, while smaller con-
signments continue to enter Ma-
nipur through the border town 
of Moreh. He alleged that these 
consignments are transported 
to Churachandpur using roads 
developed under the Pradhan 

Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana 
and subsequently distributed 
through the town of Kwakta.

Reflecting on the history of 
drug abuse in Manipur, Singh 
recalled that heroin consump-
tion began gaining prominence 
in the late 1970s and was initial-
ly limited to wealthier sections 
of society due to the high cost of 
narcotics. Over time, however, 

drug abuse has spread across 
wider sections of the population, 
posing a major social challenge.

The Chief Minister cited a 
recent interaction with civil so-
ciety organisations in Kwakta, 
where representatives report-
edly informed him that nearly 
70 per cent of local youth were 
involved in substance abuse.

He further alleged that drug 
peddlers often supply narcotics 
on credit, making them more 
accessible and increasing the 
risk of addiction among young 
people.Singh also expressed con-
cern about the growing vulnera-
bility of neighbouring areas such 
as Moirang, Kumbi and Thanga 
to drug-related problems.High-
lighting preventive measures, 
the Chief Minister emphasised 
the importance of sports and 
youth engagement in combating 
substance abuse. Drawing from 
his own experience, he said 
participation in sports during 
his younger years helped keep 
him away from drugs and urged 
greater investment in sporting 

activities to steer youth away 
from addiction.Calling for a col-
lective response, Singh said the 
fight against drugs cannot be 
left to the government alone and 
requires active participation 
from citizens, local clubs, Meira 
Paibi groups and civil society 
organisations.Also speaking at 
the event, Robert Singh Kshetri-
mayum said drug addiction de-
stroys not only individuals but 
entire families. He noted that a 
large proportion of substance 
abuse cases in Manipur involve 
people below the age of 20, with 
peer pressure and curiosity 
among the key factors driving 
addiction.

The programme was attend-
ed by Sheikh Abdul Hakim, 
representatives of non-govern-
mental organisations, teachers, 
students and other stakehold-
ers. During the event, memo-
randums were also submitted 
to the Chief Minister by private 
rehabilitation centres and the 
Welfare Association of Blind, 
Manipur

At the end of life, nobody remembers your bank balance, your job title, or 
your follower count. What people remember are the lives you touched, the 
kindness you showed, and the difference you made. ~ Harsh Goenka

IMPHAL

M a n i p u r ’ s  f i r s t 
w o m a n  t o  j o i n 

t h e  I n d i a n 
Foreign Service 
(IFS), Primrose 
Raikhan Sharma, 

passed away on 
June 25, prompting 

trib- utes from across the 
state for her pioneering contributions 
to Indian diplomacy and public ser-
vice.

C h i e f  M i n i s t e r  Y u m n a m 
Khemchand Singh expressed deep 
sorrow over her demise, describing 
her as a distinguished daughter of 
Manipur whose achievements brought 
pride to the state and inspiration to 
generations of young people.In a mes-
sage posted on X, the chief minister 
said Primrose Raikhan’s exemplary 
service to the nation and her accom-
plishments in the diplomatic arena 
would be remembered with admira-
tion and respect.

“On behalf  of  the people of 
Manipur, I extend my heartfelt con-
dolences to her bereaved family and 
loved ones. May her noble soul rest in 
eternal peace. Om Shanti,” Singh said.

A native of Talui village in Ukhrul 
district, Primrose Raikhan broke new 
ground by becoming the first woman 
from Manipur to enter the prestigious 
Indian Foreign Service. During her 
distinguished diplomatic career, she 
served in several capacities and later 
represented India as Ambassador to 
Portugal.She was the daughter of Lt. 
Mazachang Raikhan, a pioneering civil 
servant who was the first officer from 
Manipur to join the Indian Railway 
Service. Following his retirement, he 
went on to serve as Chairman of the 
Manipur Public Service Commission.

IMPHAL
The Cyber Crime Police Station in 
Manipur has arrested a 23-year-old 
man from Assam for allegedly extort-
ing nearly Rs 19 lakh from a woman 
by threatening to circulate a private 
video recorded without her knowl-
edge.The accused, identified as Ro-
shan Singha, a resident of Malugram 
village in Cachar district of Assam, 
was apprehended at the entrance of 
Imphal Airport on June 25 at around 
5:45 pm following a cybercrime in-
vestigation.Police said Singha was 
produced before the Chief Judicial 
Magistrate, Imphal West, on June 
26 and was subsequently remanded 
to police custody for further inter-
rogation.According to submissions 
made by the Assistant Public Prose-
cutor before the court, the victim first 
came into contact with the accused 
in September 2018 through a mutual 
acquaintance. At the time, Singha 
allegedly introduced himself as a res-
ident of Kumbi Bazar Awang Leikai 
in Manipur, concealing his actual 
identity.

The victim, who was then em-
ployed as a nurse in Kolkata, re-
mained in contact with him over 

the years. During this period, the 
accused allegedly sought financial 
assistance on multiple occasions, 
claiming that his father had died and 
that he was struggling with mount-
ing hospital expenses.

Investigators said the accused 
continued to exploit the victim’s trust 
by fabricating personal emergencies 
and repeatedly requesting money.
In 2024, Singha allegedly promised 
to marry the woman and persuaded 
her to meet him in Guwahati. Acting 
on the assurance, the victim resigned 
from her job in Bengaluru and trav-
elled to Guwahati, where the two met 
at the airport and stayed at a hotel in 
the Paltan Bazar area before travel-
ling to Imphal.After returning to As-
sam, the accused allegedly resumed 
requesting money, citing the medical 
treatment of his mother and sister 
as the reason. The victim reportedly 
continued sending funds.

The case took a more serious 
turn in February 2025 when Singha 
allegedly sent the victim a video clip 
secretly recorded during their stay in 
Guwahati and threatened to share it 
with her family members unless she 
paid additional amounts.
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What does it say when a ruling party and 
its rivals train their fire on a third outfit 
they have already outlawed altogether - 
one whose leaders and senior workers 
are either behind bars or in exile? Ordi-
narily, this would be a textbook case of 
flogging a dead horse.

 Reality can be stranger. In Bangla-
desh, the Awami League (AL), long the 
country’s pre-eminent political force, 
had its activities banned on May 10-12 
2025 under the Anti-Terrorism Act. The 
proscription followed the ouster of its 
leader, former Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina, who was driven into exile on 
August 5, 2024.

 And yet, on 23 June 2026, the party’s 
77th founding anniversary, the entire 
state machinery was once again mobil-
ised against the AL. 

The army and the Border Guard, 
a paramilitary force, were deployed 
across six districts. Police armoured ve-
hicles took up position, most pointedly 
outside the historic Dhanmondi 32 res-
idence of the late Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man, Father of the Nation and the face 
most identified with the party. Armed 
forces officers were granted special ex-
ecutive-magistracy powers to dispense 
justice on the spot - arresting offenders, 
dispersing unlawful assemblies, con-
ducting searches and taking preven-
tive measures to keep order. In effect, it 
amounted to a second ban on an already 
banned party, designed to pre-empt any 
celebration.

 Dozens of party workers were round-
ed up as they tried to mark the day, in 
some cases simply by cutting cakes. No 
disorder was reported. In short, the secu-
rity forces appeared to have denied the 

AL any chance of turning the anniversa-
ry to its advantage. They had been direct-
ed to keep the pressure on till June 30. 
The political class joined in. The ruling 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), the 
opposition Jamaat-e-Islami (BJI) and the 
National Citizens Party (NCP) all took 
to the streets to hound AL activists. The 
BNP told its leaders and cadres to stay 
vigilant, hold their localities, organise 
rallies and sit-ins, take out processions 
and alert the security forces to any “evil 
activity” or conspiracy by the AL. Home 
Minister Salahuddin Ahmed branded 
the party a “mafia group” and confirmed 
that the BNP and its associated bodies 
had been instructed accordingly. The 
BJI-led alliance, for its part, held a rally 
denouncing the enforced disappearanc-
es and killings of the AL years.

 What does all this underline, if not 
the enduring importance of the AL? 
The party built its identity on a secu-
lar, regionally cooperative and develop-
ment-oriented agenda, and on close ties 
with India. The scale of the security oper-
ation is itself the clearest proof that it re-
mains a major factor in national politics. 
Evidently, more than a year of efforts to 
silence it have not yet succeeded.

 Whatever conciliatory words Prime 
Minister Tarique Rahman offered in 
Kuala Lumpur days before the anniver-
sary were plainly not meant for the AL. 
Addressing Bangladeshi expatriates 
in Malaysia, he declared that he would 
not use state power to avenge the suffer-
ing he and his family endured during 
years in opposition. During the AL’s 
tenure, Tarique lived in exile while his 
mother, former Prime Minister Khale-
da Zia, struggled with the ill health that 
ultimately led to her death. As he put 
it: “Now, at this very moment, BNP is 

in charge of running the country. I am 
the Prime Minister. If I want, I can take 
revenge out of personal anger. But if I 
do that, can you tell me what the benefit 
would be? There would be no benefit.”

 However, while Tarique himself 
has neither formally banned the AL 
nor explicitly sought to bar it from po-
litical life, he has done little to unwind 
the harsh measures inherited from the 
interim government that preceded him. 
The party’s senior leadership remains 
in exile or in custody, facing prosecution 
on charges ranging from corruption to 
murder. Hasina herself was sentenced 
to death in absentia by the International 
Crimes Tribunal (ICT) in Dhaka on No-
vember 17, 2025, after being found guilty 
of crimes against humanity and incite-
ment to murder. She has dismissed the 
tribunal as a “kangaroo court” and de-
nounced the proceedings as politically 
motivated.

  Neither Tarique nor the BNP has 
shown any inclination to soften the pres-
sure on Hasina or the AL. Indeed, the 
BNP has benefited politically from the 
party’s marginalisation, securing victo-
ry in the February 2026 general election 
in the absence of its principal rival. Nor 
is the AL likely to find sympathy among 
the other major political forces. Both the 
BJI and the NCP, now prominent actors 
in the political landscape, remain deeply 
critical of the AL and its leadership. NCP 
convener Nahid Islam ruled out the 
AL’s return to politics in Bangladesh, 
describing it as a “fascist, genocidal 
and terrorist organisation”.

The hostility between the BJI and 
the AL is rooted in longstanding ideo-
logical differences over the religious 
and political character of the Bangla-
deshi state. Their occasional allianc-
es in the 1990s were driven more by 
political expediency than by shared 
principles. They had first joined hands 
against President Hussain Muham-
mad Ershad’s military-backed regime 
and later in the campaign that helped 
unseat the BNP in 1996. Ironically, 
the BNP itself had once stood along-
side the AL in the broader opposition 
movement against Ershad.

For now, however, those historical 
alignments appear largely irrelevant. 
Bangladesh’s political landscape has 
been reshaped by the dramatic fall of 
the AL, leaving old rivalries, alliances, 
and ironies overshadowed by a new 
and deeply polarised reality.

 To the AL’s credit, battered and 
bruised though it may be, the party 
remains determined to fight on. Its 
greatest asset is its formidable record 
in the nation’s political life. The party 
proudly describes itself as the driving 
force behind every major democrat-
ic milestone in Bangladesh’s history, 
from the Language Movement of 1952 
and the Six-Point Movement of 1966 
to the mass uprising of 1969 and, ul-
timately, the Liberation War of 1971 
under the leadership of Sheikh Mu-
jibur Rahman. Few would deny its 
claim to having played a decisive role 
in transforming Bangladesh from an 
aid-dependent country into one of 
South Asia’s most dynamic economies 
during Hasina’s tenure.

 The party characterises the cam-
paign against it as a calculated exercise 
in vengeance that belies official claims 
of democratic restoration. Deprived of 

the guidance of many of its imprisoned 
or exiled leaders, its rank and file nev-
ertheless continues to organise spo-
radic displays of defiance. In the first 
half of June alone, activists of the Ban-
gladesh Chhatra League (BCL), its stu-
dent wing, staged a procession on the 
Dhaka-Chattogram Highway, leading 
to the arrest of 45 participants. Around 
the same time, more than a hundred 
BCL members reportedly gathered for 
a meeting and torchlight procession in 
Chattogram, prompting authorities to 
file cases against dozens of them on al-
legations of subversive activities. Ear-
lier, AL activists and members of affil-
iated organisations used the funeral 
procession of veteran leader and free-
dom fighter Tofail Ahmed in Dhaka to 
raise slogans such as “Joy Bangla, Joy 
Bangabandhu” and “Tofail Bhai, Bhoy 
Nai, Rajpoth Chhari Nai” (brother To-
fail, there is no fear. We have not aban-

doned the streets), resulting in further 
detentions.

 The AL’s enduring imprint on Ban-
gladesh’s political consciousness is 
evident even in the language of its op-
ponents. Its name remains the bench-
mark against which political rivals 
are measured. BJI chief and Leader 
of the Opposition Shafiqur Rahman, 
for instance, has repeatedly taunted 
the BNP by accusing it of following 
the path of the AL without possess-
ing either its organisational strength 
or political stature. “We were once 
oppressed together, but with due re-
spect,” he remarked, “ no matter how 
hard you try, you cannot become that 
Awami League; you can only become a 
‘weakened version’ of it.”

 That may be the central conun-
drum of contemporary Bangladeshi 
politics. The AL has been driven 
from power, its leadership dispersed, 
imprisoned or exiled, and its future 
clouded by legal and political uncer-
tainty. Nevertheless it continues to 
dominate the national conversation. 
Whether as a target of prosecution, a 
symbol of resistance, or a reference 
point for allies and adversaries alike, 
the party remains impossible to ig-
nore. The struggle over Bangladesh’s 
political future is, in many ways, still 
being defined by the question of what 
place the AL will ultimately occupy 
within it.

QUOTE OF THE DAY
“People are capable, at any time 
in their lives, of doing what they 
dream of.”  ~ Paulo Coelho

A
s India moves toward another cycle of 
crucial state elections in 2027, Punjab is 
emerging as one of the most politically sig-
nificant battlegrounds. For the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), which has spent the 
past decade expanding its reach into regi-
ons once considered electorally inaccessi-
ble, Punjab represents both an opportunity 

and a challenge. Yet, unlike many other states where political 
experimentation has yielded electoral gains, Punjab demands 
a far more cautious and responsible approach.

Since 2014, the BJP has pursued an aggressive strategy 
of geographical expansion. States where the party once had 
minimal presence have gradually become part of its electoral 
map. The party’s leadership under Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi and Home Minister Amit Shah has consistently sought 
to transform regional contests into national political projects. 
Successes in several states have reinforced this approach, 
even as setbacks in others have highlighted its limitations.

Punjab, however, is not merely another state waiting to 
be added to an electoral checklist.The state’s political, social, 
and historical realities are unique. It has endured periods of 
violence, separatist insurgency, and deep social trauma. The 
return of peace and stability came at an enormous cost, paid 
by ordinary citizens, security personnel, and political leaders 
alike. Any political strategy that ignores these sensitivities 
risks reopening wounds that took decades to heal.This is why 
the approaching Assembly election must be viewed not simp-
ly through the prism of political competition but through the 
larger lens of democratic responsibility.

The BJP’s ambitions in Punjab are no secret. Since the 
breakdown of its long-standing alliance with the Shiromani 
Akali Dal (SAD), the party has been attempting to establish it-
self as an independent force in the state. Yet electoral realities 
have repeatedly demonstrated the difficulties involved.

The party’s experiments with high-profile candidates illu-
strate the challenge. Former Union Finance Minister Arun 
Jaitley lost from Amritsar in 2014 despite his national stature. 
Five years later, diplomat-turned-politician Hardeep Singh 
Puri met a similar fate. In 2024, former ambassador Taranjit 
Singh Sandhu was unable to reverse the trend. These defeats 
revealed a fundamental political truth: national prominence 
cannot substitute for grassroots credibility.

Punjab’s electorate has traditionally valued local leaders-
hip, regional concerns, and community connect over political 
symbolism. Attempts to parachute prominent personalities 
into the state’s electoral arena have largely failed to resonate 
with voters.

Equally significant has been the BJP’s strategy of recru-
iting leaders from rival parties. Across India, political defec-
tions have become an increasingly common tool of electoral 
expansion. Punjab has witnessed this trend as well, with 
several former Congress, Akali Dal, and Aam Aadmi Party 
leaders joining the BJP.

The induction of former Chief Minister Captain Amarin-
der Singh was initially projected as a major breakthrough. 
Yet his influence appears to have diminished considerably 
over time. Similarly, the elevation of Ravneet Singh Bittu to 
national prominence has not translated into a broader poli-
tical shift on the ground. Instead of strengthening the party’s 
local roots, such moves have often reinforced perceptions that 
the BJP lacks an organic leadership structure within the sta-
te.This raises an important question: can electoral growth in 
Punjab be achieved through political imports alone?

The answer appears increasingly doubtful.
Punjab’s voters are confronting far more pressing con-

cerns. The state’s economy is under severe strain. Public 
debt continues to mount. Agricultural distress remains a per-
sistent challenge despite repeated assurances of reform and 
support. The drug menace continues to cast a long shadow 
over society, particularly among the youth. Unemployment 
has fuelled frustration and migration aspirations among 
thousands of young Punjabis.

These are the issues that deserve centre stage during the 
election campaign.Unfortunately, modern electoral politics 
often prioritises narratives, perceptions, and political engi-
neering over substantive policy debates. Punjab can ill afford 
such distractions. The state’s future depends not on political 
spectacle but on credible solutions to its economic and social 
challenges.

The BJP’s declaration that it intends to contest all 117 As-
sembly seats independently reflects its confidence and long-
term ambitions. Every political party has the right to expand 
its base and seek power through democratic means. There is 
nothing unusual about that aspiration. What matters is the 
method employed to achieve it.Punjab should not become a 
laboratory for excessive political experimentation.

The state’s strategic significance extends beyond electoral 
arithmetic. Sharing an international border with Pakistan, 
Punjab occupies a critical position in India’s national security 
architecture. Political instability in the state has implications 
that extend far beyond its boundaries. History has repeatedly 
demonstrated how domestic unrest can be exploited by exter-
nal forces seeking to undermine India’s security interests.

Therefore, all political actors-whether ruling at the Centre 
or competing in the state-must exercise restraint and respon-
sibility.The BJP, in particular, often emphasises nationalism 
and national security as central pillars of its political philo-
sophy. If those principles are to retain credibility, they must 
guide electoral conduct as well. Electoral gains should never 
come at the cost of social harmony, institutional credibility, 
or democratic trust.

At the same time, Punjab’s political landscape remains 
unusually fragmented.

The ruling Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), led by Chief Mini-
ster Bhagwant Mann, faces the difficult task of defending its 
record while battling anti-incumbency pressures. The Con-
gress seeks to reclaim ground lost in recent years and restore 
its traditional position in the state’s politics. The Shiromani 
Akali Dal is fighting for political relevance after a prolonged 
period of decline. The BJP, meanwhile, hopes to emerge as a 
major independent force.

Such a multi-cornered contest has the potential to produce 
unpredictable outcomes.

Yet unpredictability is not necessarily unhealthy for de-
mocracy. In fact, competitive elections strengthen democra-
tic accountability. The real danger emerges when political 
contests become exercises in manipulation rather than per-
suasion.Punjab’s electorate has consistently demonstrated 
political maturity. Voters have repeatedly shown their wil-
lingness to reward performance, punish complacency, and 
reject political assumptions. There is little reason to believe 
that this tradition will change in 2027.Political parties should 
focus on presenting coherent visions for economic revival, 
agricultural sustainability, youth employment, social harmo-
ny, and governance reform. Voters deserve meaningful de-
bates on these issues rather than attempts at polarisation or 
manufactured narratives.Punjab’s rich cultural heritage, di-
verse social fabric, and hard-earned stability are too valuable 
to be sacrificed at the altar of electoral ambition.As the cam-
paign season gradually gathers momentum, every stakehol-
der would do well to remember a simple principle: democracy 
functions best when elections are decided by the free will of 
the people, not by the sophistication of political manoeuvres.
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A proud and historic 
moment for Nagaland as 
Guru Sangyusang Pongener 
received the prestigious 
Padma Shri from President 
Droupadi Murmu Ji.

This well-deserved 
recognition honours his 
lifelong dedication to 
preserving, promoting, 
and passing on the rich 
heritage of Ao-Naga folk 
arts, culture, and traditions 
to future generations. His 
invaluable contributions have 
not only safeguarded our 
cultural identity but have also 
brought the vibrant traditions 
of Nagaland to the national 
stage.

On behalf of the people 
of Nagaland, I extend my 
heartfelt congratulations 
to Guru Sangyusang 
Pongener on this remarkable 
achievement.

I also express my sincere 
gratitude to Hon’ble Prime 
Minister 
@narendramodi
 Ji and the Government of 
India for conferring this 
prestigious honour and 
recognizing the rich cultural 
heritage of our state.
@rashtrapatibhvn 

~ Benjamin Yepthomi, State 
President, BJP, Nagaland

PUNJAB 
2027 

DEAD IN LAW, 
ALIVE IN POLITICS
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REGIONAL

AGARTALA

A forum representing super-specialist 
doctors at Tripura’s premier government 
healthcare institution has opposed the 
state government’s decision to prohibit 
private practice by faculty members and 
medical officers, describing the move as 
unilateral and lacking adequate consulta-
tion with stakeholders.

In a letter addressed to Bidhan Goswa-
mi, the Superspeciality Doctors’ Forum 
of Agartala Government Medical College 
and Govind Ballabh Pant Hospital ex-
pressed strong reservations about the pro-
posed reform.

The forum stated that the policy had 
been formulated and announced without 
meaningful engagement with doctors di-
rectly involved in patient care and warned 
that banning private practice alone would 

not lead to better healthcare outcomes.
According to the letter, improving 

healthcare services requires addressing 
longstanding challenges, including short-
ages of medical personnel, inadequate in-
frastructure, limitations in intensive care 

units and operation theatres, lack of sup-
port staff, and insufficient opportunities 
for promotions and incentives.

The doctors also pointed out that many 
of them joined government service when 
no restrictions on private practice existed. 

They argued that changing service condi-
tions without consultation undermines 
the understanding under which they 
accepted their positions and contributed 
to expanding super-speciality healthcare 
services in the state.

The forum further criticised remarks 
suggesting that doctors unwilling to com-
ply with the policy should resign, calling 
such statements “demeaning and disre-
spectful” to the medical profession.

Instead of imposing a blanket prohibi-
tion, the association proposed an “opt-in 
rather than opt-out” model that would 
allow doctors a choice before the policy is 
implemented.

The controversy follows the Tripu-
ra government’s recent decision to ban 
private practice by faculty members and 
medical officers at AGMC and GB Pant 
Hospital. The policy, approved by the state 

cabinet, aims to improve doctors’ availa-
bility in public hospitals and strengthen 
healthcare delivery. To compensate af-
fected doctors, the government has an-
nounced a special allowance equivalent to 
20 per cent of their salary.

Defending the move, Tripura Chief 
Minister Manik Saha said the measure 
was intended to enhance public health-
care services and ensure greater accessi-
bility to specialist doctors in government 
facilities.The proposal, however, has 
drawn criticism from opposition leaders.

Leader of Opposition Jitendra Chaud-
hury warned that healthcare services 
could suffer if experienced doctors choose 
to leave government service as a result of 
the restrictions.

He argued that attracting specialist 
doctors from outside the state would be 
difficult and urged the government to 

adopt a balanced approach that improves 
healthcare delivery without alienating 
medical professionals.

Former Tripura health minister and 
Congress MLA Sudip Roy Barman also 
criticised the decision, describing it as un-
realistic and rushed.

Barman cautioned that the move 
could adversely affect patients across the 
state and argued that professionals should 
not be compelled to remain engaged in 
official duties beyond regular working 
hours. He called on the government to 
review and reconsider the policy before 
implementation.

The debate has highlighted growing 
concerns over balancing public health-
care requirements with the professional 
autonomy and service conditions of gov-
ernment doctors, as the state prepares to 
roll out the new policy.
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Creates Zubeen 
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1,000 Songs
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Tripura Doctors Oppose Private Practice Ban, 
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UDALGURI: A Class 11 student 
from Assam has created a 
unique portrait of legendary 
Assamese singer Zubeen 
Garg using the lyrics of near-
ly 1,000 songs performed by 
the music icon.

The artwork was created 
by Hrishikesh Saikia, a res-
ident of Tangla in Assam’s 
Udalguri district. The young 
artist said the portrait is 
a tribute to Zubeen Garg, 
whose music has inspired 
generations of listeners 
across the state and beyond.

Instead of conventional 
sketching techniques, Hri-
shikesh meticulously used 
the lyrics of almost 1,000 
songs sung by Zubeen Garg 
to form the singer’s likeness, 
blending typography with 
portrait art. The intricate 
work reflects both his artis-
tic talent and deep admira-
tion for the celebrated mu-
sician.

The portrait has drawn 
praise for its originality, 
attention to detail, and emo-
tional appeal. Many have 
appreciated the effort as a 
fitting tribute to the sing-
er, who is fondly known as 
“Pranor Xilpi” by his fans.

The artwork stands as a 
testament to the enduring 
influence of Zubeen Garg’s 
music and the creative ways 
in which young admirers 
continue to celebrate his leg-
acy.

AGARTALA

The Tripura government has or-
dered a high-level inquiry into 
the explosion at a multi-storey 
apartment building in Agartala 
that claimed one life, with Chief 
Minister Manik Saha indicating 
that preliminary findings point to 
possible negligence in a piped gas 
connection.

The explosion occurred 
around 12:30 pm on June 25 at an 
apartment building on Ramna-
gar Road No. 4 in Agartala. The 
victim, Subhrajit Chowdhury, 
suffered severe burn injuries and 
died while undergoing treatment 
at Govind Ballabh Pant Hospital 
on Friday.

According to an order issued 
by the Urban Development De-
partment, the inquiry committee 
will be headed by the department’s 
secretary and will include the 
Director of Fire and Emergency 
Services, the Municipal Commis-
sioner of the Agartala Municipal 
Corporation, the Superintendent 
of Police of West Tripura district, 
and the Chief Engineer of the Pub-
lic Works Department (Buildings).

The panel has been directed to 
submit its findings within seven 
days. The order was issued by Ta-
mal Majumdar.

Speaking to reporters, the vic-
tim’s wife, Reshmi Saha, alleged 
that her husband had previously 
informed her about a suspected 

gas leak from the piped gas con-
nection.

She said Chowdhury was at 
his workplace and performing 
prayers with incense sticks when 
the explosion occurred, adding 
that the incident may have been 
triggered by the gas leakage.

After visiting the blast site 
on Friday, Chief Minister Saha 
described the incident as tragic 
and expressed condolences to the 
bereaved family. He also assured 
compensation for those affected.

The Chief Minister said pre-
liminary investigations suggest 
that a gas pipeline connected to 
the building may have been left 
open, leading to the accumulation 
of gas inside the premises. The gas 
is believed to have ignited when 
the victim lit an incense stick, re-
sulting in the explosion.

Saha noted that Chowdhury 
had sustained nearly 90 per cent 
burn injuries before succumbing 
during treatment.

While referring to possible 
negligence by Tripura Natural 
Gas Company Limited (TNGCL) 
in the initial stages of the probe, 
the Chief Minister stressed that 
a detailed investigation is under-
way and that responsibility would 
be fixed based on the findings.

He assured that strict action 
would be taken against anyone 
found accountable for the incident 
once the inquiry report is submit-
ted.

GUWAHATI
Assam Chief Minister Himan-

ta Biswa Sarma on Friday said the 
state’s annual capital expenditure 
has increased more than thirteen-fold 
over the past decade, rising from Rs 
2,000 crore in 2014-15 to Rs 26,000 crore 
in 2025-26.

Sharing the figures on social me-
dia platform X, the Chief Minister 
highlighted the growth in public in-
vestment as a key driver of Assam’s 
infrastructure expansion and eco-
nomic development.

According to Sarma, the increase 
in capital expenditure has enabled 
the creation of critical public infra-
structure across the state, including 
schools, hospitals, roads and bridges, 
while also generating new opportuni-
ties for economic growth.

“Every rupee invested has con-
tributed to building infrastructure 
and improving public services across 
Assam,” the Chief Minister stated, un-
derscoring the government’s empha-
sis on development-led governance.

The Chief Minister said the 
substantial rise in capital spending 

reflects the state government’s com-
mitment to infrastructure-driven 
growth, which he described as central 
to accelerating economic progress 
and enhancing service delivery.

He further linked the increase 
in public investment to the govern-
ment’s broader vision of a “Viksit As-
sam,” aimed at transforming the state 
through sustained expenditure on 
development projects and expansion 
of key infrastructure sectors.

The announcement comes as 
the Assam government continues 
to prioritise investments in trans-
port connectivity, healthcare, ed-
ucation, urban development and 
other public infrastructure pro-
jects as part of its long-term growth 
strategy.

State officials have maintained 
that higher capital expenditure has 
played a significant role in improv-
ing physical infrastructure and 
supporting economic activity, with 
the government positioning infra-
structure development as a corner-
stone of its development agenda for 
the coming years.
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Quest!

GUWAHATI

Assam Chief Minister Himanta 
Biswa Sarma on Friday said that 
62 fake doctors have been arrested 
across the state since 2025 as part of 
an intensified government campaign 
to curb fraudulent medical practices 
and protect public health.

Sharing details of the ongoing 
crackdown, the chief minister said 
authorities have registered 59 cases 
against individuals allegedly practis-
ing medicine without valid qualifi-
cations or professional registration.

In a post on social media plat-
form X, Sarma said the government 
remains committed to eliminating 
activities that endanger public 
welfare and undermine essential 
institutions.

“We’re committed to weed out 
all forms of evil from our society. 
After an extensive crackdown on 
the drug syndicate and child mar-

riage offenders, we’re on a mission 
to crack down on quack doctors to 
ensure the sanctity of our healthcare 
system and protect patients,” he stat-
ed.An infographic released by the 
chief minister’s office indicated that 
59 criminal cases have been filed and 
62 alleged quack doctors arrested 

under the statewide drive launched 
against fake medical practitioners.

The Assam government has 
intensified enforcement measures 
over the past year, with raids and 
legal action carried out in multiple 
districts against individuals accused 
of offering medical treatment with-

out recognised qualifications.
Officials said the campaign is 

aimed at preventing fraudulent 
healthcare practices, protecting 
patients from unsafe treatment and 
maintaining professional standards 
within the state’s healthcare system.

The crackdown forms part of a 
broader law-enforcement initiative 
undertaken by the state government 
in recent years, which has also tar-
geted drug trafficking networks and 
child marriage offenders.

Authorities have urged citizens 
to seek treatment only from qualified 
and registered medical profession-
als and to report suspicious medical 
practices to local health and law-en-
forcement agencies.

The state government has main-
tained that strict action against 
unqualified practitioners is neces-
sary to ensure patient safety and 
strengthen public confidence in 
the healthcare system.

Assam to Mandate Driving Tests, End Cross-
District Licence Applications Under New SOP

Tripura Forms High-
Level Panel to Probe 

Deadly Agartala 
Blast, CM Cites 

Suspected Gas Leak

ITANAGAR

The North Eastern Electric Power 
Corporation (NEEPCO) has stated 
that the flash flood which devastated 
the residential colony of the Panyor 
Lower Hydroelectric Power Station in 
Arunachal Pradesh’s Keyi Panyor dis-
trict was triggered by intense localised 
rainfall and had no connection with the 
operation of the project’s reservoir or 
powerhouse.

In a press release issued on June 
26, the public sector undertaking said 
the disaster struck the project colony 
at around 6:30 am on June 24 following 
several hours of exceptionally heavy 
rainfall over a limited catchment area 
surrounding the hydropower station.

According to NEEPCO, rainfall be-
gan at approximately 3:00 am, causing 
two small streams flowing near the ad-
ministrative complex and dam site col-
ony to swell rapidly and overflow. The 
sudden surge of water swept away 24 
residential buildings and caused exten-
sive damage to several other structures 
within the colony.

The flash flood claimed one life, 
while four people remain missing. 
Search and rescue operations are con-
tinuing with the involvement of the 

district administration, the State Di-
saster Response Force (SDRF), and the 
Indian Air Force.

Authorities launched emergency 
relief and rescue measures immediate-
ly after the incident. The Arunachal 
Pradesh government, in coordination 

with NEEPCO, has been assisting af-
fected families and facilitating medical 
evacuation, including the airlifting of 
injured persons from the disaster-hit 
area.

NEEPCO said preliminary findings 
indicate that the flood was caused by 
highly localised heavy rainfall rather 
than any sudden increase in river dis-
charge from upstream areas.

The corporation noted that its Ear-
ly Warning System (EWS), which 
monitors rainfall patterns and res-
ervoir inflows, did not register any 
abnormal rainfall levels across the 
broader catchment area or unusual 
inflows into the reservoir during the 
period leading up to the incident.

Based on the initial assessment, 
the company concluded that the 
flooding originated from overflowing 
local streams and not from reservoir 
releases or hydropower operations.

The PSU also clarified that no 
downstream regions were affected by 
the incident and reiterated that the 
flash flood was unrelated to the func-
tioning of either the reservoir or the 
powerhouse.

The clarification comes amid con-
cerns and speculation regarding the 
possible role of hydropower infra-
structure in the disaster. NEEPCO 
maintained that all project opera-
tions remained normal and that the 
tragedy was the result of an extreme 
weather event concentrated over a 
small geographical area.

Meanwhile, rescue teams contin-
ue efforts to locate the missing per-
sons as authorities assess the full 
extent of damage caused by the flash 
flood.

Earth has lost 50% of its 
wildlife in the past 40 years.

GUWAHATI

The Assam government is set to 
introduce a new Standard Oper-
ating Procedure (SOP) aimed at 
tightening the process of issuing 
driving licences, making driving 
tests compulsory for all applicants 
and restricting licence applica-
tions to their home districts.

Announcing the move during 
a visit to the District Transport 
Office (DTO) in Guwahati on Fri-
day, Assam Transport Minister 
Charan Boro said the reforms are 
intended to address irregularities 
in licence issuance and improve 
road safety across the state.

The minister said the Trans-
port Department has received 
multiple complaints alleging that 
driving licences were being issued 
without applicants appearing for 
mandatory driving tests.

“There have been allegations 
that some individuals obtain li-
cences without taking driving 
tests, while others reportedly se-
cure licences from districts where 
they do not reside. The new SOP 

will ensure that every applicant 
undergoes a driving test before a 
licence is issued,” Boro said.

Under the proposed guidelines, 
the physical presence of applicants 
during driving tests will be man-
datory, and individuals will no 
longer be allowed to apply for driv-
ing licences outside their home 
districts.

The minister linked the re-
forms to rising concerns over road 
safety, noting that despite various 
initiatives, road accidents contin-
ue to claim a significant number of 
lives across Assam.

“We are taking the matter seri-

ously because of increasing com-
plaints and the growing incidence 
of road accidents. It is essential 
that only trained and skilled driv-
ers are allowed on the roads,” he 
said.

Boro also highlighted the lack 
of adequate driving test infrastruc-
ture in several District Transport 
Offices and announced plans to 
establish dedicated driving test 
tracks in every DTO across the 
state.

“If not this year, then by next 
year every DTO office will have a 
dedicated driving test track. I have 
taken personal responsibility for 

this. Once these facilities are in 
place, we can ensure that only 
qualified drivers receive licences,” 
he said.

The minister added that he 
would personally inspect DTOs 
across Assam to assess infrastruc-
ture requirements and monitor 
the implementation of the pro-
posed reforms.

The move comes against the 
backdrop of persistent road safety 
concerns in the state. According to 
Transport Department data, As-
sam recorded 4,219 road accidents 
and 1,008 fatalities between Jan-
uary and March 2026. During the 
corresponding period in 2025, the 
state reported 4,232 accidents and 
1,035 deaths.

Although the figures indicate a 
marginal decline, officials say the 
numbers remain alarming.

Nine districts - Kamrup, Guwa-
hati, Nagaon, Lakhimpur, Sonit-
pur, Golaghat, Barpeta, Dhubri 
and Hojai - accounted for nearly 
half of all road accident fatalities 
in the state during the first quarter 
of the year.



NATIONAL

 KOLKATA

For years, the Trinamool Congress 
(TMC) marked July 21 as ‘Shahid 
Diwas’ (Martyrs’ Day) with a display 
of political dominance that few rivals in 
West Bengal could match. The rally in 
Kolkata’s Dharmatala neighbourhood 
drew vast crowds, showcased defections 
from opposition parties and often served 
as a stage for Mamata Banerjee, the par-
ty’s founder, to sketch the contours of 
the next political battle.

 This year, party leaders and political 
observers say, the rally is taking on a 
more defensive purpose: demonstrat-
ing that the organisation still exists as 
a coherent force after a rebellion that 
has torn through its ranks.

 TMC, founded in 1998 after Banerjee 
broke away from the Congress party, 
is facing what many within the organ-
isation describe as the gravest crisis in 
its history. After losing power in West 
Bengal, it has watched a stream of MPs, 
MLAs and senior leaders defect to a rival 
faction led by the state’s opposition lead-
er, Ritabrata Banerjee.

 In response, the faction led by 
Mamata and her nephew Abhishek 
Banerjee has adopted a new slogan 
ahead of the annual gathering: ‘Amra 
Beiman Noi’ (We are not traitors). The 
message was prominently displayed 
at a preparatory meeting organised on 
Thursday by Kunal Ghosh, the party’s 
North Kolkata district president.

 Speaking to workers by phone, 
Mamata urged loyalists to remain unit-
ed. “Those who still have good sense 
should return. Those who have left are 
neither here nor there. We cannot sell 
the party for money,” she said.

 “Even if only five workers remain 
with us, we will go to Dharmatala on 
July 21,” the former chief minister 
added.

To many in the state’s political class, 
the remark captured how sharply the 
party’s circumstances have changed.

Earlier July 21 rallies often resem-
bled political carnivals, with celebrity 
appearances, cultural programmes, 
fleets of buses bringing supporters from 
across the state and a steady parade of 
leaders crossing over from rival parties.

 The event commemorates the 
13 Youth Congress activists killed in 

police firing during a protest in Kolkata 
in 1993. Over time, it evolved into the 
Trinamool’s largest annual political 
showcase.

 Now, party insiders acknowledge 
an uncomfortable irony: the culture of 
defections that once helped build the 
TMC’s dominance has become a source 
of vulnerability.

 “The challenge before us is different 
this time. The focus is on those workers 
and leaders who stood by the party dur-
ing difficult times but perhaps never 
received the recognition they deserved,” 
Ghosh told party workers.

 In this photo from July 21, 2026, 
supporters of the All India Trinamool 
Congress attend the Martyrs’ Rally in 
Kolkata.

 According to TMC leaders close to 
Banerjee, this year’s mobilisation effort 
is aimed less at recruiting new faces than 
at reassuring grassroots workers unset-
tled by the organisational collapse that 
followed the party’s electoral defeat.

 “There are thousands of workers 
who stayed despite intimidation, despite 
losing power and despite offers from 
other camps. They are the backbone 
of the organisation. This July 21 is for 

them,” a senior leader close to the party 
leadership said.

 The rebel camp rejects that narra-
tive, arguing that the exodus reflects a 
failure of leadership rather than a crisis 
of loyalty.

 “When MPs, MLAs, district leaders 
and grassroots workers leave in such 
large numbers, the problem cannot be 
explained away by calling everyone a 
traitor. The leadership is refusing to 
accept the verdict of its own workers,” 
a senior leader aligned with Ritabrata 
Banerjee said.

 “The issue is not betrayal. The issue 
is that a handful of people monopolised 
the party for years and ignored genu-
ine workers. Today, those workers are 
seeking an alternative political future. 
Labelling them traitors will not solve 
the crisis,” he said.

 Meanwhile, Mamata has continued 
to attack the dissidents, arguing that 
many changed sides after the BJP came 
to power in order to protect their own 
interests. “Workers fought and got them 
elected. Today, they are joining hands 
with those they fought against. Those 
who betrayed the party cannot be for-
given,” she said in her address.

 In this photo from July 21, 2026, 
supporters of the All India Trinamool 
Congress attend the Martyrs’ Rally in 
Kolkata.

 The preparations are unfolding 
amid legal scrutiny as well.

 The Calcutta High Court recent-
ly directed notices to Mamata and 
Abhishek in connection with a public 
interest litigation linked to an alleged 
violation of court directives during a 
2018 programme at Dharmatala.

Yet analysts say the more immediate 
challenge for the Trinamool is organi-
sational, not legal.

With the party split, its symbol 
under challenge and many former loy-
alists now aligned with a rival camp, 
the July 21 rally is no longer simply a 
commemorative event or a platform for 
announcing future strategy.

 Instead, it has become a public 
measure of whether the party can still 
command loyalty after one of the most 
dramatic ruptures in its history.

As one senior Trinamool leader put 
it: “Earlier, the question was how many 
new people would join us on July 21. This 
year, the question is how many are still 
willing to stay.”

NABATIYEH

Shiite Muslims marked one of the most 
important days on their calendar on 
Friday with large gatherings in Iran, Iraq, 
Lebanon and other parts of the world to 
remember the seventh-century killing of 
Hussein, the grand son of Islam’s Prophet 
Muhammad.

 The annual commemoration, known 
as Ashoura, is marked on the 10th day 
of the month of Muharram in the lunar-
based Islamic calendar. Ashoura is the 
culmination of a 10-day mourning period 
and marks the day Hussein was killed 
alongside members of his family and com-
panions as he fought against the army 
of Caliph Yazid, to whom Hussein had 
refused to pledge allegiance.

Hussein’s killing cemented the schism 
between Sunni and Shiite Islam and 
remains a powerful symbol of resistance 
against oppression and injustice.

 Ashoura this year comes after a 
war between predominantly Shiite 
Iran and the United States and Israel, 
who launched strikes on the country on 
Feb. 28, killing senior officials including 
Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 
The 86-year-old Khamenei was not just 
Iran’s top political leader but also had a 
final say on all religious matters and was 
revered by millions of Shiites worldwide.

 A funeral procession for Khamenei 
is scheduled to take place in early July.

On Friday, large crowds of people 
gathered in the Iraqi Shiite holy city of 
Karbala to mark Ashoura. Hussein is 
buried in the city where he was killed in 
the battle that took place in 680, and his 
shrine is visited by millions of Shiites 
from around the world every year.

 In Baghdad, thousands marched 
through the streets, including some who 
slashed their heads with razors and per-
formed other forms of self-flagellation 
in a show of grief to mark the occasion.

In Lebanon, where a fragile cease-
fire between Israel and the Iran-backed 
Hezbollah is in place, thousands of black-

clad mourners gathered in Beirut’s south-
ern suburbs at a shrine to Hezbollah’s for-
mer longtime leader, Hassan Nasrallah, 
who was killed in a series of massive 
Israeli strikes in 2024.

 Women clutched photographs of sons 
and brothers killed in the war — many 
of them fighting for Hezbollah — while 
others held photographs of Nasrallah 
or Iran’s Khamenei, who was killed in 
February in an attack by the US and 
Israel.

 Many of them sobbed. Expressions of 
grief for the death of the Imam Hussein 
are traditional during Ashoura, but many 
of the mourners were also grieving more 
personal losses.

 Nagham Jaber said her fiance was 
killed in the war.

 “This war was truly harsh on all of 
us, and now we are feeling the meaning 

of Ashoura more than usual,” she said.
 In the southern Lebanese city of 

Nabatiyeh, that is usually a major center 
to commemorate Ashoura, dozens of 
people gathered near the main square, 
much of which was destroyed by Israeli 
airstrikes over the past weeks, with 
some of them inflicting head injuries on 
themselves to express their mourning. 
The practice is widely opposed by many 
Shiites, including Hezbollah.

 Earlier on Friday, state media and 
Associated Press journalists on the 
ground reported two Israeli airstrikes on 
the nearby village of Nabatiyeh al-Fawqa. 
It was not immediately clear if the strike 
inflicted any casualties.

 “Despite all the hardships, everything 
happening to the Shiite Muslim commu-
nity, and the wars we are facing, we came 
to reaffirm our loyalty, our love and our 

unwavering passion for Imam Hussein,” 
said Khader Kamal.

To Shiites, who make up the sec-
ond-largest branch of Islam after the 
Sunni majority, the killing of Hussein 
holds deep religious and historical res-
onance and plays a key role in shaping 
identity.

Hezbollah’s leader, Naim Kassem, 
said in a speech Friday that Ashoura is 
being repeated again by the US and Israel, 
adding that his group and its supporters 
were subjected to a “war of elimination.”

“America and Israel also wanted to 
eliminate Iran by removing the regime 
and controlling the country,” Kassem 
said. “The memorandum of understand-
ing is a declaration of defeat for America 
and Israel,” Kassem said of the deal 
reached this month between Washington 
and Tehran.

NEW DELHI
Congress Parliamentary Party 
chairperson Sonia Gandhi on 
Saturday sharply criticised 
the Modi government over its 
response to the humanitarian 
crisis in Gaza, alleging that its 
“stony silence” and inaction 
had undermined both India’s 
moral standing and strategic 
interests.

 In an opinion article pub-
lished in a leading national 
daily, Gandhi argued that 
India’s current foreign poli-
cy had alienated the country 
from its traditional partners 
in Palestine, Iran and the wider 
Middle East, while allowing 
Pakistan to project itself as a 
mediator in the region.

 She also described Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s 
visit to Israel shortly before the 
US-Israel joint attack on Iran as 
a “bewildering strategic deci-
sion”. Gandhi contended that 
India had a moral obligation to 
speak out against the humani-
tarian situation in Gaza and the 
occupied West Bank, while its 
national interest also demand-
ed a response in line with grow-
ing international criticism of 
Israel’s military campaign. 
“The Modi government’s con-
tinued silence simply cannot be 
explained rationally or moral-
ly,” she said. 

Citing findings of the UN 
Independent International 
Commission of Inquiry on 
the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, Gandhi said the body 
had concluded in September 
2025 that Israeli authorities 
were committing genocide 
against Palestinians in Gaza. 
She added that a June 2026 
report by the same commission, 
now headed by retired Justice 
S. Muralidhar, reiterated that 
Israeli actions were intend-
ed to destroy the Palestinian 
population in Gaza by targeting 
children.

 Referring to the commis-
sion’s report, Gandhi said it 
documented extensive destruc-
tion in Gaza and alleged gen-

ocidal intent behind Israel’s 
military actions. She cited fig-
ures from the report claiming 
that at least 20,000 children had 
been killed and another 44,000 
injured, many with life-alter-
ing wounds. She also referred 
to findings that schools and 
healthcare infrastructure, 
including paediatric hospitals, 
had been devastated. 

While describing Hamas’ 
October 2023 attack on Israel as 
“dastardly, horrific, and abso-
lutely unacceptable”, Gandhi 
argued that Israel’s subsequent 
military response had been 
marked by “wanton cruelty and 
barbarity”. She also cited state-
ments by senior Israeli leaders, 
saying they reflected what she 
described as genocidal intent.

 Gandhi further alleged 
that continued support from 
US President Donald Trump’s 
administration had enabled 
Israel to pursue its military 
campaign, while American 
opposition had prevented the 
United Nations from taking 
stronger action. At the same 
time, she said UN agencies 
had played an important role 
in documenting alleged Israeli 
war crimes.

 She argued that the inter-
national mood had shifted sig-
nificantly, pointing to what she 
said were moves by countries 
including France, the UK, 
Canada and Australia to rec-
ognise Palestinian statehood, 
South Africa’s case against 
Israel before the International 
Court of Justice, restrictions 
on arms sales imposed by 
several European countries, 
diplomatic measures taken by 
Latin American nations and 
arrest warrants issued by the 
International Criminal Court 
against Israeli leaders.

 According to Gandhi, India 
had increasingly found itself 
isolated as many of its close 
partners had taken a more 
critical position on Israel’s 
actions in Gaza.

 She also criticised the 
Centre for not responding to the 

latest UN commission report 
headed by Justice Muralidhar, 
adding that his transfer from 
the Delhi High Court after his 
remarks on police inaction 
during the 2020 Delhi riots 
made the government’s silence 
unsurprising.

 Arguing that India had his-
torically championed post-co-
lonial solidarity, national sov-
ereignty and international 
peace, Gandhi said the coun-
try’s present position marked 
a departure from that legacy.

 She also referred to the 
death of five-year-old Hind 
Rajab, who was killed after her 
family’s vehicle came under 
Israeli fire in Gaza, describing 
the incident as emblematic of 
the suffering of Palestinian 
civilians.

 “The Modi government’s 
silence and inaction are not just 
morally reprehensible but also 
inexplicable from a national 
interest perspective,” Gandhi 
said.

 She further argued that 
India was moving closer to 
Israel at a time when much of 
the international community 
was distancing itself from the 
country.

 “We have alienated our-
selves from our historical 
allies in Palestine, Iran, and 
the larger Middle East. We 
have distanced ourselves from 
global public opinion. And we 
have let Pakistan... swoop in to 
claim the space of a mediator,” 
she said.

 Gandhi concluded that 
India had sacrificed both its 
strategic interests and moral 
standing without securing 
any tangible diplomatic gains 
beyond Prime Minister Modi’s 
close ties with Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.

 Congress president 
Mallikarjun Kharge later 
shared Gandhi’s article on X, 
calling it “a stark reminder of 
how our current foreign poli-
cy has alienated our historical 
allies in Palestine, Iran, and the 
larger Middle East”.

INTERNATIONAL

 VIENNA

Drug use around the 
world is rising, includ-
ing a worrying increase 
of new potent and dan-
gerous synthetic drugs, 
a UN watchdog warned 
on Friday.

 An estimated 331 
million people used a 
drug in 2024, the United 
Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime(UNODC) said 
in its 2026 World Drug 
Report.

 This is 6.2 percent of 
the global population 
aged 15-64, an increase 
from 5.2 percent in 2014.

 Cannabis remained 
the most popular drug 
globally in 2024, followed 
b y  o p i o i d s ,  a m p h e t -
amines,  cocaine and 
ecstasy,  the  UNODC 
said.

 But novel synthet-
ic opioids such as fen-
tanyls, nitazenes and 
orphines, sought as a 
heroin substitute, have 
become increasingly 
available.

 “We have seen an 
unprecedented spike in 
new types of drugs on 

the market, and wor-
ryingly, some are more 
potent  or  dangerous 
than before,” UNODC 
head Monica Juma said 
in a statement.

 Drug producers kept 
coming up with new syn-
thetic drugs “in attempts 
to skirt regulations and 
avoid detection,” the 
agency said.

Drug seizures in 2024 
revealed “five t imes 
more drug types” than 
before 2000, it added.

“The number of new 
psychoactive substances 
(NPS) reported to have 
been circulating in drug 
markets... reached 755 in 
2024, with 118 of these 
substances  reported 
for the first time,” the 
UNODC said.

 The global opium and 
heroin market was still 
heavily affected by the 
ban on poppy cultiva-
tion introduced by the 
Taliban in Afghanistan 
in 2022, the report said.

 This has made drug 
dealers look for synthet-
ic alternatives like fen-
tanyls.

 “A turn away from 

p l a n t - b a s e d  o p i a t e s 
toward synthetics could 
cause a permanent shift 
in the global opioid mar-
ket, with ramifications 
on how these drugs are 
u s e d  a n d  t h e  h a r m s 
therein,” the UNODC 
said.

 The watchdog also 
observed the emergence 
of new markets for meth-
amphetamine, produced 
largely by Myanmar, but 
also in North America, 
west and southern Africa 
and southwest Asia.

Cannabis use keeps 
g r o w i n g  t o o ,  a l s o 
because of legalisation 
and decriminalisation -- 
user numbers grew by 
40 percent between 2014 
and 2024 as almost five 
percent of the global pop-
ulation aged 15-64 used 
cannabis in 2024.

 Cocaine output grew 
more than fourfold over 
the monitored decade, 
and traffickers increased 
supplies targeting both 
established markets in 
Europe, America and 
Oceania, but also new 
ones in Africa and Asia, 
the UNODC said.
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The Shrinking Space for 
Regional Parties in India’s New 

Political Order

F
or nearly three decades 
after 1989, regional po-
litical parties occupied a 
pivotal position in Indian 
democracy. They shaped 
coalition governments, 
influenced national poli-
cy, and often determined 

who governed in New Delhi. From Ut-
tar Pradesh and Bihar to Tamil Nadu, 
Andhra Pradesh, Punjab, and Assam, 
regional formations emerged as pow-
erful expressions of local aspirations 
and federal politics. Today, however, 
that era appears to be fading. While the 
number of registered political parties 
has increased and voter participation 
remains robust, the political influence 
of regional parties is steadily diminish-
ing.

The paradox is striking. India’s de-
mocracy is witnessing high electoral 
participation, intense political competi-
tion, and the emergence of new political 
formations. Yet the actual space avail-
able for regional parties to function in-
dependently is shrinking. The growing 
dominance of the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP) and the consolidation of poli-
tics around two competing national al-
liances have fundamentally altered the 
political landscape. As a result, many 
regional parties are no longer decisive 
players; instead, they increasingly 
function as junior partners within larg-
er alliance structures.

The decline is not uniform. Some re-
gional parties continue to remain influ-
ential and electorally relevant. Others 
have weakened significantly, while a 
growing number have become depen-
dent on national alliances for survival. 
Together, these trends reveal a deeper 
transformation in Indian politics—one 
that is redefining the balance between 
regional autonomy and national politi-
cal power.

From Kingmakers to Alliance Part-
ners

The rise of regional parties was close-
ly linked to the fragmentation of nation-
al politics after the decline of Congress 
dominance in the late 1980s. The coali-
tion era allowed state-based parties to 
exert influence far beyond their geo-
graphical boundaries. Parties such as 
the Samajwadi Party, Rashtriya Janata 
Dal, Telugu Desam Party, Dravida Mun-
netra Kazhagam, Shiromani Akali Dal, 
Janata Dal factions, and numerous oth-
ers became indispensable components 
of government formation at the Centre.

This arrangement created a politi-
cal equilibrium. Regional parties could 
negotiate with either the Congress or 
the BJP, leveraging their support in ex-
change for political concessions, minis-
terial positions, or policy commitments. 
Their strength rested on their ability to 
balance competing national forces.

That balance has gradually disap-
peared.

The emergence of the BJP as a domi-
nant national force since 2014 has trans-
formed the electoral system. Instead of 
fragmented coalition politics, India in-
creasingly resembles a bipolar contest 
between the BJP-led National Democrat-
ic Alliance (NDA) and the Congress-led 
opposition bloc. In such a framework, 
regional parties find themselves with 
less room to manoeuvre. They can in-
fluence outcomes, but rarely determine 

them.
The shift 

from “balanc-
ing” to “band-
w a g o n i n g ” 
has become 
one of the 
defining fea-
tures of con-
t e m p o r a r y 
Indian poli-
tics. Regional 

parties that once acted as independent 
centres of power now frequently align 
themselves with one of the two major al-
liance structures. Their survival often 
depends on maintaining these partner-
ships rather than expanding their own 
autonomous political space.

Uneven Fortunes Across States
The experience of regional parties 

varies significantly across India.
Several once-dominant regional forc-

es have witnessed a steady decline. The 
Bahujan Samaj Party in Uttar Pradesh 
has lost much of its electoral influence. 
The Shiromani Akali Dal, once central 
to Punjab politics, has struggled to re-
gain its former prominence. The All In-
dia United Democratic Front in Assam, 
the Janata Dal (Secular) in Karnataka, 
and the AIADMK in Tamil Nadu have 
all experienced varying degrees of ero-
sion in their political strength.

At the same time, new regional forc-
es have emerged. The Aam Aadmi Par-
ty achieved power in Delhi and Punjab 
before facing electoral setbacks. The 
Zoram People’s Movement rose to prom-
inence in Mizoram. Actor Vijay’s Tami-
laga Vettri Kazhagam has generated 
significant political attention in Tamil 
Nadu, though its long-term prospects re-
main uncertain.

A third category consists of resil-
ient regional parties that continue to 
dominate their states despite changing 
national dynamics. The Trinamool Con-
gress in West Bengal, the DMK in Tam-
il Nadu, the Samajwadi Party in Uttar 
Pradesh, the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha, 
the Jammu and Kashmir National Con-
ference, the Sikkim Krantikari Mor-
cha, and the Telugu Desam Party have 
demonstrated an ability to withstand 
political pressures and retain their rel-
evance.Yet even among these successful 
examples, the challenge remains the 
same: how to preserve autonomy in an 
increasingly centralised political envi-
ronment.

Why Dominant Alliances Prefer De-
pendent Partners

An interesting feature of contempo-
rary politics is that dominant national 
alliances often have little interest in 

completely eliminating regional par-
ties. Instead, they benefit from keeping 
them politically dependent.

For the BJP-led NDA, regional allies 
provide legitimacy and local acceptance 
in states where national narratives 
alone may not be sufficient. Regional 
partners offer access to social coali-

tions, linguistic identities, and cultural 
networks that strengthen the alliance’s 
reach. These relationships are particu-
larly valuable in regions where local po-
litical traditions remain strong.

Regional alliances also serve an im-
portant electoral purpose. By partner-
ing with influential state-based parties, 
the BJP can limit opportunities for the 
Congress and other opposition forces to 
build broader coalitions. Fragmented 
opposition often translates into elector-
al advantage for the ruling alliance.

In Parliament, alliances with region-
al parties are equally important. Consti-
tutional amendments and major legisla-
tive initiatives frequently require broad 
political support. Maintaining coopera-
tive relationships with regional parties 
therefore becomes a strategic necessity.

Consequently, the objective is often 
not to replace regional parties entirely 
but to ensure that they operate within a 
framework where the dominant nation-
al party sets the agenda.

Structural Challenges Beyond Elec-
toral Politics

The difficulties facing regional par-
ties cannot be explained solely by the 
BJP’s rise. Many of their problems are 
internal and long-standing.

Leadership succession is perhaps the 
most significant challenge. A large num-
ber of regional parties revolve around 
charismatic founders or political fam-
ilies. As leadership transitions occur, 
organisational weaknesses become vis-
ible. Internal democracy is often lim-
ited, and succession disputes can trig-
ger factionalism and defections.

Dynastic politics, once considered a 
source of continuity, has increasing-
ly become a source of vulnerability. 
Younger leaders frequently struggle to 
command the same authority as their 
predecessors, while party structures 
remain heavily personalised.

Ideological ambiguity presents an-
other challenge. Many regional parties 
were founded around specific social 
movements, linguistic identities, or 
regional grievances. As those issues 
evolve, parties often struggle to rede-
fine their political purpose. Without 

a clear ideological framework, they 
become vulnerable to shifting voter 
preferences and changing social coali-
tions.

Financial resources and organisa-
tional capacity also matter. National 
parties possess significantly greater 

resources, allowing them to sustain ex-
tensive campaign machinery, digital 
outreach, and grassroots mobilisation. 
Regional parties frequently find it dif-
ficult to compete on similar terms.

The Impact of Centralised Political 
Narratives

Another factor contributing to the 
decline of regional parties is the grow-
ing importance of national political 
narratives.

Issues such as citizenship, nation-
al security, delimitation, electoral 
reforms, and welfare delivery in-
creasingly dominate public discourse. 
These are subjects over which state 
governments often have limited au-
thority. Nevertheless, they shape vot-
er behaviour and electoral outcomes.

National parties, particularly the 
BJP, have demonstrated a remark-
able ability to frame political debates 
around such issues. This allows them 
to influence elections even in states 
where regional identities remain 
strong.

Regional parties often find them-
selves reacting rather than leading. 
They may disagree with national pol-
icies, but they frequently struggle to 
present alternative narratives with 
comparable reach and resonance.

The result is a shift in agenda-set-
ting power. Political conversations 
increasingly originate at the national 
level, reducing the ability of regional 
parties to define electoral contests on 
their own terms.

Defections, Splits and the Politics of 
Survival

The changing balance of power has 
also encouraged political instability 
within regional parties.

Several prominent regional forma-
tions have faced internal rebellions, 
leading to splits and realignments. In 
many cases, dissident leaders calcu-
late that aligning with a dominant na-
tional alliance offers better prospects 
than remaining within weakened re-
gional structures.

The phenomenon highlights a broad-
er reality of contemporary politics: 
power attracts political actors. When 
one alliance appears significantly 
stronger than its rivals, the incentives 
for defections increase.

For regional parties, this creates a 
vicious cycle. Electoral setbacks weak-
en organisational cohesion, which in 
turn encourages further defections 
and political fragmentation.

Can Regional Parties Reinvent 
Themselves?

Despite these challenges, predic-
tions about the complete decline of re-
gional parties would be premature.

India remains a deeply diverse so-
ciety with strong regional identities. 
Language, culture, caste dynamics, 
economic priorities, and local gover-
nance issues continue to vary signifi-
cantly across states. These realities 
provide fertile ground for regional po-
litical movements.

The resilience of parties such as the 
DMK, TMC, SP, JMM, and TDP demon-
strates that regional politics remains 
capable of adapting to changing cir-
cumstances. State elections continue 
to produce outcomes that differ sharp-
ly from national trends, indicating 
that regional concerns still matter to 
voters.The key question is whether 
regional parties can modernise their 
organisational structures, broaden 
their ideological appeal, and manage 
leadership transitions more effective-
ly. Their future may depend less on 
opposing national parties and more on 
developing credible governance mod-
els that resonate with younger voters.

A New Phase of Indian Federal Pol-
itics

The story of regional parties is ul-
timately the story of Indian federal-
ism itself. For decades, these parties 
acted as powerful intermediaries be-
tween local aspirations and national 
decision-making. Their rise reflected 
the diversity of India’s political land-
scape.

Today, the political system is mov-
ing towards greater centralisation, 
with national alliances exercising un-
precedented influence. Regional par-
ties are not disappearing, but they are 
operating in a more constrained envi-
ronment than at any point since the 
coalition era began.

Whether they continue to decline or 
discover new pathways to relevance 
will shape the future of Indian democ-
racy. What is clear, however, is that 
the age of regional parties as indepen-
dent kingmakers has largely given 
way to an era in which power is in-
creasingly concentrated within broad-
er national political architectures. 
The challenge before regional forces 
is not merely electoral survival; it is 
the preservation of political autonomy 
in a system that is steadily becoming 
more centralised and leader-driven.
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