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Siliguri: TheUnion railway
ministry has decided to
construct a newunder-
ground railway line along
the Siliguri corridor, a
strategic area of the Indian
sub-continent called the
“Chicken’sNeck” for being
the slimmest part of the
country perched between
Bangladesh andNepal,with
China andBhutanborders
nearby.

“The alignment has been
planned primarily as an
underground corridor to en-
sure secure, uninterrupted
and resilient connectivity
in the strategically sensitive
Siliguri corridor,which con-
nects the Indianmainland
with the northeastern states
through anarrow stretch of
land that is approximately
22 kilometreswide,” said
K.K. Sharma, the chief pub-
lic relations officer (CPRO)
of theNortheast Frontier
Railway (NFR).

Aday after theUnion
budgetwas tabled in the
Parliament onFebruary
1, Union railwayminister
AshwinVaishnawreferred
to this newproject.

NFRsources said thepro-
posedundergroundrailway
linealong theTinmilehat-
Rangapani-Bagdogra stretch
will be 35.76kilometres long.

Of that length, the

Tinmilehat-Rangapani
stretchwill alone be 33.40
kilometres long.

“Considering the cor-
ridor’s proximity to inter-
national borders aswell as
its vulnerability to natural
disasters, congestion and
security-related disruptions,
the underground railway
linewill be of immense
importance,” said a railway
official.

Theunderground align-
ment, he said,will provide
a protected andnon-visible
alternative route, enabling
uninterruptedmovement of
defence personnel,military
equipment and emergency
relief materials during
exigencies.

“The projectwill also
support air–rail logistics
integration due to its prox-
imity toBagdograAir Force
Station and theBengdubi
army cantonment of the 33
Corps of the Indian army,
whichhas its headquarters

in Sukna (which is located
around 10kilometres from
Siliguri),” said a source.

For the project, the rail-
wayswill adoptmodern
technology and advanced
engineering practices,
which include a sophisticat-
ed electrification system,
automatic signallingwith
VOIP (voiceover Internet
protocol)-based commu-
nication onOFCandquad
cables, bridges to bear axle
load standards and twin
tunnelswithNewAustrian
TunnellingMethod (NATM).

In recent times, the
NarendraModi government
at theCentre is focusing
on railway services and in-
frastructural development
acrossBengal.

Last Sunday, the railway
minister inaugurated two
road over bridges, onenear
the Siuri railway station
inBirbhumandanother at
Kumarpur inWestBurdwan
nearAsansol, throughvirtu-

almode.
Vaishnawalso flagged

offaMEMUservice between
Asansol andBokaro, the
steel city in the neighbour-
ing state of Jharkhand.

“It is evident that theBJP
wants to drawvotes byusing
the new train services and
the railway infrastructure
acrossBengal. Trinamool,
on the other hand, is raising
questions over the execution
of such ambitious projects
like the proposedhigh-
speed rail corridor between
Varanasi and Siliguri,” said
a political observer.

Underpass plea
HarshVardhanShringla,
theRajya Sabhamember,
has recently demanded a
railwayunderpass in the
Kharibari blockunder the
Siliguri sub-division of
Darjeeling district.

Speaking at theUpper
House inParliament on
February 9, theMP said that
the underpasswasneeded
in theBinnabari panchayat
area of the blockunder
thePhansidewaAssembly
constituency.

“Hehighlighted that 50
to 60,000 people face hard-
ships andhad to take longer
routes to reachmarkets,
schools andhospitals,which
are on the other side of
the railway tracks,” said a
source.
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Underground railway line plan
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Malda:One of north Bengal’s
largest tradebodies, theMalda
Merchant Chamber of Com-
merce (MMCM), called off its
business strike scheduled for
Monday.

The strike was called to
protest against the partial
demolition of 11 shops at a
commercial building in Eng-
lishbazar a fewdays ago.

The decision to withdraw
the strike was taken after sen-
ior state government officials
held a virtual meeting with
MMCM leaders at the district
police headquarters on Satur-
day evening.

Controversy erupted after
the rented shops at the pri-
vate commercial building
were partially razed using
earthmovers around 1.30am
onFebruary 10.

The owner of the building,
who did not want to be named,
refused to comment on the
incident.

Shop owners alleged that a
section of promoters attempt-
ed to forcibly evict them and
demolish the structures after
failing to get them vacated
through legalmeans.

The incident triggered
widespread protests in the
district’s trading and business
fraternity.

MMCM office bearers
rushed to the spot soon after
thedemolition.Twoearthmov-
ers were detained and po-
lice complaints were lodged
against two individuals.

Police later arrested the
owner of one of the earthmov-
ers and another person in con-
nectionwith the incident.

However, protests contin-
ued, with MMCM members
alleging an “evil nexus” be-
tween certain influential Tri-
namool Congress leaders and
a section of promoters behind
the “illegal” demolition.

The chamber organised
sit-in demonstrations and pro-
test meetings before announc-
ing the strike scheduled for
Monday.

The matter was sub-
sequently taken up by the
district administration and
police.

MMCM president Jayanta
Kundu explained the reason
for the strike and for calling
it off. “We had announced the
strike in the interest of the
security of our members. The
strike was unanimously re-
solved in themeetingof all our
affiliate organisations. Howev-
er, since the request to with-
draw the strike came from the
top level of the state govern-
ment with assurances that the
culprits will not be spared, we
are calling it off,” he said.

Kundu also said that elec-
tricity supply to the affected
shops had been disconnected
earlier.

“However, the state gov-
ernment has assured us that
power will be restored,” he
said.
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Malda
trade strike
called off
after talks

Alipurduar: The tea estates
of the Dooars have emerged
as a crucial battleground
ahead of the Assembly elec-
tions, prompting the Alipur-
duar district unit of the Tri-
namool Congress to launch a
focused outreach campaign,
highlighting the state govern-
ment’s welfare initiatives for
the brewbelt.

Tea garden workers play a
decisive role in almost all five
Assembly constituencies in
the district. In 2021, the BJP
had bagged all five Assembly
seats.

Trinamool has printed
around 65,000 leaflets outlin-
ing the party’s achievements
and promises.

The leaflet, with the slo-
gan “Abar jitbe cha sramikra
(Tea garden workers will win
again)”, written in Hindi to
ensure accessibility among
garden workers, will be dis-

tributed door-to-door across
all 65 tea gardens in the dis-
trict byTrinamool tradeunion
leaders.

“We will reach out to the
tea workers and their families
and tell themthat it is onlyTri-
namool that keeps its prom-
ises. The leaflets mention the
initiatives taken by our lead-
ers and the promises made by
them to prove that we could
meet expectations. Unlike the
BJP, we do not make hollow
promises,” said Prakash Chik
Baraik, the Alipurduar dis-
trict Trinamool president.

The leaflet highlights some
of the welfare measures un-
dertaken or promised by the
state government and Tri-
namool, including wage in-
crease, primaryhealth centres
and crèches and schoolbuses.

“If Trinamool returns
to power, the daily wage of
tea garden workers will rise
from ₹250 to ₹300 a day,” reads
the leaflet.
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TMC leaflets
for brew belt

Calcutta: The Bengal govern-
mentonSundaybegandistrib-
uting application forms for
Banglar Yuva Sathi scheme,
a monthly financial assis-
tance scheme for unemployed
youths, in what is being seen
as amajorwelfare pitch ahead
of theAssembly polls.

Initially planned for Au-
gust, chief minister Mamata
Banerjee hastened the launch
of the scheme fromApril 1.

The scheme, which will
offer eligible jobless youths
a monthly sum of ₹1,500, has
generated visible enthusiasm
among Trinamool Congress
supporters, who believe that
after the immense success of
Lakshmir Bhandar, the new
scheme could become another
decisive welfare plank for the
Mamata government.

At the same time, long
queues of applicants across
districts have fuelled sharp
criticism from the Opposition,
which says the crowds are a
“stark reflection of Bengal’s
persistent unemployment
crisis”.

Trinamool sees the turn-
out as a sign that the scheme
has struck an emotional chord
among the youth. Opposi-
tion leaders alleged that Tri-
namool was trying to “glorify
a shame”.

Hundreds of unemployed
youths gathered at camps
across the state from the very
first day to collect application
forms, with many highly edu-
cated jobseekers seen waiting
in queues.

Trinamool leaders and
workersdescribedtheresponse
as proof that Mamata correct-
ly gauged the aspirations of a
generation strugglingwith eco-
nomicuncertainty.

Announced in the state
government’s vote-on-ac-
count earlier this month, the
“Banglar Yuva Sathi” scheme
has been pitched as a transi-
tional support mechanism
for unemployed individuals
aged between 18 and 41, who
have completed secondary
education. Beneficiaries will
receive the monthly stipend
for five years to help sustain
themselves while searching
for jobs. The government has
allocated ₹5,000 crore for the
initiative.

Those availing benefits
under certain state welfare
schemes such as Lakshmir
Bhandar or Kanyashree will
not be eligible, though recipi-
ents of scholarships like Aik-
yashree, Medhashree and the
Swami Vivekananda merit-
cum-means scholarship can
apply.

Trinamool spokesperson
andminister Sashi Panja said:
“This scheme is launched out
of our responsibility towards
unemployed youths. They
have started attending camps

in large numbers, which indi-
cates that they have accepted
Mamata Banerjee’s initiative.
We now simply want to imple-
ment the scheme as early as
possible.”

Her colleague, state fi-
nance minister Chandrima
Bhattacharya, called the
scheme amorale boost for un-
employed youths.

She claimed that the new
welfare initiative unsettled
Opposition parties, arguing
that even thosewho once criti-
cised Lakshmir Bhandarwere
later compelled to accept its
popularity and promise to rep-
licate the scheme with higher
payouts if they were voted to
power, indicating theBJP.

The political messaging
around the scheme has been
unmistakable. Within Tri-
namool circles, Yuva Sathi is
being viewed as a potential
game-changer in the elec-
toral landscape, particularly
among first-time voters and
unemployed youths. Welfare
schemes centred on direct
financial assistance have his-
torically delivered electoral
dividends for the ruling party,
and leaders believe Yuva Sathi
could consolidate that base
further. Yet the optics of mas-
sive queues have simultane-
ously sharpened the Opposi-
tionnarrative—thatwhile the
scheme may bring immediate
relief, it also underscores the
scarcity of jobs and the wid-
ening gap between education
and employment inBengal.

Leader of the Opposition
Suvendu Adhikari accused
Mamata of using dole as a
political tool when nearly 3.8

lakh government posts re-
mained vacant due to a lack of
recruitment drives.

“Since 2013, chief minister
MamataBanerjeeandhergov-
ernment have been cheating
educated unemployed youths
with such schemes,” Adhikari
said, recalling the earlier Ju-
vashree initiativeandEmploy-
mentBank.

“In October 2013, the state
government announced the
scheme and received 17 lakh
applications, but nothing was
done. Later, in the 2017–18
budget, no funds were allocat-
ed,” he alleged.

Adhikari further claimed
that the BJP state unit would
reach out to applicants to
highlight their experiences.
“Theywill prove how anti-em-
ployment Mamata Banerjee
and her government are. This
government not only showed
the door to Tata Motors but
also damaged employment
prospects in the private sec-
tor,” he said, launching a
campaign titled “Chakri Chai
Bangla (Bengalwants jobs)”.

The CPM dismissed the
scheme as a pre-election
sop. Senior CPM leader Sujan
Chakraborty said: “In Bengal,
there is no Employment Ex-
change now, there is no scope
of job opportunities for unem-
ployed youths. The Yuva Sathi
scheme is actually an open ad-
mission that the government
cannot provide jobs.”

He added that the initia-
tive also contradicted earli-
er claims of large-scale job
creation.

Echoing similar concerns,
Suman Roy Chaudhuri, Con-
gress spokesperson, said
financial assistance could
not be a permanent solu-
tion. “We are not against fi-
nancial empowerment, but for
how long? This is no proper
solution. It may be a tempo-
rary measure, but where is
wealth generation? Where
are scopes of job creation and
industrialisation? There are
opportunities in agro-based
industries, fisheries and man-
ufacturing, but is there any
indication of that in Bengal?”
he asked.

The scheme’s rollout also
witnessed scufflesatChanchal
inMalda and Chopra in North
Dinajpur. As crowds swelled
on Chanchal College Ground,
where camps formultiple wel-
fare schemes were being held
simultaneously, there were
scuffles as Yuva Sathi form
distribution began, prompt-
ing local leaders and police to
intervene and restore order.
Chanchal MLA Niharranjan
Ghosh later said: “It is a new
project, so there is major ea-
gerness among youths.”

In Chopra, some of those
who came to submit appli-
cations at the BDO office got
involved in a scuffle with an
on-duty constable.

Youths queueup for the
YuvaSathi application

forms at a camp inNadia’s
Santipur onSunday.
Picture byAbhiGhosh

Ahuge crowd in front
of aBurdwan camp for
YuvaSathi forms on
Sunday. Picture by

MunshiMuklesurRahaman
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Forms roll out for
jobless youth dole

Hugequeues acrossBengal onDayOne

Alipurduar: Workers of a
closed tea estate inAlipurduar
district, in a show of collective
resolve, have begunmaintain-
ing the garden free of cost to
save it and their livelihoods
since last Friday.

The Madhu tea garden in
Kalchini block, around 32 km
fromthedistrictheadquarters,
had 952 workers. However, a
new buyer took over opera-
tions last year and retained
only650workers,while therest
were laid off. Several sought
employment elsewhere, with
some leaving the region.

The owner allegedly left the

garden onMay 18, 2025, follow-
ing workers’ demands for pay-
ment of pending dues and the
estatehas remainedshut since.

Workers have not received
benefits under the state gov-
ernment’s Financial Assis-
tance to Workers of Locked
Out Industries (Fawloi)
scheme either. Every worker
of a closed tea garden is enti-
tled to ₹1,500 per month under
the scheme.

The workers convened a
meeting a few weeks ago and
decided to maintain the tea
bushes to ensure that produc-
tion does not suffer when the
plucking season begins. “If the
bushes arenotmaintainedand

the leaves are not sold during
the season, we will not earn a
single rupee,” aworker said.

A committee — Madhu
Bagan Sramik Bachao Samity
—was formed, and around 300
workers have been cleaning
the undergrowth and pruning
the bushes.

Ritu Lakra, the secretary
of the committee, said: “We
waited in hope that a new
owner would come and take
charge of the garden. But that
did not happen. Although it is
late, we have unanimously de-
cided tomaintain the teabush-
es ourselves.”

“If any prospective buyer
visits the garden, theywill find

it inworkable condition.And if
the garden remains closed but
the bushes are healthy, we can
at least sell green leaves and
earnsomething,”Lakraadded.

The workers have in-
formed the Hasimara police
outpost of their initiative and
will inform the deputy labour
commissioner on Monday, a
source said.

Binoy Kerketta, adviser to
the committee, said: “We wel-
come the workers’ decision,
which is rare in the tea indus-
try. When workers come for-
ward for such a noble cause,
we standwith them.Whatever
steps we take will be commu-
nicatedto theadministration.”
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Workers care for shut tea garden
Workers of MadhuTeaEstate gather for voluntarymaintenancework inAlipurduar’sKalchini on Sundaymorning.
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