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SOFT TRACKS AND FISH PLATES 
T HE comparative figures for railway accidents in the USA and India, 

cited by Shri Gopalaswami Ayangar, to prove that railway travel
ling is much safer in this country, do not prove anything of the sort. 
To say that for every hundred mil l ion passengers carried during 1948-49, 
the casualties from train accidents were 27 in India, against 150 in 
the US, is misleading. For, the density of traffic on Indian railways, 
being six time as high, and passengers carried by each train being 
four times as many, the correct basis of comparison should be 150 
divided by 24, that is, 6 per hundred mil l ion in the US as against 
27 in India. The, incidence "of accidents is not according to the number 
of passengers carried, but according to the number of trains running, 
of per passenger mile. 

There is a well-known saying about the different degrees of accu
racy and statistics, but none about hard facts. Therefore, it is difficult 
to swallow the Hon'ble Transport Minister's statement that accidents 
are not caused because tracks arc defective, or that the new engines 
imported from the USA and Canada cannot be held responsible for 
them. It appears that the labours of the Indian Railway Enquiry 
Committee, set up in 1947, under the Chairmanship of M r . K. C. Neogy, 
of which subsequently Pandit Kunzru took charge, had been entirely 
lost on him. 

About the condition of tracks, this Committee reported: 

"With the implementation of the relaying programme for 
the next five years, it is expected that the existing weak links w i l l 
be eliminated and the standard wi l l improve sufficiently to meet 
the future demands for increase in traffic and acceleration in train 
speeds. The present post-war speed of the faster trains are below 
the pre-war speeds, and after rehabilitation the track should be 
well able to stand to future demands." 

Particularly significant is the mention of '' weak links." Have 
they all been eliminated by now? 

And about the now notorious W.P. locomotives, the observations 
of this Committee, are equally significant: 

" The story of the purchase and operation of these locomotives 
has been tragic and if we are to avoid the repetition of this sorry 
tale, we should take heed of the two important lessons which emerge 
for future guidance. These are: 

( i) The risk of divided responsibility for specification and design; 
and 

( i i ) the undesirability of bulk ordering of engines to new designs 
without adequate tests. 

The sixteen W.P. locomotives already delivered are being sub
jected to intensive tests, and modifications found necessary as a result 
of these tests, w i l l be incorporated in the standard design for the 
remaining 300 locomotives, that are proposed to be purchased. We 
wish to emphasise that bulk orders for these locomotives should be 
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placed not only after these experi
mental engines have been fully test
ed, but also after modifications 
found necessary have been proved 
to be effective in service." 

A l l these three hundred locomo
tives have now been received, but 
has action been taken along the lines 
suggested by the Commitee , and 
the necessary changes in design car
ried out to make them safe for 
hauling mail and passenger trains? 

About the W.P. type of locomo
tives, it is further to be noted that 
the Railway Board decided to i m 
pose a speed l imit of 4.3 miles per 
hour on them. Because at a higher 
speed, these locomotives developed 
a tendency to " hun t ing ' - the 
cause of the Bihita accident. It 
was also decided to make some 
changes in the designs of these lo
comotives, and unt i l the alterations 

were completed, they were not to 
be used for fast passenger trains. 
It took the Railway Board full 
seven years to finalise the designs 

for the alterations. 
And the less said about the main

tenance of track the better. It is 
worth noting that all the accidents 
that have occurred during the last 
three years took place in soft so i l ' 
regions. 

In the circumstances, is it sur
prising that one should hear more 
about sabotageurs and removal of 
fish plates than of track maintenance 
or the performance of locomotives 
purchased so unwisely and at such 
a heavy cost,' Particularly, when 
the protection of the railway tracks 
happens to be a law and order 
subject, and not the responsibility 
of the Ministry of Transport. 

More Confusion about Food 

D ID the Ministry of Food need 
a committee of experts to 

loll them how to reduce the margin 
between procurement and issue 
prices for foodgrains so as to relieve 
the consumer of an avoidable 
burden? Or how to put an end 
to the anomalous situation in which 
some States have to pay more for 
foodgrains than others? The com
plaint raised on the floor of the 
House by a Member of the Parlia
ment from Madras first focussed 
public attention on this issue and 
brought to light one more anomaly 
in the administration of food con
trol . 

The Maitra Committee have sug
gested, what should have been 
obvious right from the beginning, 
that the final price paid by the 
consumer need not be the same as 
the price paid for procurement since 
there can be such a t i l ing as pool
ing of supplies obtained from 
different sources. As a matter of 
fact, this system of pooling has 
been working in steel for quite 
sometime and can easily be extend
ed to others, provided differences 
in varieties and grades do not make 
averaging, an impossible statistical 
problem. Whether it would be a 
feasible proposition in the case of 
rice is not very clear from the 
summary of the report that has 
been released to the press. For the 
differences in the procurement 

prices paid for different varieties of 
rice within the same State are 
considerable, those1 between different 
States range from Rs. 28 in the 
case of Grade 1 rice in U.P. to 
Rs. 7-10-3 in the case of the 
second quality of paddy in Madras, 
To put it mildly, rice does not lend 
itself easily to such grading as 
does steel bars, angles or joints.. 

But the Committee, we are 
afraid, have not helped to remove 
the confusion, which is already very 
considerable in the food situation, 
by taking a shot at the future of 
controls and passing a number of 
obiter dicta, on what is to happen 
when the target of self-sufficiency 
is attained by 1951. For it is now 
certain that self-sufficiency wi l l not 
be attained by that year. On the 
contrary, the new agricultural 
policy of the Government indicated 
by their acceptance of responsibility 
for making good the food shortage 
that the Stales may run into by 
promoting the cultivation of cotton, 
would seem definitely to abandon 
the target of self-sufficiency by 
1951. Indeed, the Committee have 
added to the confusion by quite 
unwarranted incursions into the 
strategy of de-control, talking about 
restoration of free trading and de
ployment of strategic stocks for 
meeting shortages or countering 
profiteering. That time is not yet. 

Light has been thrown on food 

from a quite unexpected quarter. 
In fact the literature on food has 
grown so voluminous and is usually 
so unhelpful that one is agreeably 
surprised to find that the Economic 
Planning Sub-Committee of the 
Congress, under the Presidentship of 
Pandit Govind Vallabh Pant, have 
succeeded where the Food Ministry 
have signally failed in really i l lu
minating the present situation and 
throwing helpful light on the im
mediate future. This brief note 
deserves much wider publicity than 
it has received. It is compact, to 
the jo in t and neatly sums up the 
situation and manages to put toge
ther all the relevant statistics in a 
number of appendices covering only 
four foolscap sheets. 

In view of the mistaken impres
sion created by the well-intentioned 
but misinformed criticism that food 
shortage exists only in the imagina
tion of the Food Ministry, the 
Economic Sub-Committee have 
done well in making it very, very 
clear, wi th supporting statistics, 
(hat controls cannot be done away 
wi th because the prospects of 
attaining self-sufficiency by 1951-52 
" in spite of the intensive drive to 
execute the food plan " is yet 
" uncertain." 

They have also rendered a ser
vice by emphasizing the obvious, 
as often repeated in these columns, 
that the shortage calculated by the 
Food Ministry refers only to the 
Government's rationing commit 
ments and not to the overall short
age in relation to the consumption 
needs of the entire population. 
The recent attempts to build up 
the theory that there is no real 
food shortage, because the popula
tion figures assumed by the Gov
ernment are wrong, or that the 
requirements per head are over
estimates, are very largely beside 
the point. The Government are un
doubtedly on more sure ground in 
basing their import requirements 
on the rationed population, scale 
of ration, average off-take during 
the year, the opening stocks of 
food grains and the expected pro
curement. 

Production in 1950, according to 
present estimates, is expected to be 
better than last year's by 2 million 
tons. The Government propose to 
plan this year for an import of 
only 1,5 million tons of food grains 
as against 3.7 million tons last 
year. The rationing commitments 
of the Government during 1950 are 
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