
October 18, 1952 

Efficiency in Sugar Mills 
T. S. Grewal 

Efficiency in the sugar industry is so low and wastage so great that there is no hope for improvement 
unless the industry is placed under a Statutory Authority charged with the responsibility of running it on 
sound lines, keeping the national, interest in the forefront. 

THE sugar industry has some 
remarkable achievements to its 

credit. Production of white sugar 
has risen from 153,000 tons in 
1931-32 in round figures to nearly 
1,500,000 tons in 1951-52. The 
number of factories now working-
is 139; the industry gives employ
ment to more than a lakh of workers 
directly, and to mil l ions of cane-
growers and others indirectly. The 
recovery of sugar f rom sugarcane 
which was only 6.9 per cent in 
1931 -32 is now about 10 per cent. 
The quali ty of sugar has also im
proved, the major part of the pro
duction being now of the .superior 
grade D 27. The industry has also 
buil t up a good record of efficiency 
both in extraction of sugar and in 
consumption of stores; the record 
would compare favourably w i th that 
of many other sugar producing 
countries. 

The industry was given tarif f 
protection in 1932 and judg ing by 
the above criteria, one may feel 
justified in saying that protection 
has proved a success. But this is 
not wholly true. The progress of 
the industry was rapid and unin
terrupted t i l l the outbreak of Wor ld 
War I I . Since then, however, the 
sugar industry has been wholly at 
a standstill. The Tar i f f Board had 
to recommend the wi thdrawal of 
protection in 1950 because protec
tion had produced " an att i tude of 
complacency on the part of the three 
parties, viz., the Government, the in 
dustry and the cult ivator, who are 
responsible for the efficiency of the 
industry and consequently they have 
not taken sufficient steps to improve 
the overall efficiency of the indus
try so as to bring down its cost of 
product ion ." 

Sucrose content of cane is the 
lowest in Ind ia , among the major 
sugarcane producing countries of 
the wor ld wi th the exception of 
Brit ish G u i a n a and Lousiana. 
Worse st i l l , since 1942-43 it has been 
declining. The yield of sugarcane 
per acre in India was highest in 

1933-34 and 1934-35, viz., 15.2 tons; 
it came down to 13.7 tons in 1948-
49. In 1951-52, it would be around 
12.5 tons. T h e price of sugar has 
been continuously r ising and Ind ian 
sugar today is perhaps the dearest 

in the wor ld, among sugarcane pro
ducing countries. 

The responsibility for such a state 
of affairs does not, of course lie 
entirely wi th sugar mills. The Gov
ernments, both State and Central , 
have levied heavy taxes on the in 
dustry and have not paid adequate 
attention to the proper develop
ment of. sugarcane cult ivat ion by 
provision of manure, irr igat ion and 
drainage and by construction of 
roads in the cane producing areas, 
The result is poor yield of cane per 
acre and poor sucrose content of 
the sugarcane. This may be readily 
admitted but the mills, nevertheless, 
cannot be completely absolved of the 
responsibility. Granted the quali ty 
of cane is poor, mills have to see 
that the max imum proport ion of the 
sucrose content of cane is extracted 
at the lowest possible cost. Further, 
it is unfair for the mil ls to leave 
the task of cane development en
tirely to the Government. That the 
sugar mills have not done their bi t 
in raising efficiency is undeniable. 

The Extent of Drift 
Table I below gives the total 

sucrose in cane, actual recovery 
and sugar lost ( in molasses, bagasse, 
press nud, etc.). 'The best year was 
1942-43 when only 22.40 per cent 
of the sugar extractable from cane 
was left unrecovered and it was in 
that year that recovery was highest 
for any year so far. Since then, 
both in terms of wastage and per
centage of recovery there has been 
a deterioration, In 1947-48, for 
example, more than 25 per cent of 
the recoverable sugar was allowed 
to go waste. There has been some 
improvement since then, but it is 
neither substantial nor permanent. 
It is true that in absolute terms, 
more sugar wi l l be wasted if the 
sucrose content of cane improves, 
but the percentage of recovery 
should at least remain the same, even 
if it does not improve, Even a small 
improvement in this respect w i l l pay 
rich dividends. 

Lowest losses reported so far have 
been as follows: — 

Sugar in Press Cake 0.77 per cent of sucrose in cane (1938-39) 
Sugar in Molasses 8.80 per cent of sucrose in cane (1942-43) 
Sugar in Bagasse 8.16 per cent of sucrose in cane (1942-43) 
Unknown loss 0.68 per cent of sucrose in cane (1935-36) 

Mr Des Ra j Na rang, President of 
the Sugar Technologists' Associa
t ion of India said last 'year, " We 
have drifted for the last 18 years 
and we can afford to dr i f t no more.' ' 

On this basis, the recovery in 
1947-48 and 1950-51 should have 
been, 10.05 and 10.08 per cent. 
Actual recovery in 1947-48 was ony 
9.85 per cent, i.e., an addit ional .20 
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per cent of sugar could Have been 
recovered wi thou t any extra cost. 
As the total volume of cane crush
ed in 1947-48 was 10,910,000 tons, 
if our factories had worked w i t h 
fullest efficiency, then an addit ional 
21,820 tons of sugar valued (at 
Rs 1.260 per ton, controlled price 
of sugar, less excise duty and cost 
of packing) at Rs 2.65 crores could 
have been obtained. Similarly, in 
1930-51 an extra 0.15 per cent of 
cane could have been recovered as 
sugar. 'This would have meant an 
additional output of 16,500 tons of 
sugar but for the loss due to lower 
efficiency. The value of this addi
tional output according to 1950-51 
prices (less excise duty and packing 
charges) would have been Rs 1.31 
crores. Recovery in 1951-52 season 
was only 9.78 per cent, perhaps due 
to lower sucrose in cane hut perhaps 
also due to lower efficiency in ex
traction. 'The Tariff Board (1950) 
Report observes (page 37) , "Over-
ai l recovery figures are also more 
or less the same throughout, inspire 
of the fact that the m i l l extraction 
has improved by over 1 per cent in 
recent years. This indicates that 
the increase in mi l l extraction in 
the last: few years has been counter
balanced by a corresponding fall in 
the boil ing house recovery ". There 
has been no improvement after the 
Report was published. 

Compared to other countries, the 
Report observed, Indian mills were 
showing better efficiency than mills 
in Maurit ius, Natal and British 
Guiana but mills in Hawai i and 
Tr in idad are showing better results 
than Ind ian mills. 

Consumption of Stores 

Table I I tabulates consumption 
of certain important items of stores 
per 100 mds of cane. By comparing 
the Census of Manufactures figures 
for 1946-47 and 1947-48 w i t h those 
for corresponding years given in the 

T a r i f f Board Report , a d i f fe rence 
w i l l be evident in many of the 
items- The consumption figures for 
limestone, coke, coal and firewood 
are very much different, while other 
figures also show some difference. 
T h e differences arc presumably due 
to the following reasons:-— 

(1) Tar i f f Board figures relate, 
strictly to the season- the actual 
period for which crushing was car
ried on, while the figures for the 
Census of Manufactures relate to 
the entire period from November 
to May, even if the work carried 
on was only repairs to machinery. 
Th i s might explain higher consump
t ion of coal and firewood only. But 
it should be noted that for judging 
overall efficiency, consumption of 
stores in off season should not be 
ignored. Hence the census figures 
are more relevant than the T a r i f f 
Board figures, 

(2) C e n s u s of Manufacture's 
figures include consumption on the 
running of distilleries also where 
they are run jointly wi th sugar mills. 
Actual production of alcohol, both 
power and industrial, was only 
4.66 lakh gallons in 1947-48, and 
19.77 lakh gallons in 1948-49. It 
cannot have, therefore, very great 
influence on the consumption of 
stores which are mainly coal and 
firewood, 

(3) Although the Tar i f f Board 
does not mention the source, the 
figures were presumably received 
f rom some of the factories. Sup
port is lent to this view by the fact 
that the Tar i f f Board definitely 
formed its opinion about the finan
cial conditions in the industry on 
the basis of balance sheets received 
only from some of the mills. If this 
is correct, it follows that efficiency 
of the mills whose figures were 
examined by the Tar i f f Board is 
fairly high but that of the majority 
of mills is not unto the mark as 
regards consumption of important 

stores 

The above do not, however, ex
plain the difference as regards con-
sumption of limestone and coke. 
Both sets of figures show a consis
tency which, a priori does not 
allow any of them to be ruled out 
as wrong. In both cases consump-
tion according to the Census of 
Manufactures is much lower than 
consumption according to the Ta r i f f 
Board. 

Tak ing the figures according to 
the Census of Manufactures alone, 
for the sake of argument, it is evi
dent that over the three years there 
has been a deterioration. Leaving 
aside coal and firewood, which i n 
clude consumption for off-season 
also, there is no justification for in
crease in consumption of l ime, lime
stone, sulphur, lubricants, etc. One 
should be normally happy to see in 
creased consumption of gunny bags 
per 100 mds. of cane as it should 
reflect higher yield. Head offices 
seem to sanction purchases of gunny 
bags unhesitatingly, though they 
scrutinise closely the purchase of 
other items. But let us go behind 
the figures a li t t le. 

Dur ing 1948-49, the reporting 
factories produced 860,236 tons of 
sugar. At 10 bags to a ton the 
number of gunny bags required 
should have been 8,602,360. The 
actual number was 8,985,770, i.e., 
383,410 in excess of estimated re
quirement, At 1948-49 prices the 
value of these bags was Rs 6.16 
lakhs, ' l ake sulphur. It is acutely 
in short supply and has to be im
ported from the dollar area. To 
waste so scarce a material is highly 
reprehensible. The Director of the 
Indian Institute of Sugar 'Techno
logy, Kanpur , observed in a recent 
article on the consumption of sul
phur, ' ' If this quantity could be 
reduced materially, i t would help 
the fertiliser industry and thereby 
the food position in India and also 
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considerably lessen the difficulty of 
dollar shortage." One ton of sul
phur can help produce 4 tons of 
sulphuric acid (Chamber ac id) . 
Consumption of sulphur has con
sistently 'increased from 0.043 mds 
to 0,0602 mds per 100 mds of cane 
in 1948-49, The consumption in 
1950^1 was 0,0591, and we are now 
worse off in this respect than in 
1934-35, when only 0.052 mds of sul
phur were used for every 100 mds of 
cane. In 1948-49 alone sulphur 
used in excess of the 1946-47 
standard (Tar i f f Board figure) 
amounted to more than 1,100 tons 
which is valued at more than 
Rs 1,100,000. Some of the nulls 
have, recently paid as much as 
Rs 1,800 per ton. Even such a 
valuable material is allowed, to be 
wasted. 

Rationalisation 

There has been a welcome rise in 
the average quantity of cane crush
ed per factory per clay. In 1937-38 
it was 19,710 mds and in 1947-48 
it was 22,934 mds. This higher rate 
of crushing is beneficial to factories 
on the whole, though it means a 
l i t t le more sugar lost in bagasse. 
Once the. sugar season starts, it is 
of advantage to a factory to crush 
the cant1 available to it as soon as 
possible and to concentrate crushing 
operations in the period when the 
sucrose content in cane is highest. 
In Eastern UP and Nor th Bihar, 
however, this is generally not done. 
Cane supply areas have been re
served for each factory. Each fac
tory has to guard its area so that 
the neighbouring factor)' does not 
steal its cane, Regular border staff 
is employed by many lactones and 
crushing has generally to be started 
earlier than the factories like to do, 
f rom the fear of losing cane to other 
factories. 

There are too many sugar mills 
in UP and Bihar and too few in 
Bombay and the South. In some 
other states, on the other hand, 
sugar is being produced most un-
economically. In West Bengal, 
Assam, Orissa, and some Part B 
and C States, there were 17 fac
tories, the average crushing season 
for which was only 66 days in .1949-
50, as against 91 days for a l l - i nd i a 
(see Table I I I ) . The recovery of 
sugar in these factories was also 
much lower than the a l l - India ave
rage. These factories are, there
fore, unmistakably examples of bad 
location, of which a further proof 
was the suspension of production 
by ten of the factories in 1949-50. 

Four more factories suspended 
work in the 1950-51 season. 

A condition of efficient working 
in any industry is the right size of 
the units. In the case of sugar 
industry, the Tar i f f Board laid 
down 800 tons capacity as the ' eco
nomic uni t . ' But of the 139 facto
ries in existence today, about 50 
have a capacity of 700 tons or Jess. 
This is the state of affairs years 
after the T a r i f f Board report. A 
study of the profits of sugar mills 
also tend to confirm the standard 
laid down by the Tar i f f Board as 
it is generally the factories which 
have a capacity of Boo tons or 
more, which earn much higher pro
fits. It is therefore desirable that 
factories in the sugar industry of 
uneconomic size should be brought 
up to the standard. 

The need-for reduction of sugar 
prices has been recognised. What 
has not been recognised is that 
sugar mills themselves have an 
important part to play in i t . The 
mills complain that unless sugar
cane prices are lowered or better 
quality cane is made available to 
them, consumers w i l l have to go 
on paying higher prices for sugar. 
But unless the mills themselves 
make resolute effort to keep down 
sugar losses to the m i n i m u m and to 
economise consumption of stores, 
l i t t le improvement can be expect
ed in this respect. 

It is high time that the question 
of rationalisation as welI as greater 
mechanisation of the industry were 
also threshed out, as many of the 
plants now in production are 18 
years old and wi l l soon be due for 
replacement The question ran 
well be taken up at this stage, 
bearing in mind that there is a 

clear case for expanding the capa
city of the uneconomic units and of 
closing down some of the factories 
in the congested areas. The case 
for more extensive mechanisation 
should not go by default on the 
ground that greater mechanisation 
may cause unemployment. The 
importance of sugar industry is due 
not to the direct employment it 
gives, but to the prosperity it brings 
to agriculturists and to the relief it 
brings to consumers. The general 
trend in other countries is towards 
plants much bigger than those 
usually employed here. Australia, 
for instance, has been setting up 
plants wi th double the capacity of 
those employed here. These new 
plants are so highly mechanised 
that only a hundred workers w i l l be 
able to run them as against one 
thousand usually employed here. 

Quality of Sugar Cane 
For improving the quality of 

cane, if the mills continue to 
depend solely on the Government, 
they w i l l be sorely disappointed in 
the end. T h a t tire cess collected 
w i l l necessarily he devoted to re
search is only a fond hope which 
may not be realised. We may con
demn the state governments for 
abusing the cess. But such abuse 
w i l l not help the mills which w i l l 
continue to get cane of poor qua-
iitv. A n d yet, it is common know
ledge that there, are but few sugar 
factories which do anything for the 
development of cane. In their res
pective areas, the mills w i l l them
selves have to take up the task. 
They should be ready to spend 
large sums of money on it and 
have the patience to wait for the 
results. Development of raw- mate-
rials is a primary concern of the 
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Industry . concerned and for the 
sugar industry to shirk this responsi
bi l i ty is to dig its own grave-

Abuse of Technical Staff 
There is, besides, the question of 

employing adequate technical staff 
in the sugar mills which does not 
always receive the attention it 
deserves. The Tar i f f Board (1950) 
pointed out .some of the deficiencies 
in this respect which are perhaps 
the chief reason today for the de
cl ining efficiency of the industry. 
Sugar technicians migrate from one 
factory to another from season to 
season and the mills suffer in con
sequence. This is a failure on the 
part of the management and how 
seriously it affects the fortunes of 
the mills can be illustrated from 
the experience of a large sugar m i l l 
in Bihar of which the writer has 
personal knowledge. 

In this m i l l , for one reason or 
another, the Chief Engineer used to 
be changed every year. Advertis
ing the post afresh, receiving appli
cations and then making the final 
selection used to take so much time 
that the new incumbent seldom 
took charge before September. 
Tha t would not leave h i m enough 
time to repair and overhaul the 
machinery to his l iking or satisfac
tion. The mi l l lost every year 
heavily in sugar lost in bagasse and 
heavy fuel consumption. One year, 
by some stroke of luck, the engi
neer was appointed quite early and 
lie happened to be a very conscien
tious man. That year the factory 
saved Rs 50,000 in fuel and 
Rs 1,00,000 in the shape of lower 
losses in bagasse, as compared to 
the previous year. 

The cheif Chemist and the 
Manager (who was previously the 
Chief Chemist) of this m i l l were 
not on good terms. The Chief 
Chemist thought that he was not 
allowed to work wi thout inter
ference and the Manager was glad 
to have a scapegoat for bad work
ing in the boiling house. Both were 
indifferent to the working of the 
m i l l and in one year sugar lost in 
molasses was nearly 0.1 per cent of 
cane higher than usual which was 
a heavy loss in terms of sugar. 

T h e m i l l had ordered a cube 
sugar plant. It was an automatic 
plant which took several months 
to erect. When it was erected, it 
was found that one lb. cubes could 
not be packed in the one lb. cartons 
winch had already been ordered 
and received by the m i l l . A l akh 
of these cartons were in stock. 
These were quite costly, being 

attractively printed. Many more 
months were lost in solving the 
problem of how to put one lb. cubes 
in a carton that was too small for 
i t . By that time the G 28 sugar, 
made specially for cubes, had begun 
to tu rn brown! A n d it was of l i t t le 
use put t ing them into cartons, how
ever brightly coloured. Yet, the 
m i l l is reputed to be well-managed. 

Wanted : Statutory Authority 
One may hope that the quality 

of management generally in sugar 
mills would be better than in the 
one of which a sample has been 
given above. But such hope is vain. 
W i t h some exceptions, management 
in sugar mills is not upto the mark. 
In the beginning the industry made 
some progress but that progress has 
not been maintained and manage
ment has allowed the industry to 
sink into inefficiency. It has not. 
paid sufficient attention to cane 
development or to the adequate and 
proper staffing of factories. The 
sugar industry has been passing 
from crisis to crisis wi th the result 
that the deficiencies of individual 
mills have gone unnoticed, being 
obscured by conflicts involving the 
other parties—governments, work
ers, cultivators. 

The country has a vital make in 
the sugar industry. The Govern-
ment must, therefore, see to it that 
the industry runs as efficiently as 
is possible. Inefficient units which 
can produce only at a high cost-
w i l l always be a drag on the indus
try. Efficiency in the industry as a 
whole has to be tightened up. It 
is idle to hope that industrialists 
themselves w i l l bring this about. 
O u r industrialists cling to hope and 
faith rather than effort. Moreover 
can they really be expected to close 
down their factories, if it is requir
ed in the national interest? The 
interests of consumers, completely 
ignored t i l l now, and that of cul t i 
vators and workers have also to be 
considered and safeguarded. The 
only step that can secure these ends 
is to place the industry under a 
Statutory Author i ty charged wi th 
developing it on sound lines, keep
ing the national interests in the 
forefront. Needless to say that the 
Author i ty should consist of repre
sentatives of a l l interests and should 
have adequate powers to obtain 
information from al l the factories 
and to direct the factories to take 
whatever steps the Author i ty deems 
necessary. 
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