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Annual Report of the Tariff Commission 

TH E annual report of the Tar i f f 
Commission for the year 1952-

53 shows both creditable performance 
and much widening of its activities. 
In the very first year the Commis
sion had to tackle difficult and com
plicated problems and in spite of a 
change in the chairman, it held 16 
inquiries, 11 for protection and 5 
for revision of prices. The impor
tant cases for protection were those 
of the automobile, ball-bearing, and 
power and distribution transformer 
industries. The Commission also 
gave its award on a fair ratio be
tween the ordinary shares of the 
Steel Corporation of Bengal and 
those of the Indian Iron and Steel 
Company, which facilitated the 
merger of the two companies. It 
must indeed be gratifying to the 
Commission that the Government 
in almost all cases accepted its re
commendation during the year. 

The report has drawn pointed 
attention to the increase in labour 
costs. Since the Planning Commis
sion has also done so and at about 
the same time, one is left to guess 
who got the cue from whom, or 
whether they became aware of the 
gravity of the problem at about the 
same time, quite independently of 
each other. There is much confu
sion in the public mind about labour 
costs. In a country where wages are 
pitifully low, it is only natural and 
perhaps inevitable that wages would 
tend to rise to a fairer level. If 
then- is no accompanying or corres
ponding change in productivity, 
labour costs wil l also rise at the same 
time. But when the Tariff Com
mission discusses labour costs, one 
naturally likes to know how the cost 
of labour per unit of production 
compares wi th similar costs in other 
countries. A monograph entitled 
"Investment in I n d i a " , recently 
issued by the I 'S Department of 
Commerce to enlighten the Ameri
can investor contains the striking 
statement that: 

" Even where labour efficiency is 
at its lowest, however, the labour 
cost of production per unit of out
put Demains far lower than in the 
United States. Wages in India 
rarely are as much as one-tenth 
those paid in the United States, 
while labour output with the same 
material and equipment is seldom 
less than one-third that in the United 
States. The abundance of low-cost 
labour available for industrial enter
prises in India is likely to continue, 

even though Government regulations, 
the growth of unions, and increased 
industrialisation w i l l undoubtedly 
tend to raise wages." 

This is prefaced wi th the remarks 
that ' the relative efficiency of 
Indian labour varies widely from 
plant to plant. Where employees 
are carefully selected and where they 
are provided wi th housing, medical 
care, and similar facilities, produc
tivity is usually much higher than 
otherwise. In enterprises where 
simple dexterity is the main require
ment, Indian labour ordinarily rates 
fairly high, but where heavy manual 
l i f t ing or complicated decisions are 
required, Indian labour shows up 
less favourably. Efficiency varies 
also from locality to locality, the 
labour of South India generally be
ing reputed to be the most efficient." 

It is not denied that productivity 
of Indian labour is much lower than 
that of labour in most industrialised 
countries, even where employed 
under the same quality of manage
ment and wi th the same equipment 
and material. There have been few 
real scientific studies in the compa
rative efficiency of Indian workers 
and workers of other countries and 
those that have been carried out 
show considerable variation. But 
even so, in view of the repeated 
allegations about the low producti
vity and high cost of Indian labour, 
rarely challenged or refuted by the 
spokesmen of labour, the Tar i f f Com
mission would have helped to remove 
confusion instead of adding to it by 
tin owing some light on this problem 
and publishing its own findings, it 
any. of this controversial subject. 

Another point to which the Com
mission has alluded to in its report 
is the high capital cost of plant and 
m a c h i n e r y . T h e r e i s no escape f r o m 
it. This has been fully recognised 
by the Government and the extra 
and special depreciation which is 
allowed under that capital cost can 
be writ ten oil' wi thin a period of 
live years is its solution to the 
problem. It is only the Tar i f f Com
mission which does not allow these 
concessions when fixing fair selling 
prices, though it has not offered 
any alternative solution either. 

It is disturbing that " several pro-
tected industries represented to the 
Commission that the liberalisation 
of import policy had reduced or 
nullified the effective protection 
enjoyed by them and asked for a 
review of the position ". Does this 
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mean that these protected indus
tries were really being sustained by 
import control, and not by tariffs 
which sought to offset the difference 
in cost between the foreign and the 
domestic producer? Is the cif-cost 
formula now obsolete and no longer 
effective for protecting indigenous 
industries? For an answer to this 
question perhaps we shall have to 
wait for the next annual report of 
the Commission. 

One branch of the Commission's 
activity of which the public knew 
very little so far was wi th regard to 
review and research. It appears 
that the Commission has to its cre
dit two publications, a ' M o n t h l y ' 
and a ' Quarterly ' Review of Pro
tected Industries. The research 
section of the Commission also 
studied during the year " the inci
dence of 30 per cent increase in the 
railway freight on coal/coke on the 
fair ex-works costs of production of 
certain protected industries" and 
prepared an analytical note on 
wholesale and retail prices of pro
tected commodities. Why are such 
valuable publications not made 
available to the public? 
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