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Light on the Valley 

TH E Damodar Valley Corpora
tion is in the news again. The 

much talked of Rau Committee 
report, parts of which tr ickling out 
to the press and the Parliament 
aroused public concern, has at last 
been released. Because the report 
had been held back from the public, 
or even the Estimates Committee of 
the Parliament 011 whose initiative 
the Rau Committee was appointed 
in 1952, so long, though it had been 
submitted to Government in June 
1953, it had naturally raised the 
suspicion that its findings had not 
found favour with the authorities. 
Absence of any decision on the 
part of the Government on the re
commendations either of the Rau 
Committee or of the Estimates Com
mittee (1954) mat has just pub
lished its report on the subject has 
confirmed that suspicion. 

Of al l the multi-purpose, or other 
development projects, there is none 
which created more public enthu
siasm than the Damodar Valley 
Project, nor is there-one whose work
i n g has faced more criticism. The 
task of planning, designing, con
structing and operating the various 
sections such as dams, reservoirs, 
water-ways, power houses, trans
mission lines, etc, involved many 
complex problems of engineering, 
administration, finance, rehabilita
t ion, etc, and when in 1945 the 
Government of India decided to go 
ahead with the project, a decision 
preceded by many previous studies 
dating back to the record flood in 
1913 of-the river Damodar, it was 
known that the body which was 
considered to be competent to un
dertake the task would enjoy a 
degree of independence in its opera
t ion. It was in this spirit of non
interference in the day-to-day ad
ministration that the provincial gov
ernments of Bengal and Bihar dele
gated their powers which enabled 
the Constituent Assembly to give an 
autonomous status to the Corpora
t ion when it passed the Damodar 
Valley Corporation B i l l in 1948. I f 
the successors to the Constituent 
Assembly, the Parliament, had main
tained the same spirit of non-inter
ference, w i t h an added measure of 
tolerance, there would probably 
have been less talk about the Cor
poration and less of criticism that 
it had to face from time to t ime, 
whenever its activities came up for 
discussion in the Parliament. 

It was a bold step to have under
taken a huge scheme of the magni
tude of the Damodar Valley pro
ject in view of the very many com
plex technical problems for which 
neither experience nor personnel 
were adequate. It was therefore 
natural that as the work progressed, 
many difficulties had to be over
come, difficulties that delayed sche
dules of construction, changed de
signs, exceeded estimates. Mistakes 
were made. High hopes had been 
raised in the public mind . The 
newly born Welfare State wanted 
to see the realisation of its hopes in 
the Damodar Valley Corporation in 
a hurry and when these mishaps, 
however insignificant they might 
have been for the over-all success of 
the project, were brought before the 
public view, the reaction was violent. 
In the Parliament, autonomous sta
tus of the Corporation provoked the 
feeling that failures resulted from 
lack of parliamentary control. This 
was sedulously nurtured by a sec
tion of the hierarchy who did not 
relish the idea that such an import
ant project involving expenditure of 
crores of rupees should be kept en
tirely beyond their reach. 

The Estimates Committee (1951-
52) investigating into the mul t i 
purpose river valley schemes cover
ed some aspects of the working of 
the Corporation involving certain 
matters that were at That time con
sidered parts of the mishaps refer
red to before. Its report clearly ex
pressed its dislike of the stand taken 
by the Damodar Valley Corpora
tion under a '' strange conception of 
the autonomy which the Corpora
tion had been trying to develop ". 

Following the recommendations of 
this Estimates Committee, a high 
powered committee was appointed 
in September 1952 under the chair
manship of Shri P S Rau, ICS, to 
examine certain matters re fating to 
the execution of the Damodar Valley 
Project. The terms of reference 
were those already covered by the 
Estimates Committee, namely, 

(1) land reclamation and re
habilitation, 

(2) changes in designs of the 
Konar and Ti la iya dams, 

(3) the planning and purchase 
of stores and equipment, 

(4) appointment of a chief engi
neer, and 

(5) the Damodar Valley Corpo

ration Act , 1948 and the 
organisational set up. 

The Rau Committee has gone 
into considerable detail in provid
ing the background of the forma
tion of the Damodar Valley Cor
poration, the difficulties under which 
it started functioning and in analys
ing each subject of reference, it 
has provided considerable historical 
and documentary evidence in sup
port of the conclusions that it has 
reached. Besides commenting on 
some of the findings of the Esti
mates Committee (1951-52), it has 
made its own recommendations on 
various aspects of the working of 
the Damodar Valley Corporation. 
While admitt ing many short-eorn-
ings in the working of the Corpo
ration, which are explainable, the 
Committee has not considered them 
to be of such a serious nature as 
to hamper the progress of work. In 
its concluding chapter, the Com
mittee states: 

'' But there were many difficul
ties in the way which we were in
clined to ignore. We did not have 
adequate experience in this parti
cular line, we had not enough engi
neers and technicians of the higher 
calibre, prices were rising, machi
nery and equipment were scarce and 
difficult to obtain. 'The Corpora
tion started almost from scratch 
and during the five years of its 
existence had to face many prob
lems. They had to organise opera
tions and gather staff from wherever 
they could get. In these circum
stances there was risk of mistakes 
resulting in financial losses. It is 
true that many mistakes have been 
made and losses, heavy losses, have 
been incurred. But looking at it 
from the broader viewpoint, the 
country has gained valuable expe
rience and has learnt many valuable 
lessons. Many engineers and tech
nicians have been trained. A new 
form of administration for national 
undertakings is being hammered 
into shape. The Ti la iya D a m is 
complete and Konar is nearing com
pletion. The Bokaro Thermal 
Power Station, said to he the largest 
in Asia w i th an ultimate capacity 
of 2,00,000 kw and an immediate 
capacity of 1,50,000 kw, has gone 
into operation. The Mai thon and 
Panchet H i l l dams are making satis
factory progress. The Durgapur 
Barrage and the canals are in hand. 
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Undoubtedly something mighty and 
significant is being accomplished 
and future generations w i l l be grate
ful that such a scheme has been 
taken up. There is no cause for 
pessimism " (p 109). 

Getting to the details, the Esti
mates Committee (1951-52) had 
criticised the working of the re
habilitation section and had recom
mended that the State Government 
should be entrusted wi th the 
work. The Rau Committee has 
found that the State Governments 
were not only reluctant to under
take this task, the expenses involv
ed in having the State Governments 
to start a new organisation would 
not be justified. It disagrees wi th 
the Estimates Committee that the 
eost of rehabilitation was high or 
the departmental supervision for 
provision of houses and lands to the 
displaced people was poor. It has 
made some recommendations to 
bring down the cost of land recla
mation. 

On the subject of changes in 
design and construction features of 
the Konar and Tilaiya dams, the 
Rau Committee provides incomplete 
information but what has been pub
lished in the report does not con
firm the views expressed in the Par
liament by one of the West Bengal 
members, for example, that the 
DVC was " cheated of Rs 140 lakhs " 
(or any other figure) on the Konar 
project. The Committee has care
fully examined the reasons for the 
several changes made in the construc
tion of the Tilaiya Dam. on which 
there were, sharp and irreconcilable 
differences of opinion amongst the 
engineers. It agrees that these nu
merous changes in design consider
ably increased the cost of construc
tion over that originally estimated, 
and that these were due to the ab
sence of a Chief Engineer. There is 
one significant omission in the report, 
however, that cannot be overlooked. 
The entire Chapter V has been wi th 
held from publication. It may be 
that the allegation of huge loss on 
the Konar project has been examin
ed in this chapter. The loss on 
Konar project, it is stated elsewhere 
in the report, was due to " mistakes 
and costly mistakes" which occur
red, but nowhere has the extent of 
actual losses been sought to be 
assessed. 

On the planning of purchase of 
stores and equipment, the Estimates 
Committee favours, and a large sec
tion of the public supports progres
sively greater utilisation of Govern
ment agencies. The Rau Commit
tee gives details about the difficulties 

experienced by the D V C in the pur
chases made through DGS & D or 
by its agencies abroad, and rightly 
concludes that it would not be pro
per to compel the Corporation to 
make all its purchases through 
DGS & D. The Estimates Com
mittee of 1953-54 emphasised the 
need to utilise all the government 
agencies which are maintained at 
considerable cost to the Govern
ment. Taking a common sense view, 
one would, be inclined to leave it to 
the Corporation to set up its own 
purchasing agency. Besides many 
practical difficulties such as delays, 
utilization of Government agencies 
involve payment of certain charges. 
For the huge purchases made by 
the Corporation, probably the 
charges payable to Government 
would more than offset the advan
tages derived. 

The Committee has made a very 
important recommendation that the 
constructional equipment used in 
the various river valley projects 
should he standardised. W i t h in 
creased mechanisation, it would be 
a national saving if all the river 
valley projects standardised their 
equipments, and simplified the stock
ing of spare parts. This may, at a 
later date, make it worthwhile for 
small industries to undertake the 
manufacture of these standardised 
equipments and spare parts. 

The appointment of the Chief 
Engineer had been a bone of con
tention and agitated the public mind 
in the past more than perhaps any 
other single issue. This was be
cause of the delay that occurred in 
making the appointment and also 
because of the nationality of the 
Chief Engineer who was eventually 
appointed. The Estimates Com
mittee had accused the D V C of 
having got r i d of the services of the 
Indian Chief Engineer. The Rau 
Committee does not think that there 
is any basis in fact for this criticism, 
though it accepts without reserva
tion that the absence of a Chief 
Engineer for 2½ years led to in 
expert advice, frequent changes in 
design, increase in cost and waste 
of public funds. Not that the Cor
poration did not realise the urgency 
of making the appointment; it took 
it and the Government of India so 
long to get the right man. For this 
the Rau Committee has put the 
blame on the Chairman of the 
DVG as well as on the Corporation. 
Having exonerated the Corporation 
from blame for not appointing an 
Indian, how could the Committee 
ignore the fact that a suitable can
didate could not be found, inspite 

o f the efforts o f many impor tan t 
persons, including the Prime M i 
nister? Where so many had failed, 
the Prime Minister, the Finance 
Minister, the Ambassadors, the M i 
nister of Works, Mines and Power 
to secure the services of an engineer 
of sufficiently high calibre, why pick 
on an official? 

The vacillation of the Minis t ry 
of Irr igat ion and Power in coming 
to a decision about the Damodar 
Valley Corporation has brought 
India's star project almost to a stand
still . 'This is wr i t large in al l the 
dealings of this Ministry wi th this 
body—the indecision that left the 
D V C without a Chairman for more 
than a year, in the hands of a Board 
which knew that it was only a care
taker and therefore could not act. 
The activities of the Corporation 
have not unnaturally been covered 
w i t h a veil of suspicion in the public 
mind. Legitimate doubts had been 
raised about the suitability of the 
autonomous form of corporations as 
an instrument for securing speedy 
development. The Rau Committee 
should therefore be complimented 
for stating unequivocally that not
withstanding all the criticisms level
led against D V C , " the same auto
nomous corporation is the best me
thod yet devised of executing mu l t i 
purpose projects efficiently and eco
nomically." It does not see the 
necessity of. nor does it advocate, 
tightening of parliamentary control 
over the Corporation. On the con
trary, it has little doubt that ' ' Fu l l 
Parliamentary control over statu
tory corporations in charge of river 
valley schemes would have the effect 
of placing them in a position worse 
than that of Government depart
ments." The Committee has gone 
into the D V C Act clause by clause 
and arrived at the final conclusion 
that the autonomous status of the 
Corporation should not be touched 
and that the responsibilities of 
policy making and functioning 
should be left entirely to it . The 
only change or improvement it sug
gests is that the Corporation and the 
three participating governments 
should be brought closer together. 
The plea for better co-ordination, 
consultation and more intimate as
sociation would be widely endorsed. 
It is about the organisational set up 
of the D V C alone that the Rau 
Committee has pointed criticism to 
offer. There is too much of centra
lisation in its administration. To 
remedy i t , the Committee recom
mends as a first step that the head
quarters can be located in the valley 
itself, preferably at Mai thon . 
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