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Off the Record 

How Are Our Railways Faring ? 

H O W are our railways faring? 
They are the largest national

ised undertaking not only in this 
country, but also in the world on 
this side of the I ron Cur ta in . W h a t 
is more, apart from natural curiosity 
about the undertaking itself in which 
so much public capital has been 
iunk- and on which depends the 
smooth working of other industries 
and agriculture as also the future de
velopment of our economy, people 
have more than a detached interest 
in the Operation of railways. The 
service rendered is more or less uni
form and of the same quali ty. A n d 
more people come into contact w i th 
it than w i th any other single under-
taking. Railway travelling and l i t i 
gation arc believed to be the only 
pastime of the rural population. 
Therefore, few are left out of its 
operations. There may sti l l be a 
few villages which are tucked away 
at the back of beyond whose resi
dents have never in their lives seen a 
railway train or travelled in one. 
But their numbers must be dwind l 
ing fast. 

So everyone wants to know some
th ing about the railways, on what 
scale they have been operating, at 
what rate the services have been 
expanding, and at what cost. Are 
we getting full value for our money 
in the colossal capital investment on 
railways? Is there any measure for 
judging progress such as a layman 
can understand? 

T h e public are certainly welcome 
to have a look at the working of the 
railwavs. The Railway Board is not 
secretive. The ful l budget is pre
sented to, and discussed by, Par
liament. There are whi te papers for 
those who want more exhaustive in
formation. There is the annual re
port by the Railway Board, of which 
the latest issue now available is for 
1952-53. But some t ime must 
elapse before al l the returns can be 
put together and an exhaustive ac
count presented. 

The layman's understanding of 
this mass of data, however, is a dif
ferent matter altogether. T h e im
pact on his m i n d of accounts of ton 
miles of goods moved, mil l ions of 
passenger miles carried, total t ra in 
miles run , gross earnings and work
ing expenses is not unlike that pro
duced by the reactions of the seven 
b l i n d men of the fable sizing up an 
elephant. W h a t do all these add 
up to? Are our railways getting the 

best out of their existing resources; 
and if not the best, what percentage 
of the attainable total if the latter 
were to be expressed by a figure? In 
the case of industrial production we 
may not know, but we th ink we 
know, what the existing capacity is, 
and to what extent this capacity is 
being utilised in any one year. In 
respect of agriculture, we roughly 
know how much the yield has been 
per acre. Those who are attracted 
by such problems may look up the 
yields of other countries, figure out 
how our performance compares w i t h 
the best of other countries and then 
detect the obstacles that stand in the 
way of our improving the yield and 
of ways of removing them. But in 
the case of railways there are no such 
ready reckoners. 

N o w such a statement may he dis
missed as tendentious, if not as a 
downright travesty of t ru th when so 
much data is being published and 
so much trouble taken to make such 
data easily understandable to the 
meanest intelligence through charts 
and diagrams. 

True , the railways have been 
among the very first to have an Eco
nomic Adviser all to themselves; and 
since last year, they have had the 
services of an Efficiency Bureau 
which must he working for the bene
fit of those who need such data as 
the number of hours that a railway 
wagon is on the move and the num
ber of hours that it is standing idle, 
the ton mile per goods train, trac
t ion per locomotive and so on. 
Moreover, the railways, too, have had 
the Five-Year Plan and are going to 
have the second Plan for which a 
Planning Cell is being organised this 
year. W o u l d it not be too much to 
ask for more? 

At the risk of being considered 
importunate or worse, the honest 
layman must still confess his igno
rance and express doubt. The aggre
gate figures do not tell everything. 
More passenger train miles run, or 
the impressive figure of locomotives 
contemplated or actually turned out 
from Chittaranjan or Telco may 
have their significance; but to the 
3rd and Inter Class passenger who 
had only the other day to balance 
himself precariously on a miscellane
ous heap of luggage, w i t h end of 
a steel t runk projecting dangerous
ly from the bunk overhead and the 
sleepy head of a fellow-passenger 
resting on one of his shoulders and 

the leg of a sleeping passenger dangl
ing on the other, w i l l hardly be com
forted by these figures. Safety of 
life and l imb , sitting accommodation 
and the m i n i m u m of convenience 
such as a reasonably clean lavatory 
and free access to i t , would any day 
he preferable to h i m than fans in 
the compartment or retiring rooms 
at wayside stations and better station 
buildings. W h a t is the state of over
crowding in Inter and 3rd Class 
compartments? Is there a measure 
for it which can be readily conveyed 
in terms of the actual experience of 
such passengers? If there is one, a 
non-expert study of railway reports, 
however diligently pursued, does not 
reveal i t . The Railway Minister 
refers to everything else, but not to 
this crucial figure. 

To the layman, not familiar w i th 
the complexities of accountancy, the 
financial statements appear to be ex
haustive enough. Bu t to those who 
know something of the technical 
problems of railway operation, ope
rational data such as shunting miles 
(unproductive engine miles) cither 
in absolute figures or as a percentage 
of total engine mites and the statis
tics of locomotive or wagon usage 
arc deceptively irregular. From these 
operational statistics one gathers no 
trend; so one cannot say whether 
efficiency has been going up or down 
in a significant manner. 

It is no concern, of course, of the 
Financial Commissioner of Railways 
who signs the explanatory memoran
dum to the railway budget to say 
anything about the technical effici
ency of railway operation; but it is 
rather surprising that the Railway 
Minister should leave it out altoge
ther. So un t i l some t ime next year, 
wc w i l l not know how these things 
worked out in 53-54, and we w i l l 
have to wait for another year to know 
how the performance of the current 
year compares wi th that of previous 
years. 

To put it rather crudely, the pub
l ic has a r ight to know before all this 
money is sanctioned for capital deve 
lopment and buying more rol l ing 
stocks and the l ike , what effort is 
being made to get more out of exist
ing equipment. In other words, how 
much more traffic can be moved, 
w i t h what l i t t le extra investment? 
There is no criterion readily available 
to judge how well whatever develop
ment funds are sanctioned can be 
apportioned between rol l ing stock 
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and expanding l ine capacity, for ex
ample, or among various segments 
of railway operation to get opt imal 
results? 

To begin w i t h , there is the condi
t i on of railway tracks. Fast engines 
and soft tracks do not yield opt imal 
returns. To buy expensive high-
powered engines to haul slow trains 
docs not appear on the face of it 
to be the best possible use of re
sources; and yet considering what 
one hears about the condit ion of 
tracks and the rate at which arrears 
of track maintenance are being work
ed off, the analogy that readily comes 
to m i n d is that of using race horses 
to draw 'goods wagons. It is pos
sible that the situation is not as bad 
as all that; high-powered locomo
tives may not be used to speed up 
trains bu t they may draw many more 
wagons. It would he useful to know 
if that is so. 

Then there is the question of fu l l 
er utilisation of rol l ing stock. By 
adding more sidings to existing 
tracks, so that trains may be moved 
quicker, by increasing the capacity 
of marshalling yards and effecting 
such other minor improvements, wi th 
a comparatively smaller investment 
than is needed to increase roll ing 
stock, the idle hours both of engine 
and of goods wagons can he appre
ciably reduced. 

The striking example of increased 
traffic wi thout a commensurate 
increase in rol l ing stock was 
provided during the war years 
when A m e r i c a n s took over 
Assam-Bengal R a i l w a y and in 
creased its carrying capacity far be
yond what Indian railway authorities 
had considered feasible or practi
cable. This was done largely by in
troducing the follow-on system in 
place of the usual method of signal
l i n g on Indian railways, viz, that of 
passing a train only after a clear 
signal has been obtained from the 
next station. Whe the r or not a sig
nificant improvement in traffic can 
be obtained by changing or improv
ing the present signalling system at 
comparatively small cost, is a ques
t i on that occurs to the layman, to 
which again the Railway Board has 
not thought fit to provide an answer. 
In fact, even a cursory glance at the 
list of publications of the Railway 
Board h igh lgh t s the conspicuous 
absence of studies on traffic problems 
and economies of railway operation 
in contrast to the plethora of studies 
on engineering and other technical 
problems. 

Faced w i t h the study of traffic pro
blems in this inadecute manner 
the lay m i n d finds i t quite incompre

hensible how the Railway Board 6xes 
its targets and plans development. 
To begin w i t h , there is no measure 
of the volume of traffic that is wait
ing to be carried and is not able to 
get transport. True, bottlenecks arc 
reported and attention is focusscd on 
some of them as in the movement 
of coal traffic or transhipment of 
metre gauge traffic between north 
and south. The Khandwa-Hugluh 
line, taken up last year, is an instance 
in point; so are the works sanctioned 
or in progress dur ing the current 
financial year for stepping up the 
movement of goods wagons in 
Mogulsarai from a daily average of 
1500 to 2000. There are doubtless 
many others, but it would help us 
understand the situation better if 
against the investment in this direc
t ion could be put the results expect
ed from such investment in such a 
manner that costs could be weighed 
against advantages. 

In a way, the planning of railway 
development follows its own line. No 
more than a general growth factor 
need be assumed for giving cogency 
or precision to such a plan. After 
al l , there is such a th ing as a general 
rate of growth of population, of pro
duction and of movements of men 
and goods. But how is the planning 
for railways related to the general, 
plan of development, either the First 
Five-Year Plan or the Second? Are 
traffic requirements related uniquely 
or in any predictable way to the tar
gets that are set for the industrial 
and agricultural sectors? Is the 
growth of passenger traffic which the 
railways arc presumably trying to pro
vide for in advance taken as an in
dependent variable that follows a 
standard rate of growth, or is it 
sought to be related in some way to 
the increase in money incomes aimed 
at in the Plan? Clearly for specific 
projects included in the Plan, such 
as the establishment of Steel Plants, 
more specific data must be available. 

If railway rates have to be what 
traffic can bear, what decides the 
fate of new railway lines to be laid, 
doubl ing of track or expansion of 
l ine capacity? Is it the pressure of 
traffic crying to he carried, or does 
the final decision depend on public 
agitation for a new line and the tech
nical feasibility of construction which 
is, after al l , an engineering problem. 
T h e lack of a measure for weighing 
alternative" uses of resources or the 
deliberate disregard of such a mca 
sure, where one is available, is seen 
at its worst in the case of passenger 
amenities. Here, many things are 
done with an obvious eye to publi-

city — sure eye on the main chance, 
i f you l ike to put i t that way—with 

complete disregard of the superiority 
of the one wi th respect to another, 
real or fancied, and the real bene
fits of the uses themselves. 

To be fair, however, one must 
confess right at the beginning that 
there is a hiatus in the psychological 
or objective estimation which cannot 
be removed. As a railway passenger, 
one may appreciate the allocation of 
Rs 3 crores for passenger amenities, 
however much one may differ a bruit 
the right uses of this large amount. 
But how to weigh the relative merit 
of these 3 crores against 4 crores pro
posed to be allocated for the bui lding 
of staff quarters? Those who have 
experience of long-distance travel by 
3rd class train on particular routes 
belong to a different world from those 
who work on railways as menials or 
subordinate members. Here, the 
bl ind man examining the tai l of an-
elephant is trying to relate his expe
rience to those of others who had 
been feeling the trunk or the leg or 
the tusk. But about the use of ame
nities, something can be said wi th 
out any fear of contradiction . the 
allocation of a part of these funds to 
a use, which the railways have not 
yet thought of, can greatly augment 
the value of the benefits provided. 
This is in the matter of social edu
cation. Amenities can be usefully 
combined with some measure of edu
cation to the passengers, specially 
the lower class passengers. This 
would be cheaper than vestibule 
cars, more easily understood as cor
ridor trains. 

If over-crowding is a matter for 
railways to handle, the discomfort 
and inconvenience of over-crowding 
can be greatly reduced if a sensible 
arrangement is made for the trans
port of passengers' luggage. No trip 
to the continent or even to the 
Soviet Union by railway teams, 
financed at the cost of railway pas-
sengers, can possibly bring allevia
t ion, because in no other country 
have people to carry so much stuff, 
such as one's own bedding, for ex
ample. Past experience does not 
justify the hope that much can result 
from exhortations to passengers to 
carry less luggage or to put such lug 
gage in the brake van. The arrange-
ments for weighing and "booking by 
brake van have to be greatly improv
ed, but even this w i l l no t be enough 
since passengers on Indian railways 
carry so much load. Something far 
more convenient and practical has to 
be thought of such as fixing suitable 
racks at the end of the compartment 
or providing receptacles at conveni

e n t d is tances , specially on long-dis
tance trains. 
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There are others, of course, where 
the railway service cannot he held to 
be at fault. T h e public have to co
operate, hut such co-operation has to 
be developed by intensive t ra in ing 
of a sort that comes under social edu
cat ion. In recent years, in pursuit 
of the laudable in tent ion of provid
i n g better passenger amenities, at 
least the larger stations have provid
ed bathing arrangements in the con
venient form of rows of cubicles; but 
many of these cubicles are being 
used not for bathing, but as lavatory. 
T h a t may be because enough lava
tories are not being provided or be
cause of the insanitary habits of the 
bulk of passengers. 

Soap is as good as earth for wash
i n g one's hand and the use of twigs 
is just as hygienic as too th brush, if 
not better. Bu t in addit ion to wrap
pers, banana leaves and leavings f rom 
foods, if earth is piled up on the 
floor and muddy water t h rown all 
over the place and ablutions are per
formed in the compartment, in pre
ference to the lavatory, w i t h de
monstrative expectorations and volu
ble gargling, surely, the railways can
not do anything about i t except to 
teach and then, insist on the adop
t ion of practices less troublesome to 

other passengers. 

Visitors to Ch ina pay g lowing t r i 
butes to social education on the rai l
ways, of the passengers being t o ld 
every two minutes over the micro
phone what to do and what no t to 
do, of the aseptic cleanliness on rail
way trains and platforms. W h i l e 
the prospect of the microphone 
screeching at one al l the t ime may 
not be l iked by a l l , surely, some less 
i r r i ta t ing means could be found 
w h i c h , let us hope, wou ld be equal
ly effective in ensuring m i n i m u m 
decencies in railway travel. 

I -Ch ing , the last of the Chinese 
pi lgrims vis i t ing Ind ia who left a sub
stantial record of his tour, carried 
back w i t h h i m glowing tales about 
our excellent hygiene: the use of 
earth for washing one's hands, and 
the clean lavatory arrangements then 
common in the country. That was 
in the 6th century A D . Alas, those 
hygienic observances w i l l cont inue, 
much to the discomfort of many 
railway passengers, and what can the 
railways do about i t except to te l l 
the people that soap w i l l do just as 
wel l , that every passenger who wants 
to keep clean should carry a piece 
of soap or better s t i l l , provide some 
soap themselves, and if necessary add 

tha t the use of soap has. also the Sanc
t i o n of the Shastcas. 

Anyway, i t is no t enough to pu t 
up a Board to say tha t the railways 
provide special staff to assist passen
gers. Shri Lal Bahadur Shastri has 
to t h i n k out an elementary scheme 
of social education, if the '.amenities 
now being provided are to serve the 
purpose, This is a long overdue 
measure. Gandh i j i is on record as 
saying, " It needs a heroic effort to 
eradicate age-long insanitation "., He 
was t h i n k i n g of the village. Vi l lage 
sanitation, he said, is a vi ta l part of 
village work and is as diff icult as 
i t is impor tant , and the village work
er w h o is not a successful scavenger 
cannot fit himself for village service. 
Ne i ther can L a i Bahadurji run the 
railways successfully if he is no t pre
pared to take upon himself this task 
enjoined by Gandfaiji on the village 
worker. After al l , India lives in the 
villages and the villagers also use the 
railways. In his budget speech/ the 
Railway Minis te r devotes a paragraph 
to Khad i , bu t plant ing this emblem 
of pur i ty on the Class I V staff w i l l 
be a joke so long as cleanliness on 
the railways remains conspicuous 
by its absence. 
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