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New Look in Coal 
W H E N Shr i K D Malav iya took 

coal, the private sector had 
some misgivings because of the 
Minis ter ' s known socialist convic­
tions. Gradual ly , the industry is 
beginning to realise that a p ink 
minister is preferable to a colourless 
one, i f the former can b r i n g to bis 
tasks decisiveness and a sense of 
purpose. The industry, long-stalled 
by New Delhi 's indecisiveness, ac­
knowledges that at last things are 
beginning to move, if not always 
in the d i rec t ion it wishes. The 
meeting of the Coal Council held in 
New Delh i last week enhanced Mala-
viya's reputat ion as a go-getter be­
cause of his obvious impatience w i t h 
official agencies making excuses for 
short-comings. At one point , he 
apparently to ld off the distinguished 
representative of the Central Water 
and Power Commission when this 
official gave the usual excuse that 
emergency plans to augment power 
supply in the coal areas were s t i l l 
"under consideration." 

Clearly, the seriousness of the 
power shortage in the Bengal /Bihar 
fields had not been ful ly realised by 
M a l a v i y a j i u n t i l this meeting. A l l 
that his predecessor had done was 
to appoint a w o r k i n g group headed 
by the Planning Commission A d v i ­
ser, N C Shrivastava, to look into 
this question. I ts report , which 
was considered at the Council meet­
ing , revealed no more than what was 
already known f rom the findings of 
the Sachdev Committee that the 
power si tuation w i l l get worse in 
1963/64 and 1961/65 before it be­
gins to get better at the end of 
the T h i r d Plan. In fact, there has 
been a fur ther set back since the 
Sachdev Committee reported. Sup­
plies of equipment f rom the Soviet 
U n i o n have been delayed and this 
w i l l postpone the completion of the 
Pathratu project in Bihar . 

There was general agreement at 
the Counci l that the only pract ical 
solution was to arrange fo r impor t s 
of small generating sets f rom wher­
ever available. The fore ign ex­
change costs may be met f r o m the 
W o r l d Bank loan for coal develop­
ment, in the pr iva te sector. A 
modif ica t ion of the terms of the 
loan w i l l not be difficult to negotiate 

since the development of product ive 
capacity cannot proceed wi thout 
emergency measures for augment­
ing power supplies. 

Riband-Hirakud-DVC Link Up 

There have been some talks of 
feeding Riband power to the D V C 
g r i d since consuming units in U P 
have not yet come up. There are, 
however two snags. A l i n k be­
tween the two systems has yet to be 
established. Malav iya j i ' s impa­
tience may speed. up work on this, 
so that a l ink is established in 
another eight to ten weeks. Bu t 
even if i t is, Rihand w i l l offer only 
a short reprieve because there w i l l 
be no surplus to diver t to D V C f rom 
early 1963. This short- term ex­
pedient may not be even wor th t ry­
i n g because 'no new ac t iv i ty can be 
obviously started w i t h the cer ta inty 
of closure in a few months. Another 
possibili ty now being looked into is 
to obta in power f r o m Hirakud ' s 
Ch ip l ima station which , i t is hoped, 
w i l l be in operation by the end of 
December. At this stage it is no 
more than an idea and Malav iya j i 
is understood to have directed the 
C P W C to examine the possibil i ty 
in consultation w i t h Orissa Govern­
ment on a p r i o r i t y basis. Kihand 
now, and H i r a k u d f rom 1963, could 
together enable the coal belt to t ide 
over the worst period of shortage. 

The meeting of the Coal Council 
w i l l also be remembered for the 
clear stand it took on the s i t ing of 
thermal power stations. Locat ion 
seems to have been decided in the 
past wi thout t ak ing in to account 
the problems of moving coal to the 
power stations. Bandel . a 300,000 
kw station which the West Bengal 
State Elec t r ic i ty Board is pu t t ing 
up about 35 miles f rom Calcutta, is 
a notorious example. Th i s w i l l 
need 1½ m i l l i o n tons of coal per 
year, posing a transport problem of 
considerable magni tude which could 
have been l ightened had the power 
station been located nearer to the 
coal belt. Obviously, it is easier 
to transport power than coal w i t h i n 
the distances involved in the case 
of Bandel. 

Bandel, however, is not the only 
defaulter. The 75 kw generating 

plant which West Bengal wanted 
o r ig ina l ly to put up at Azimganj 
has now been moved to Ka twa hut 
even this site w i l l involve serious 
transport problems. In the UP , 
Obra power station based on Madhya 
Pradesh's S ingraul i coal is 30 miles 
away f rom the mines but could just 
easily have been bu i l t r igh t in 
Singraul i itself. These instances 
led the Council to make a unani­
mous recommendation that the a l ­
ready overextended rai lways should 
be saved f rom such unnecessary 
strains that wrongly located power 
plants impose. Al though the re­
solution d i d not say so, in so many 
words, that considerations of pre­
stige often warp the judgement of 
State Governments in these matters, 
the consequences were deplored 
by the Council in unmistakable 
terms. 

Malav iya j i may have taken up the 
idea of moving coal by r iver barges 
more for its demonstration effect 
than for its practical value. Bu t 
it is being realised more and more 
that a switch to means of transport 
other than r a i l must be actively pur ­
sued if a complete breakdown is to 
be avoided. Today, the problem 
of movement is confined to just 
over 50 m i l l i o n tons of coal. In 
another f ive years, the quant i ty w i l l 
have gone up to nearly 100 m i l l i o n 
and in ten years to almost 200 
m i l l i o n tons. Experts looking into 
the possibi l i ty of moving coal by 
waterways have come up w i t h a 
plan for a national navigat ion g r i d . 
Th i s w i l l , of course, involve a b ig 
and sustained effort over a long 
per iod of t ime to forge the missing 
l inks and improve the navigabi l i ty 
of the waterways. On Malaviya j i ' s 
u r g i n g , a short- term plan should 
begin to emerge soon, focussing on 
such urgent needs a s t h e movement 
of coal f rom Raniganj to Calcutta 
by the Durgapur Canal., This Canal 
is expected to be opened for traffic 
in October, but i ts t ranspor t poten­
t i a l is s t i l l very uncer ta in . 

T h o u g h its immediate benefits 
may not be much, Malav iya j i has 
nevertheless made a distinct cont r i ­
bu t i on by d rawing at tent ion to the 
role which in land waterways can 
and should play in the country 's 
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fu ture t ransport system. At the 
moment, his hopes of moving sub­
stantial quanti t ies of coal are based 
on the promise of . assistance f rom 
the Defence M i n i s t r y through the 
loan of barges and heavy trucks. 
Another Minis te r may not have so 
readily been able to enlist this sup­
por t f rom Shr i Kr i shna Menon, In 
this case at least, pol i t ical ties may 
operate to advantage of the economy. 

Side by side With waterways, 
Malav iya j i is pushing a road bui ld­
i n g programme in the Bengal-Bihar 
f ie lds invo lv ing widening of exist­
i n g highways, b u i l d i n g of pucca 
feeder roads, strengthening of b r i d -
ges and the l ike . Here again, he 
is banking on the support of the 
Defence Minis ter , to provide large 
t ruck- t ra i le r combinations. Those 
now compla in ing about the h igh 
costs of road transport w i l l change 
their views once the 3 0 / 4 0 ton com­
binations come into use to provide 
direct transit f rom mine to con­
sumers, saving loading and handling 
costs at a number of points. This 
change may not make road trans-
port cheaper than ra i l but i t w i l l 
certainly narrow the difference suffi­
ciently to meet the current com­
plaints halfway. 

Also in view are pipelines, rope, 
ways and conveyor belts where 
large quantities have to be moved 
to consumers located f a i r l y close to 
the mine. Washeries. steel plants 
and generating stations should in 
future have their own bu i l t - i n trans­
port facilit ies making them indepen­
dent of r a i l or road networks. The 
first step in this d i rect ion is being 
taken by Indian I r o n under its pre­
sent colliery expansion programme 
which envisages transport from the 
fields to the washery and from there 
on to the steel plant direct by rope­
ways. 

To the extent that Malav iya j i 
succeeds in easing the transport 
problem, the handy a l ib i of trans­
por t shortage w i l l no longer servo 
to explain shortfalls on the produc­
t ion f ron t . The producers, of 
course, stoutly deny that: the 
marginal pr ice increase recently 
announced offers any incentive at 
a l l , and that even increases in pro­
duct ion costs since 1959 have not 
been neutralised. They appreciate 
nevertheless that M a l a v i y a j i showed 
some pol i t i ca l courage to pu t 

through even a marg ina l increase 
wi thout the r igmarole of a formal 
price enqui ry . The i r hope now is 
that he w i l l be able to find other, less 
pol i t i ca l ly difficult, ways of g ran t ing 
them addi t ional relief. What they 
have in m i n d is an increase in sub 
sidies granted for stowing and min­
i n g under difficult conditions. These 
increases can be put through by 
executive order and w i l l not there­
fore constitute major issues of 
policy on which the M i n i s t r y has 
to obta in the concurrence of all 

others before i t can act, At least, 
so m i n i n g interests argue. 

Great interest attaches, therefore, 
to the v i s i t of the Fuel Min i s t e r 
this week to the Bengal-Bihar coal 
fields. Here he w i l l be confronted 
w i t h the problems at f irst hand. Even 
if he has no ready-made solution to 
offer, he should undoubtedly be 
able to reaffirm the assurance that 
he has already given that no th ing 
w i l l be allowed to stand in the way 
of achieving the country's coal 
target. 
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