Railways are changing for the better
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Public perception is off track. As against big bang announcements, changes are taking place quietly, but surely

RANA KAPOOR

ndian Railways suffers from a

perception issue - and that's

preventing many from seeing

the good work being under-
taken under Railways Minister
Suresh Prabhu.

Misconceptions galore

Any colossal organisation will take
gargantuan efforts and considera-
ble time to transform itself. Against
this backdrop, I would like to high-
light six key issues where public
perception, stated below, is on the
wrong track.

There have been no Big Bang an-
nouncements: While announcing
his maiden Railway Budget this
year, the Minister had clearly articu-
lated that it was the beginning of a
five-year plan. Over 200 capacity en-
hancement projects which had
been announced in earlier budgets
are yet to be completed, and these
are being addressed on priority.

It is therefore natural to expect a
number of key steps across the

board, to consolidate and complete
existing projects, which will come
together o result in holistic
change.

One of the biggest developments
is the push towards mega FDI and
“Make in India" by Railways. Top
global firms viz. GE, EMD, Bombar-
dier, Alstom and Siemens, have bid
for two state of the art electric and
diesel locomotive manufacturing
projects aggregaling to 142,000
crore.

Budget announcements not imple-
mented: Granular progress and
growth is not being appropriately
perceived and appreciated by crit
ics. Seventy nine Budget announce-
ments have already been imple
mented, on issues like e-catering in
1,000 trains, Wi-Fiin 11 stations, con-
struction of toilets at 67 stations
and energy and water audits across
150 locations.

Another game-changer will be
the accelerated implementation of
dedicated freight corridors (DFC)
which will add 3300 Km of new
lines. As many as 17,000 crore of
tenders have been awarded in the
pastnine months which is1.6 times
the tenders awarded since the pro-
ject’s inception. The first 56 km of
this project is likely to be commis
sioned by end of thisyear.

Where's the money to address the
significant investment deficlt? In-

Green signal Only from the top are

stead of big bang announcements,
the focus has shifted to identifying
financial resources to complete all
existing projects. A five-year Capex
Budget of ¥8.56 lakh Crore has been
finalised with a realistic plan of
where the money will come from.
IR is rapidly diversifying its sourc-
es of finance. Gross budgetary sup-
port will account for only 30 per
cent (¥2.56 lakh crore) of this
planned investment, while project
debt will account for 28 per cent
(2.5 lakh crore). The rest will be
sourced from [Vswith various State
governments (19 States have al-
ready come on board, with a com-

mitment of ¥1.2 lakh crore); public
private partnerships under new
and more acceptable structures
(%13 lakh crore); internal genera-
tion (31 lakh crore), leasing of roll-
ing stock (%1 lakh crore) and long
term loans from LIC (15 lakh
crore).

In addition to increased private
financing, IR isalsolooking at creat-
ing a long term Railways invest
ment fund with multilateral inst-
tutions as anchor investors and
participation from the world's lead-
ing sovereign wealth funds and
long term pension funds.

Administrative issues

The funds may be tied up but how will
they be spent? The diffident bureau-
cracy and an acute lack of institu-
tional capacity to prioritise spend-
ing on critical projects are required
to be addressed.

The Minister has already delegat-
ed substantial decision making
powers to the functional levels. This
has expedited decision making,
thereby leading 0 more capital
spending. In just the first quarter of
thisyear, IR has exceeded the target-
ed capex by over 4,500 crore. It
stands at ¥17,734 crore, which is 134
per cent of the initial target (313,231
crore). In fact, IR has exceeded the
target spends across parameters
like newlines, electrification, gauge

conversion and track renewals.

Safety tssues will continue to plague
Indian Railways: There is a more fo-
cused approach now. Under the ‘ze-
ro accident policy’, ¥1.27 lakh crore
is proposed to be spent on improv-
ing rail safety (on renewal of tracks,
better signalling and accidentre-
sistant coaches and engines), min-
imising the scope for accidents. For
unmanned LCs, an early warning
system designed by [IT Kanpuris be-
ing field tested for rapid deploy-
ment across the country.

Trains will never be on time, espe-
clally during the foggy winter months:
Sophisticated technology like ther-
mal imaging and instrument land-
ing systems have helped the avia
tion industry overcome this. I
understand that the ministry is
evaluating proposals for providing
thermal imaging inside locomo-
tives — to help run trains even dur-
ing extremely low visibility under
heavy fog.

Since such weather conditions
coincide with the peak freightload-
ing season, this will improve capac-
ity utlisation, loss of puncruality
and address key safety issues.

A robusrt railway network, in line
with global standards, will rans
form our socio-economic fabric.
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