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Introduction 

Once Kolkata used to be a business hub. But over the years things have gone from bad 
to worse. Post 1970s things have all been going downhill. This is a cause of grave 
concern more so because after the TMC came to power there was a feeling that the 
people of West Bengal will get a real change. But after 6 years things have not changed 
much more so in the case of industrialisation. We at AIPC West Bengal decided to come 
up with a white paper to high light what ails West Bengal and what can be done to 
improve the situation so that West Bengal can get back to its old glory. This is a joint 
effort by some of the members of AIPC West Bengal. 
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Historical Perspective 

Bengal had flourished in the fields of industry and commerce under the British Rule. The 
slide started after partition. With the hiving off of the greater part of this hinterland, 
industry was seriously dislocated. After independence, Pandit Nehru is stated to have 
said that big factories and industrial establishments would be the real mandir and 
masjids of new India. The underlying thinking behind this statement is obvious. He knew 
that to achieve the dual goals of industrial development and employment of large 
number of young people, establishing Heavy Industrial Units across the country would be 
the key. This idea of development and employment opportunity was very relevant then 
and is equally relevant even now.  

The first Chief Minister of West Bengal, the visionary Dr. Bidhan Chandra Roy knew what 
Nehru was really talking about. He knew that western part of Burdwan district would be 
an ideal location for Iron and Steel Industry because of easy availability of Iron ore in 
the immediate vicinity of the district and parts of adjoining areas of Bihar (now 
Jharkhand). He made vociferous demand with the Central Government for the same on 
behalf of West Bengal. Thus came Durgapur Steel Plant into being. Similar is the story of 
Hindustan Motors in automobile sector. Birlas who have had long historical links with 
Bengal were persuaded to establish the factory of Hindustan Motors at Uttarpara in 
Hoogly district. A wide network of Jute industry grew by the side of Ganges in Budge 
Budge and adjoining areas. Big ancillary units like Guest Keen and Williams and host of 
smaller units grew up in Howrah district by the side of Ganges which came to be known 
as Sheffield of India. While, strictly speaking, Tea is not an industrial product, Darjeeling 
and Jalpaiguri came to be known as hub of Tea Industry of the country which employed 
a very large population. A visionary and proactive political leadership in the form of Dr. 
Bidhan Chandra Roy made things happen which made West Bengal the most industrially 
advanced State in India. Haldia Petro Chemicals which came into being afterwards was 
also a brain child of Dr. Roy.  

Till the time Congress party was in power in West Bengal, the status quo was 
maintained. While all these were happening, a major ethnic and political crisis was also 
brewing up. Millions of migrants from East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) who had lost 
everything during partition were looking for suitable employment opportunity or 
cultivable land within West Bengal. Such opportunities or land were not easy to come by 
because of the huge numbers involved and paucity of available land. This started causing 
frustration in the lower middle class (mostly migrants from East Pakistan), farmers and 
industrial workers. Congress lost the elections and the Left forces headed by the 
Communist Party of India took over charge of governance. The political philosophy of the 
left was not at all conducive of large industries. In fact, they were basically against big 
industrial projects which according them create monopolies over assets of the country. 
They were busy solidifying vote banks by redistribution of agricultural land (Operation 
Barga), regularizing property rights on lands which were forcibly taken by the refugees 
for residential purposes. Industrialization took a back seat.  Also, the Left made a big 
blunder by opposing new technology in the Industrial and Service Sectors. Technological 
upgradation which was taking place everywhere was denied entry in West Bengal. This 
was suicidal for the Industry & Business Sector in West Bengal. A look at the present 
status of Hindustan Motors, once a prime car manufacturer of the country will tell the 
story in a nutshell. Besides, jute going out of fashion because of better alternatives has 
dealt a death blow to this major industry of West Bengal. With gradual withering of the 
industrial units, the huge ancillary activities in Howrah also gradually died. Today, 
Howrah looks like a faded picture of once humming industrial hub of the State.  

The only major initiative towards industrialization taken by the Left was the 
establishment of Export Processing Zone at Falta in South 24 Parganas. This also became 
sick after sometime due to slump in demand of the products and inadequate 
Government support. Not much of activities are to be found there these days. To be fair 
to the last Left Government in West Bengal headed by Mr. Buddhadeb Bhattacarya, they 
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tried a course correction by inviting the Tatas to establish an Automobile manufacturing 
unit at Singur in Hoogly district. However, the choice of fertile agricultural land for the 
project became a political bombshell so powerful that it blasted the Left from the seat of 
power which they were occupying for long 35 years. 

Trinamool Congress which is an offshoot of INC unfortunately followed the same suicidal 
path as the Left of appeasing the middle class voters by offering doles and grants and 
neglecting the real growth of industry. This was again done to create vote banks for 
future as was done by the Left. Tatas were forced to leave Singur keeping their project 
incomplete because of violent movements by local farmers unified and led under the 
leadership of Mamata Banerjee, the present Chief Minister of West Bengal. This is now 
becoming a political boomerang which is repulsing industrial promoters from West 
Bengal. Uprooting of Tatas from Singur has created a huge backlash in the minds 
industrial promoters about the political environment in the State. Now, in spite of lot of 
lip service, cajoling, inviting industrialists and organising several industrial meets with an 
eye on new industrial units, nothing really is happening.    

Problem Areas 

1. Land Acquisition 

Our State of West Bengal is gifted with the most fertile and cultivable agricultural land. 
Land is one of the four most important parameters of a production function. Without land 
no production unit can work. It is well known to all of us that disturbing incidents are 
occurring regularly in the state over use of land for Industrial purpose. Purchasing of 
large number of plots of land from private owners by Industrialists is not feasible. It has 
got a lot of inconvenient tasks like purchasing small plots from owners, verification of 
owners & legal documents and so on. This is tremendous job with involvement of local 
dada with political patronage to facilitate the entire operation. So without the state 
government’s help and commitment, land cannot be made available to the Industrialists. 
Availability of major tracts of land for building up factories is an impediment in West 
Bengal.  Singur problem faced by the Tata Group is a live example of how industrialists 
are treated by the present government of West Bengal, has shaken the root of all 
prospects of industrialization in the state. 

2. Education/Skilled Labour 

For getting skilled resources our Colleges need to have proper training facilities. In the IT 
industry we see a lack of skilled resources. Most graduates are unemployable. These are 
the reasons why many companies go to Bhubaneswar/Chennai/Hyderabad/Bangalore for 
interviews and end up setting up offices in those places. We have private colleges in 
Bengal but only 3-4 colleges can boast of infrastructure which are of national standards. 
We find many engineers and MCAs who are still not getting jobs. There are 2 reasons for 
that. One, not many start ups coming up in Bengal and bigger companies not increasing 
offices in Bengal. Two, the candidates are not up to the mark (not well skilled). There 
was a tremendous brain drain that happened in the 80’s and 90’s. Its time that we 
improve our educational framework and infrastructure to make sure that no more brain 
drain happens. 

3. Trade Unions 

Hard line Trade Union activities were promoted at the behest of the left minded political 
parties with the Government looking the other way. This gradually dampened the 
enthusiasm of the promoters about West Bengal and industrial units started closing 
down. The bandh culture that came along with it gave Bengal a very bad name.  

4. Infrastructure 
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Though in the last 3-4 years, things have improved but road infrastructure still remains a 
major drawback in West Bengal. Good connectivity between towns and cities are very 
important for logistics and freight movement. Though National Highways have improved, 
state highways are yet to improve in the same speed. Road conditions in Industrial areas 
are not upto the mark. Government needs to focus on improving the road infrastructure 
so that investors feel that Bengal really means business. Kolkata beautification is all well 
and good but investors would need to get a similar feel when they visit the township/
villages where they will set up the factories. 

Proposed Solution 

a) Proactive Government Policy on Industrial growth. This includes (1) Single 
Window service; (2) Soft consideration on tax matters in the initial period till the 
unit break-evens. 

b) Government needs to arrange sufficient land in one stretch. Its highly impractical 
for entrepreneurs to negotiate with multiple land owners.  

c) Government needs to make available sufficient water for industrial use, 
motorable wide roads and easy connectivity through rail. 

d) Government needs to also focus on getting private colleges upto date. There 
should be sudden visits to check out if they are following the standards. If not, 
they should be warned and strict action should be taken. 

e) Government needs to make this state a more business friendly state so that first 
generation entrepreneurs get a strong foothold here. Just having a conference 
with few big businessmen won’t help. Increasing property taxes on commercial 
properties twice a year doesn’t help any business. After all if a businessman has 
his profits shrinking he won’t be comfortable doing business here. 

f) Government can set up a committee that is constituted of related professionals 
from the central govt., state govt., public sector, private sector and industry 
associations like FICCI and CII. 

g)  The committee makes recommendations in an ongoing and time bound manner 
to optimize productivity from the existing industrial base in the state. 

h)  The committee makes recommendations in an ongoing and time bound manner 
on setting up of new ventures based on available natural, industrial and human 
resources in the state. 

i) The existing industrial units in Durgapur-Asansol area are facing problems arising 
out of pollution created due to old and back dated technology. New and 
environment friendly technology may be promoted by offering concessional rates 
of taxes on new machinery, installations etc.  

j) The Export Processing Zone at Falta is facing a slump in demand. Several units 
have shut down owing to this. Bottlenecks arising out of communication from 
Haldia on the other side of the Ganges should be removed to facilitate export. 
Supply of electricity of the required quality in Falta is also a cause of concern 
which should be looked into by the Government. 

k) Since Jute is no longer an option for packaging, units producing alternative 
packaging material may be encouraged to use the logistics available in Budge 
Budge and Birlapur areas. This place is very near to Kolkata and is well 
connected. Construction and commissioning of the Maheshtala fly over (presently 
work in progress) will add to the attraction.     

l) The town of Howrah, once called the Sheffield of India, is only a pale shadow of 
the past, today. Many ancillary units for engineering products have either closed 
down or running much below their capacity. One suggestion would be to 
amalgamate a number of smaller units into a bigger and modern unit which will 
be economically more viable due to economy of scale. A Government body 
(Corporation) may be created to look into the feasibility and possibility of such 
amalgamation. If this can be done, it will be an unique solution.  
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With inputs from honourable members of AIPC West Bengal (Mr. Subrata Sarkar, Mr. 
Arijit Mukherjee, Mr. Murali Dharaan, Mr. Rajesh Mishra, Ms. Keya Dey, Mr. Anup Singh, 
Mr. Abhjit Ray & Mr. Sourav Sinha). 
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