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IR B I R E N MUKHERJEE is, 
apparently, not an optimist. 

His pessimism is not merely a re
flection of his mental make-up or 
temperament. Ho may be a tradi
tionalist in his outlook. But he 
reveals, in his address before the 
annual general meeting of IISCO, 
his intimate familiarity wi th the 
steel industry and its problems. 
He is certainly, provocative in his 
comments on the future of the 
Indian steel industry, as well as 
on the future of his own Company. 

Steel is the foundation of the 
economy. Even the man-in-the 
street now knows that an expand
ing economy cannot be built wi th
out a broad-based steel founda
tion, There is hardly any aspect 
of the Second Finn which has not 
been under fire. But even those 
who do not like the ambitious look 
of the Plan like the look of the 
hard core of the Plan. And steel 
is the essence of this hard coore. 
Not only informed opinion, but 
even the common man takes a. 
patriotic pride in the gradual ex
pansion of the country's steel in
dustry in the welcome improve
ment in the output of private pro
ducers, in their expansion plans, 
in the three new project's within 
the public sector. 

Sir Biren, himself a steel mag
nate, cannot, possibly. be oppos
ed to a policy of steel expansion. 
Hut his brilliant address before 
the annual general meeting of 
IISCO is liable to the interpretation 
that he has mental reservations 
about the pace as well as the tar
get of steel output envisaged in 
the Second Plan. He expresses 

-doubts whether the expansion 
projects in the public sector can 
be completed as scheduled, by 1959-
80. Recent developments would 
seem to lend weight to his doubts. 
He has also his doubts about the 
ultimate cost of the steel plants in 
the public sector. Prices are ris
ing Both men and materials for 
these steel plants are becoming 
costlier. So, the actual cost of 
these steel plants may be far in 
excess of original estimates. Sir 
Riren is not alone in having his 

doubts. 

These aspects of the problem are 
not quite unknown. But Sir 
Biren's informed assessment of 
the outlook for steel export's wi l l 
deflate hopes that India wi l l 
emerge as a large steel exporter 
in the near future. T T K has more 
than once assured Parliament and 
the people that the money arid 
foreign exchange now being 
spent on expansion of steel and 
machine tool industries wi l l fetch 
good dividends as the years roll 
by. India's jute, tea and c'oth 
industries may lose their status as 
valuable exchange earners. But, 
by the end of 1959-60, India wi l l 
emerge as a steel exporter. Her 
steel exports w i l l earn foreign 
exchange. With these earnings, 
she wil l meet the transitional 
foreign exchange deficit. 

Sir Biren has his doubts. India 
is, wi l l be, in need of sterling and 
hard currencies. These can only 
be acquired if Indian steel can be 
exported to sterling and hard 
currency area's. Steel exports to 
such destinations are not likely. 
Only in under-developed Eastern 
countries can India hope to ex
port her steel. Even on the as
sumption that these countries buy 
steel from India, she Ks not likely 
to acquire valuable foreign ex
change in the shape of sterling 
or hard currencies. These coun
tries would like to pay for their 
steel imports by offering some of 
their goods in return. There is 
something in this argument. 

So much about the foreign ex
change aspect of steel exports. 
Can India emerge as a major 'steel 
exporter? Sir Biren is not opti
mistic. For one thing, he is doubt
ful whether steel projects wi th
in the public sector can be com
pleted according to schedule. He 
has also his doubts whether the 
expansion programmes of the 
private steel producers wi l l be 
executed according to the time
table. Moreover, even if both the 
sectors work up to schedule, 
India's steel output at the end of 
the Second Plan may not be 
much in excess of the internal de
mand, That being so, the export

able surplus is not likely to be 
large. 

That is not the end of the story. 
Sir Biren is critical of India's abi
l i ty to compete in export markets 
for steel. ' He doubts whether the 
steel plants within the public 
sector can produce or export 
steel at prices below the internal 
price within the country, or world 
steel prices. CIF duty-paid ex
port steel prices may not be com
petitive—the more so, as the actual 
cost of steel production in the three 
plants within the public sector 
may exceed original estimates. 
Not only Japan, but other esta
blished exporters wi l l certainly 
t ry their utmost to compete wi th 
Indian steel exports. Indian steel 
may be priced out of export mar
kets . 

So much about the wider issues 
relating to steel output and ex
ports. Sir Biren is no less dis
couraging about dividend pros
pects for IISCO. Sir Biren expresses 
the hope that, as the 1953 expan
sion projects wil l be completed 
"in the near future", i t wi l l be 
possible to relax control over divi
dend payments. Incidentally, Sir 
Biren concedes that the logic be
hind the Government's policy re
lating to steel dividends cannot 
be seriously challenged, as it is 
aimed at consolidating the finances 
of the private companies concern
ed so as to facilitate the financing 
of their expansion plans. 

But Sir Biren has his doubts 
whether IISCO, like the steel plants 
within the pubic sector, can com
plete the expansion plans accord
ing to schedule. There are many 
"ifs Labour trouble is brewing. 
It may become acute. For expan
sion, IISCO wil l require increased 
quantities of iron ore and cok
ing coal. Both these raw mate
rials are in short supply. There 
is, besides. the transport bottleneck. 
Moreover, there is the problem of 
transporting the finished product 
to markets. Sir Biren concludes 
that IISCO may work up to sche
dule only if the "hard core" of 
the Plan is implemented according 
to the original time-table, 
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