
 

[Here is a classic Presidential Address of Shri S. S. 

RAMASUBBAN, President IRCA & General Manager, Western 

Railway, delivered at the 54th Session of the IRCA held at New 

Delhi on 10th May, 1962. 

In the year preceding the Diamond Jubilee Year of the 

Association, as IRCA took its birth at 11 AM on Monday the  

26th October 1903 in the Public works department Secretariat 

Hall at Simla, the President finds it appropriate to recapitulate 

the development of the Association and its contribution to the 

Indian Railways during sixty years of its existence. A man of 

wisdom that the President was, he took a peep into the future 

of the Association. As concluding remarks, he establishes 

that the IRCA will continue to be relevant and will provide a 

constructive platform for free and frank discussion in an 

informal atmosphere on all general and commercial issues 

concerning Indian Railways and he wishes the Association 

many more years of useful service to the Indian Railways. It is 

an interesting reading that gives an insight into the history 

and evolution, functioning, structure, processes and behavior 

of this organization.  –  Sudhendu J. Sinha IRTS Secretary 

General/IRCA] 

 

 

Gentlemen, 
 
 I extend to you all a very hearty welcome to the 54th Session of the 
Indian Railway Conference Association. Before we deal with the official 
agenda which has been circulated to you, I am happy to remind you that 
next year will be the Diamond Jubilee Year of the Association: the Indian 
Railway Conference Association would complete 60 years of its life in 
1963. It would, therefore, be appropriate to recapitulate in brief the 
development of the Association and its contribution to the Indian Railways 
during sixty years of its existence. 
 
 Before the Indian Railway Conference Association was formed in 
1903, there was no uniformity in any aspect of railway working, so 
necessary for an integrated transport service in a vast country like ours ; for 
example in the matter of freights, fare, design of stock, procedure for 
through booking of passengers, their luggage and goods, the conditions on 



each railway were different. Immediately after its establishment the Indian 
Railway Conference Association, took up this serious defect in the 
organization for rectification. It functioned through three main committees, 
viz., the Goods Classification Committee, the Audit & Accounts Committee 
and the Loco and Carriage Superintendents’ Committees framed rules for 
interchange and accountal of stock and traffic and the maintenance of 
assets. A Claims Arbitration Committee was also formed to settle disputes 
regarding inter-railway claims, Besides, an ad hoc committee in tariff 
simplification was constituted in 1905. On their recommendations, the 
common unified tariffs for Indian Railways were brought out and 
implemented, such as the common Goods Tariff, the Military Tariff Rules 
for the conveyance of Explosives and other Dangerous Goods by rail. The 
first set of rules was published by the Association in 1910 and these rules 
became applicable to all the railways; the first common Coaching Tariff for 
all railways was published in 1920. The unification of the rules made the 
booking and conveyance of traffic on the different railway systems simple 
and easy, both for rail users and for the railway administrations themselves. 
 
The Association also codified and unified rules of procedure in other 
directions: a common set of rules for Train Examination was published in 
1911. 
 
A very major problem which had faced the Indian Railway in the early days 
and which was remedied by the Indian Railway Conference Association 
was the arrangements for the movement of one railway’s wagons over 
another. Previously there was complains from the trade and public about 
the difficulties in the movement of goods by rail from one part of the country 
to another. With the introduction of the arrangement of allowing one 
railway’s goods stock to move over another, commonly known as 
‘Interchange of Wagons’, inter-railway movement of goods was facilitated : 
but then a big hurdle for effective working of this arrangement still existed, 
as the design of goods stock varied from railway to railway. To deal with 
this problem an ad hoc committee was appointed for evolving common 
standards for wagons acceptable to all railways. These designs, when 
finalized, came to be known as I.R.C.A. standards’. 
 
Gradually, when the unified working of the different railway systems in the 
country developed, the constitution and functions of the Indian Railway 
Conference Association were made suitable to assist the railways and the 
Railway Board in solving inter-railway problems of any nature. The 



activities of the Association were accordingly expanded and more 
permanent committees and technical sections were formed, covering 
practically all spheres of railway working, The original  Goods Classification 
Committee, which was later known as Traffic Committee, was replaced by 
the Commercial Committee and the Operating Committee. The Loco. & 
Carriage Superintendents’ Committee was replaced by the Mechanical 
Section, and additional sections were formed dealing with Electrical 
Engineering, Civil Engineering, Signal Engineering and Metallurgical & 
Chemical Engineering. A technical section consisting of the Controller of 
Stores of railways was formed to give advice on matters pertaining to 
stores. Subjects relating to health and welfare of staff were dealt with by 
two separate sections, namely Medical and Personnel. A separate section 
was also formed consisting of Watch & Ward Superintendents with the 
object of ensuring uniformity and co-ordinating in the watch and ward 
arrangements on railways. 
 
In addition to the permanent committees and sections, ad hoc committees 
were appointed, as and when necessary to deal with specific subjects of a 
special nature or interest to the railways generally. A standing committee of 
the Carriage & Wagon officers carried on investigations on the problem of 
hot boxes, which had been a permanent ‘headache’ in the maintenance of 
coaching and goods stock in goods running condition. 
 
The main conference of the Association was held twice a year, once in 
spring and again in autumn. 
 
On a review of the working of the Association, it may be stated that up to 
1945 there was practically no aspect of railway working which had not been 
dealt with by the Association or on which valuable advice had not been 
given by the Association to the railways and / or to the Railway Board. At 
that time there were a number of railways and many of them were owned 
by either private companies or other private interests such as States. It is 
no exaggeration to say that the Indian Railway Conference Association has 
been to a great extent responsible in bringing the railways into one big 
brotherhood. It has been the meeting ground of officials at various levels, 
where frank and free expression of pinion was possible, and was 
encouraged. In this forum ideas and problems could be exchanged without 
a sense of complex and, what is more, mutual understanding and respect 
could be developed and fostered. 
 



With the gradual nationalization of railways, there was a change in the 
organization of Indian Railways generally. By 1946 when the major 
company railways had been acquired by the government, the question was 
considered whether there was, thereafter, any necessity for the 
continuance of the Indian Railway Conference Association. A view  was 
held that the major railways having been acquired by government, there 
was no need for an independent organization like the Association for co-
ordinating the activities of the individual railways and considering problems 
of interest to a problem and its settlement by the Association was, however, 
so convenient, helpful and expeditious that it was considered that, in spite 
of the change in the ownership and management of the major railways, the 
utility of the Association would still continue. I would like to quote here the 
remarks of Shri Asaf Ali, who was the Member for Transport in the Interim 
Government in 1946, when he address the Conference:- 
 
 “In his valedictory address to you Sir Edward Benthal said that 
your deliberations were a very convenient method of co-ordinating 
railway problem in an atmosphere of free speech and in formal 
discussions, He also maintained that in spite of or perhaps even 
because of the acquisition of all the major railways in British Indian 
by the State there was still a great field of work for the Association 
and it would be a pity for any bureaucratic reason to lessen the 
importance of these meetings. 
 
 I also feel that this Association has not outlived its usefulness. 
Conferences and informal discussions between responsible heads of 
administrations functioning in places far apart have a value of their 
own and I am aware of no bureaucratic reasons which should dictate 
their discontinuance. In fact I feel that a great mass of red – tape can 
be dispensed with if such informal discussions succeed in displacing 
the heavy files which go on acquiring bulk like snowballs from day to 
day while matters of vital importance await quick decision.” 
 
After the partition of the country in 1947 the Indian Railway Conference 
Association was faced with problems of a political nature, on account of the 
control of the members of the Association being divided between two 
countries. On political considerations, the Railway Board directed the 
President of the Indian Railway Conference Association to wind up the 
organization. In issuing this directive it had to be stated that the utility of the 
organization no longer existed. 



 
The Pakistan Railways continued to be members of the Indian Railway 
Conference Association till 1st January 1951, when they ceased their 
membership. From 1948, the Indian Railway Conference Association 
practically ceased to function, except for the Commercial Committee, which 
used to meet as before and deal with the problems of interchange of traffic 
between the railways as hitherto fore. 
 
Prior to the closing down of the Association in 1948, it has three functions : 
(1) Running the directorate of wagon interchange, which dealt with the 
interchange of stock between the various railways, including keeping 
accounts of stock holding and adjustment of hire charges between the 
different railways. (2) The running of the Neutral Control Organization for 
the wagon examination at interchange yards and workshops; this was an 
independent body checking the condition of wagons interchanged between 
railways and turned out of shops and raising debits against railways when 
the wagons were passed in a defective condition. (3) Co-ordination and 
unification of the rules and conditions for the interchange of traffic. During 
the period subsequent to 1948 the functions of the Directorate of Wagon 
Interchange and Neutral Control of Wagon Examination were continued by 
the Association under the control of the Railway Board. 
 
In the meantime, there was a growing feeling that on account of the very 
valuable services rendered by the Indian Railway Conference Association 
to the individual railways and Railway Board in an advisory capacity in the 
past and on account of its constitution, it might be desirable to revive the 
activities of this organization and to restore  it to the old position in the 
interests of Indian Railways. After the cessation of the Pakistan Railways 
had been receiving the consideration of the railways, party to the Indian 
Railway Conference Association and the Railway Board. No decision was, 
however, taken by the Railway Board, except that the Association should 
continue as an independent organization. 
 
In 1958, at a conference of the General Managers under the Association, 
the same question was raised and the members of the Association who 
attended the conference waited on a deputation on the Chairman, Railway 
Board, had explained their point of view. As a result thereof, in October 
1958, the Railway Board decided that the technical sections and the 
committee of the Indian Railway Conference Association should be revived 
by stages and the Association was submit their suggestions regarding the 



gradual revival of the activities. In December 1958, a memorandum 
containing the suggestions of the Executive Council of the Indian Railway 
Conference Association was submitted to the Railway Board. 
   
 While the suggestions of the Executive Council of the Indian Railway 
Conference Association were under consideration of the Railway Board, 
the question of usefulness of and justification for the continuance of the 
Indian Railway Conference Association was raised before the Public 
Accounts Committee, the Railway Board submitted a memorandum 
explaining the functions of the Association and its utility. I will quote here 
the relevant portion of the Railway Board’s memorandum to the Public 
Accounts Committee:- 
 
 “The independent character of the Commercial Committee 
enables it to arrive at decisions after free and frank expression of 
opinion by the members at equal level. The same committee 
functioning under the aegis of the Railway Board, instead of an 
independent organization like the I.R.C.A, would not, it is considered, 
be equally effective, as the presence of the superior administrative 
authority (namely a senior officer of the Railway Board), would in 
practice tend to limit the free exchange of views. The Committee, 
under the present system, is also in a position to discuss with 
representatives of the trade across the table and at a non-
governmental level, subjects such as classification of commodities 
for freight charges. In view of these advantages known in actual 
practice to be derived from the independent character of the 
Commercial Committee functioning under the I.R.C.A., the Railway 
Board have, in fact, recently decided, in principle, to revive certain 
other committees and Technical Sections in the I.R.C.A previously 
functioning, such as the Operating Committee and the Engineering 
Section.” 
 
  
 In compliance of the decision of the Railway Board, that the Indian 
Railway Conference Association, whose activities were suspended in 1948, 
should be revived gradually, the Operating Committee and the Engineering 
Section of the Association were revived with the approval of the Railway 
Board in 1961. The question of reviving a few more Technical Sections and 
the Accounts Committee is under consideration. When the question of the 
revival of the committees and sections was being decided upon, the 



Executive Council of the Association decided that meetings of the parent 
Association should be held once a year. 
 
At one stage there was a fear that there would be overlapping and 
duplication of functions between the Central Standards Office and the 
Indian Railway Conference Association. This subject was discussed 
between the Association and the Central Standards Office and it was 
agreed that matters relating to ‘operation’ should be dealt by the 
Association and those relating to ‘designs’ by the Central Standards Office. 
A procedure was also laid down to exchange the agenda of the Indian 
Railway Conference Association Technical Sections and the Standards 
Committees of the Central Standards Office, thereby completely avoiding 
overlapping and duplication of work. 
 
The advantages of the functioning of technical sections and committees of 
the Indian Railway Conference Association may be summed up as under : 
 
(1) The availability of free and frank expression of opinions on all railway 
problem. 
(2) Providing a forum, not only for the Railway Board to obtain the views 
of individual railway administrations, but also for individual railways to bring 
up and discuss their problems and get the benefit of the experience and 
ideas of the other railways. 
(3) Enabling railways to take action to implement recommendations 
within their competence, without waiting for Board’s orders. 
(4) Similarly, restricting the work of the Railway Board to only such 
problems which are outside the competence of railways for implementation; 
this would thereby reduce a considerable amount of paper work in the 
respective directions of the Board’s office and on the Railways, which 
would be unavailable if the meeting were held directly by the Railway 
Board. 
 
 
 
The functions of the Association are purely advisory and the 
recommendations of the Association, so far as Government railways are 
concerned, are forwarded to the Railway Board and are for implementation 
only on the Railway Board’s accepting them, so that the set-up does not 
impose on the Association any executive authority. 
 



The services of the Association to the different railways have been of a 
varied nature. The Association has, as already mentioned, three main 
function. The first and most important is the organization of the technical 
sections and the various committees dealing with different aspects of 
railway working. The work of these committees practically embraces all 
aspects of railway working and in the past, they have examined and 
reported on a large number of problems which are referred to them or 
taken up by themselves for consideration. These reports have made 
available to the Indian Railways and to the Railway Board the considered 
opinion of experts in the various fields, of problems which they have to 
meet in day to day working. In addition the more important subjects are 
discussed at the highest level at the bi-annual conferences of the 
Association. 
 
Some time in the early 30’s the convention was set up of earmarking one 
day for discussion of informal subjects. At these discussions, railways 
which had useful information to pass on to others on th experience gained 
b them, or those wanting information on specific subjects from other 
railways, were afforded an opportunity of exchanging experiences and 
ideas. Some of the subjects which were discussed in this manner included 
deterioration of the claims position, speeding up of transit of goods, 
creation of goodwill between ralway personnel and the administration, and 
between the railway personnel andthepublic, measure for the prevention of 
pilferage from running trains, staff proficiency competitions and others. 
 
The published reports and proceedings of the technical sections and 
committees as well as conferences contain valuable information. This wide 
diffusion of knowledge so advantageous particularly toyounger officers, is 
one of the important contributions of the Association to the railways as a 
whole and Indian Railways in particular. 
 
At present this information lies hidden in the various reports. I feel the 
documentation of this information would be another valuable contribution of 
the Association.To this end a small organization has already bee setup in 
the office of the Association to undertake this wor. We have asked for the 
sanction for a senior scale post to assist the General Secretary to handle 
the growing work.When this postis sanctioned, the tempo of documentation 
would bestepped up. 
 



This in brief, Gentlemen, is the history and functions of the Indian Railway 
Conference Association. 
 
Now to the future. 
 
The problems of the Indian Railways today are more complex and varied in 
nature than ever before. The railways are no more in the monopolistic 
position in the transport market, which has now become competitive. Other 
modes of transport – the road, sea and air – have made fast strides. Each 
one of them has its own inherent advantages and with the passage of time 
their competitions will be increasingly felt byb the railways. After 
independence the outlook of the public and the users on public utility 
services, has undergone a radical cange. The railway user today is fully 
alive to his rights and requirements. Independence has also ushered in a 
new era of all round economic activity and industrial development at an 
unprecedental rate. The rapid pace of the economic life of the countery and 
the fast tempo of its industrial growth, by corollary, means, faster 
movement of raw material required for the industries and of their finished 
products. The increased indstial and trade activities as also the improved 
standard of living have affected the travelling habits of the people with the 
resu;t that a far larger number of passengers is travelling today than ever 
before. As a result of all these factors, apart from the quantum, the quality 
of service expected and required of railways is very much more efficient 
and complex, both from the point of view of meeting the requirements of 
the customer as also for safeguarding the solvency of the railway system. 
The developments that the railways are called upon to meet is , if I may say 
so, a challenge. During the Third Five Year Plan alone, the additional 
movements that the Indian Railways will be called upon to handle are equal 
to the traffic potential that had been built up over a century of the railways 
existence. Further, due to political and sociological changes both in the 
national and international fields, discipline is at a low level. The personnel 
required to handle this large undertaking and to meet the phenomenal 
developments that are taking place, and which has been referred to above, 
present to the railways a task stupendous in size and difficult complex in 
nature. The recruitment and training of personnel is in itself of considerable 
magnitude. In any organization, for its efficient working, the relationship 
between the personnel and the administration has to be on a sound and 
satisfactory footing, and the immediate task of railways is to build up that 
confidence of the worker at every tier in the administrative set up that the 
worker will get justice at all appropriate levels, not only in matters relating to 



himself but in comparison to his co-workers, both in his department and 
other departments, as well as in other sister organizations and to infuse 
them with a sense of contentment. The present procedures for dealing with 
the customers and for disposing of the railways’ own work need dynamic 
re-orientation in view of the competitive world in which we were living, 
combined with the enlightened public that we serve.  
 
These difficulties cold be overcome and solutions to these problems could 
normally be found perhaps by the railway administrations themselves, as 
they would be in the best position to appreciate the actual requirements : 
also the solution would be established with the approval of those who have 
to implement the decisions. On the other hand the served railway 
administrations being the constituents of the larger transport system of the 
country, it would be essential to have uniformity in matters of policy and 
general administration concerning the customers and the railways 
themselves. It is also view that new ideas can be better forged into 
concrete schemes and necessary solutions found outside the atmosphere 
of official routine. An independent organization like the IRCA where the 
members can have opportunities of free and frank discussions would 
provide such an atmosphere. I feel at this stage, when the railways have 
been called upon to meet the challenge, the Indian Railway Conference 
Association has a duty to perform to the Indian Railways in dealing with 
these problems. 
 
At the 100th meeting of the Commercial Committee when they requested 
me to address, I presented this problems so far as commercial working is 
concerned and suggested to the Committee that they should consider the 
question of breaking away from the orthodox methods of booking and 
handling of traffic, so that the dealing with the railways will be simpler and 
less complex for the rail users. This has to be extended to other fields of 
administration. 
 
During my past two years as President of the Indian Railway Conference 
Association, I am glad that it has been possible to revive two of the 
committees and to lay the foundations for revival of other committees. I 
hope the Association will be restored to its full usefulness to the Indian 
Railways in the near future and the Association will deal with the various 
problems so that the railways may be enabled to meet the challenge which 
they are facing today. In mu endeavors I have had the full assistance of the 
members of the Executive Council, the General Secretary and the office 



and I have also received the full co-operation from the Railway Board. I 
would like to express here my heartfelt tanks to all of them. 
 
I would commend to General Managers and Members of the Conference to 
utilize the forum of the Conference Association for both formal and informal 
discussions on common problems. I may be pardoned from stating that I 
have found lack of appreciation of this forum for solving the common 
problems probably because the utility of this organization has not been fully 
realized; that is the reason I have in today’s address outlined the history of 
the organization and also taken the liberty of referring to the functions of 
the Association. 
 
Before I close I would like to mention that the next year will be the Diamond 
Jubilee Year of the Indian Railway Conference Association. I would 
suggest for your consideration the celebration of the jubilee so as to 
propagate the spirit of the Association amongst the railways. The 
publication of a brochure containing the brief history of the Association with 
particulars of the service and the solid work which the Association has 
done to the Railways might be of assistance particularly to the younger 
generation. I would also suggest the holding of a session of the Conference 
next year. 
 
I close with the hope that the Association will have many more years of 
useful service to the Indian Railways. 
 
 

-------------   
 
 


