Development of Transport and Communication System in Assam After Independence

Introduction

Transport and communication form the backbone of economic and social development,
facilitating trade, mobility, and regional integration. Assam, the gateway to Northeast India, has
witnessed significant transformation in its transport and communication infrastructure since
independence. However, despite its strategic location and abundant natural resources, the state
has faced geographical, political, and infrastructural challenges that have hindered rapid
progress.

While Assam boasts the most extensive transport network in the Northeast, terrain constraints,
annual floods, insurgency, and poor investment have affected its overall development. This
article provides a detailed analysis of Assam's transport and communication development post-
independence, focusing on roadways, railways, waterways, and airways.

1. Waterways:

Water transport has played a crucial role in Assam’s trade and communication since ancient
times. The Brahmaputra and Barak rivers have historically served as major trade routes, linking
Assam to Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa.

Achievements in Water Transport
Ancient and British-Era Trade Routes:

o The Brahmaputra river connected Assam with Calcutta via Pabna, Ganga, and
Matabanga rivers.

e Traders from Goalpara used country boats to transport goods within Assam and to
external markets.

o During British rule (1848), the East India Company started steamer services between
Calcutta and Guwahati.

Expansion of Steamer Services:

e India General Steam Navigation Company (1860) operated six-day-a-week steamer
services in Assam.

e Dibrugarh-Dhubri daily mail steamer service (1884) improved connectivity.

e Four major river ports—Dhubri, Goalpara, Bilasipara, and Dologama—»became
crucial trade hubs.

Integration of River and Rail Transport:

e The Dhubri-Jatrapur steamer service connected directly to railway lines for seamless
transport.



e In 1902, steam ferry services linked Kaunia-Tista-Dharla-Dhubri, enhancing

Challenges in Water Transport

» Slow travel time: A boat journey from Goalpara to Calcutta took 25-43 days, making it
inefficient compared to rail and road transport.

» Post-Partition Impact: The Brahmaputra and Barak river routes became
disconnected from sea trade after the Partition of India in 1947.

» Declining Usage: With the rise of road and rail transport, river trade declined
significantly.

2. Roadways:

Roadways have played a crucial role in connecting Assam’s towns, villages, and trade centers.
However, the region’s difficult terrain, frequent floods, and lack of early investment led to
slow road development.

Achievements in Road Development

Assam has the longest road network in Northeast India, spanning approximately 3,37,777
km (as of 2017).

Major Highway Projects:

o National Highway Development Project (NHDP) expanded major highways
connecting Assam to the rest of India.

o Special Accelerated Road Development Programme (SARDP-NE) (2006): Aimed to
construct 6,500 km of roads in Northeast India.

Current Road Infrastructure in Assam (2017):

e Total road length: 3,37,777 km
National Highways: 3,844 km
State Highways: 2,530 km
District Roads: 4,379 km
Rural Roads: 3,00,123 km
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Challenges in Road Transport

» Frequent Flood Damage: Roads are washed away annually due to Brahmaputra floods.



» Poor Road Conditions in Remote Areas: Many district and panchayat roads remain
unpaved.

» Slow Implementation of Projects: Many highway projects miss deadlines due to
bureaucratic delays and insurgency threats.

3. Railways:

The British established railway lines in Assam to transport tea, timber, and coal to export
markets. Railways later became crucial for passenger transport and regional integration.

Historical Growth of Railways in Assam
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First Railway Line in Assam (1881): Connected Dibrugarh to Sadiya to transport tea.
Dhubri-Guwahati Line (1913): Connected Assam to Bengal, boosting trade.

Partition Disruption (1947): Assam’s railway links were severed as routes passed
through East Pakistan (now Bangladesh).

Reconstruction (1948-49): India built a new line from Alipurduar (Bengal) to
Fakiragram (Assam) to reconnect the region.
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Post-Independence Railway Expansion

» Conversion to Broad Gauge: Assam’s metre gauge tracks were upgraded for high-speed
connectivity.

» Electrification of Railways: Reduced fuel dependency and increased efficiency.

» New Railway Projects: 11 railway projects underway to improve connectivity.

Challenges in Railway Transport
» Hilly Terrain: Railway expansion is expensive and difficult in Assam’s mountainous

regions.
» Flood Damage: Tracks are frequently damaged by landslides and erosion.

4. Airways:
Air transport is crucial for Assam due to its hilly terrain, strategic location, and long distances

from mainland India. The state has witnessed significant improvements in air connectivity
post-independence.

Achievements in Air Transport
Major Airports in Assam:
o Lokapriya Gopinath Bordoloi International Airport (Guwahati): The largest and

only international airport in Northeast India.
o Other Operational Airports: Dibrugarh, Jorhat, Silchar, Tezpur.



» Increased Domestic Connectivity: Regular flights now connect Assam with Delhi,
Kolkata, Mumbai, Chennai, and other major cities.

» Expansion of Regional Air Connectivity: Smaller airports in Lilabari (Lakhimpur)
and Rupsi (Dhubri) have been revived under the UDAN Scheme.

Challenges in Air Transport

» Difficult Terrain: Most of Northeast India is hilly, restricting airport expansion.
» Weather Challenges: Heavy rainfall and fog frequently disrupt flight schedules.

Conclusion: Progress and Future Prospects

Key Achievements in Assam’s Transport Development:

» Expanded road network covering 3,37,777 km.

» Improved rail connectivity with broad gauge conversions and new routes.

» Water transport remains an important mode for cargo and passenger movement.

» Air travel has expanded, with Guwahati serving as a major hub for Northeast
India.

Way Forward for Sustainable Transport Growth:
» Strengthen flood-resistant infrastructure.
» Expand road and rail connectivity.in remote districts.
» Modernize water transport for.commercial viability.
> Boost private sector investment in transport infrastructure.

With strategic planning, Assam’s transport sector can become a gateway for trade, commerce,
and regional integration, ensuring sustained progress in the years to come.
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