
Amid EV buzz, Kolkata’s electric 
trams struggle to keep rolling
Environment-friendly system shrinking in a city that has little road space
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 As environment-friendly electric vehicles 
(EVs) become popular in India, a century-old 
electric transport system that too ticks the 
“green” box is fading in Kolkata: the tram car. 

 The city had 14 tram routes in 2017-18, 
reduced to five in 2020, and three remain now. 

 Debasish Bhattacharyya, president of 
Calcutta Tram User Association (CTUA), 
which is fighting to secure the transport 
system, said there were about 36 routes 
originally. 

 “Roads account for only 6 per cent of the 
land in the city. Given the population density 
of Kolkata and vehicles on the road, it’s 
impossible to run trams everywhere,” West 
Bengal transport minister Snehasis 
Chakraborty told Business Standard. 

 The city’s traffic management was ‘very 
good’ and trams could ‘contradict’ that. Once 
work on the Kolkata metro was completed in 
2025, one or two tram routes may be 
restarted, he said. Turn to Page 6 > 

LOSING TRACK
 First horse-drawn trams date  
back to Feb 24, 1873 covering a  
stretch of 3.9 km 

 Electricity-powered trams were 
introduced in the year 1900 

 Urban congestion, focus on 
quicker modes of transportation led 
to a steady decline in tram routes  

 Only three routes are operational 
currently, down from 14 in 2017-18



lenders. However, according to 
a source close to the company, 
Byju’s has already started hav-
ing one-on-one interactions 
with lenders and had discus-
sions with a couple of them, 
according to a source close to 
the company. It has plans to 
have more such calls with other 
lenders in the next few days. 
The development about 
lenders telling Byju’s that they 
are open to negotiations but 
will not engage in the firm’s 
proposal for one-on-one was 
reported by Bloomberg. 

 

Trams... 
The tram service has shrunk 
due to work on the metro, 
reconstruction or maintenance 
of bridges, traffic, and state pol-
icies. Trams worked best 100 
years back but faster modes of 
transportation are required 
now, said Rajanvir Singh Kapur, 
managing director of West 
Bengal Transport Corporation 
(WBTC). “The city is much 
bigger now; there is immense 
stress in the central business 
district and increasing compe-
tition for road space.” 

 For WBTC, which runs bus 
and ferry services too, trams 
come last in terms of income. 
The transport minister assured 
that trams would be retained 
for their heritage status and 
people’s emotions. 

 Stop, restart Kolkata 
trams—now in their 150th 
year—are the last to survive 
modernity in Indian cities. 
Mumbai gave up the service in 
1964; Delhi and Chennai shut-
tered theirs earlier. 

 It’s an important transport 
system still in some European 

cities. There are also famous 
examples of shutdowns and 
comebacks. 

 Strasbourg in France had a 
60-km tram network more than 
a century back but the service 
became almost non-existent 
three decades ago, said Anish 
Mandal, Partner, Deloitte India.  
Strasbourg reconstructed the 
network and some other cities 
in France followed. In Australia, 
Melbourne retained trams and 
Sydney discontinued them. 

 Sydney’s last tram network 
closed in 1961, said Rowan 
Ainsworth, Australian Consul-
General in Kolkata. 

 Barry O’Farrell AO, 
Australia’s High Commissioner 
to India, when he was premier 
of New South Wales province 
in 2012 committed to re-intro-
ducing tramlines to reduce con-
gestion in Sydney’s central 
business district, said 
Ainsworth. 

Sydney’s tram project 
approximately cost AUD 2.9 bil-
lion and it was a success on 
completion. More than 25 mil-
lion passenger journeys were 
made in 2022, she said. 

  
Clean transport 
 Do trams have a future amid a 
push for green mobility? 
Electric trams have zero-tail 
pipe emission and can draw 
electricity from the grid 
directly, said Mandal of Deloitte 
India. Trams consume less 
energy and their asset life is also 
longer compared to buses, he 
said. They have a higher pas-
senger carrying capacity than 
buses and have the flexibility to 
add an extra carriage anytime. 

 Tram lovers are making a 
pitch for its resurrection along 
similar lines. According to 

Mahadeb Shi, general secretary 
CTUA sustainable transporta-
tion was required to fight cli-
mate catastrophe. “Trams are 
environment-friendly, but 
struggling and must be revived. 
We don’t want it just to be a her-
itage transportation.” 

 Last month, the Calcutta 
High Court said that further 
bituminizing or removing tram 
tracks shall not be done till a 
decision was taken by the court 
on the writ petition filed by 
NGO, People United for Better 
Living in Calcutta (PUBLIC). 

 “We have asked the court to 
appoint a committee of experts 
to assess the transportation 
needs of the city and the role of 
trams in fulfilling it,” said 
Pradeep Kakkar, founding 
member of PUBLIC. 

 “The decision of the gov-
ernment to put in an increased 
number of electric buses in the 
transport system claiming that 
it is eco-friendly is contrary to 
their stand in dismantling the 
tram network. Trams are eco-
friendly and should be consid-
ered not just for retention but 
modernization and expansion. 
They are certainly far more effi-
cient in moving people than 
four-wheelers,” he said.  

According to Mandal, the 
focus should be on manufac-
turing new air-conditioned 
tram coaches and expanding 
their network. “This would 
transform trams into a valuable 
asset for the state, promoting 
tourism and facilitating clean 
public transportation.” 

 But there are challenges. 
Considering the massive finan-
cial commitment which it takes 
to revive and expand the tram 
network and the urban trans-
port planning-related chal-

lenges, Mandal said, the best 
course of action for Kolkata 
would be to preserve the tram 
system network, shift to mod-
ern technologies, and over time 
expand as the planning per-
mits. 

  
Steady decline 
 The decline of trams has been 
steady since the 1990s, said 
CTUA’s Bhattacharyya. He 
recalled that Shyamal 
Chakraborty, transport minis-
ter in the Left Front govern-
ment had said, trams are obso-
lete – they will die a natural 
death. “Before private buses 
were allowed, around the 1970s, 
trams used to carry 40 per cent 
commuters and CSTC buses 60 
per cent. Now, in percentage 
terms, trams’ share would be 
negligible,” Bhattacharyya said. 

A tram restaurant, a tram 
library, a clutch of AC trams 
with Wi-Fi have been intro-
duced to keep the vintage 
transport system in keeping 
with the times.  

 

MG Motor...  
While both M&M and Ashok 
Leyland’s auto business have 
synergies with MG Motor’s 
existing business, the JSW 
group will be foraying into the 
sector if it wins the race. The 
private entities of Sajjan Jindal’s 
JSW group are planning to 
make an offer, but the listed 
entities will not participate in 
the race. 
 

CBIC...  
About the recently launched 
two-month special drive on 
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