Seminar on “EEPCs Cluster Development Programme”

April 6, 2007 at 9:30 a.m. at Hotel Taj Bengal, Kolkata

Welcome Address by Shri Rakesh Shah, Chairman, EEPC India

It is my privilege to welcome you all to the Seminar on Engineering Cluster Development this morning. A hearty welcome to our Hon’ble Minister, Shri Manab Mukherjee, who handles two critical portfolios in the West Bengal Government: micro & small scale enterprises and textiles as well as tourism and is well known for his remarkable dynamism. Sir, we are, indeed, thankful for your valued presence on this occasion, which is an immense source of encouragement for us. 

A special welcome to Shri Jawhar Sircar, Additional Secretary & Development Commissioner (SSI), Government of India and an old friend of EEPC. Shri Sircar has been most encouraging when I went to discuss with him the possibilities of EEPC promoting engineering clusters all over India. We have benefited immensely from the discussions with Dr G.D. Gautama, Principal Secretary in the Department of Micro & Small scale enterprises and textiles and tourism, Government of West Bengal and it is an honour to welcome you to the Seminar. The presence of senior representatives of both Central and State Governments is an indication of the seriousness that both attach to cluster development programs in the region. Dr. Tamal Sarkar is an expert in Cluster Development having being associated with UNIDO for many years and has extensive experience in cluster development in the State of West Bengal. A warm welcome to you, Dr. Sarkar. We also have Mr. Navin Chopra, Executive Director and Country Head of Intertek, our knowledge partner, and we appreciate your valued presence in our midst this morning.
The Engineering Industry in India accounts for nearly 10-12% of India’s GDP.  Engineering goods enjoy 30.5% weight in the IIP index; and most importantly 30.6% share in employment.  Engineering exports contribute a fifth of India’s total exports making it the largest foreign exchange earner for the country. Notwithstanding these achievements, the Indian engineering exporters also face multi-dimensional challenges that can have long term adverse repercussions unless we act now. To elaborate, some of the main challenges faced are:

· The problem of scale resulting in in-optimal production cost structures in certain product categories, low value addition and limits to capacity expansion;
· Problems of technology obsolescence and therefore the need for technology upgradation in line with developments in world markets;

· Problems of access to credit, especially with regard to export credit. 
· There is an urgent need for capacity creation such as creation of Technology Demonstration cum Training Centre, development of R&D Centre and testing laboratories to meet the growing technical requirements as also sanitary and phytosanitary requirements of the developed world, etc.
The EEPC had also commissioned the well known consultant A.F. Ferguson & Co. to look at the future growth possibilities of Indian engineering exports and what are the challenges facing India’s engineering sector. One of the key recommendations was the suggestion for developing clusters in certain engineering product groups in different parts of the country to help mitigate some of the scale problems faced by Indian engineering exporters. 
The Cluster Approach for reaping economies of scale and associated economic externalities is a time tested method globally as well as in India. Since there are more knowledgeable people in the panel today on Clusters, I would only venture to state that there are over 388 industrial clusters including a whole array of engineering clusters that are in various stages of development all over the country. I am also given to believe that the Central Government is toying with the idea of forming “Growth Poles” to streamline the policies and procedures guiding the management of micro and small enterprises. The concept of “Growth Poles” is to integrate a number of clusters of small and micro enterprises engaged in similar activities across the country. 

Let me now come to the rationale behind why EEPC is holding this Seminar today. This Seminar is our first step in building awareness for cluster development in the engineering industry in the Eastern Region of the country. But the aim of the Seminar goes beyond merely spreading the word around. On the basis of what all of you will hear both in this session and thereafter at the Technical Session, we request your feedback on the following issues:

1. Since castings and foundry industry is one of the oldest engineering industry based in the Howrah region, EEPC believes that it is possible to look at developing an engineering cluster for the casting and foundry industry in the Howrah belt. Though a cluster is being contemplated in the Howrah Municipal Area, we would, however, like to know from you whether it is possible to have an engineering cluster for micro and small industrial units in other areas like Sreerampur, Uluberia or any other area that you feel is feasible for a cluster programme.
2. Is it possible to have an engineering cluster for micro and tiny units in electrical and electronics industry in the Howrah region? The EEPC has received some response in this segment and that is the reason why we seek your valued feedback?

3. Do you feel that there are any other engineering sectors where cluster development is feasible and where EEPC can play a facilitating role? Please bear in mind we need a minimum of 50 micro, tiny and small industrial units. There is, however, no upper limit, but the area has to be contiguous so that scale economies can be achieved. So while recommending to us the engineering segment and the region, please be clear about the basic requirements of size and geographical contiguity, since this is mandated by government guidelines. 
4. In order to get your feedback, we have circulated a very simple Feedback Form. Please fill this up and hand it over to our Reception Desk outside. In the event you are interested to join our initiative, please give your contact details, so that we can contact you later to prepare our cluster proposal to be sent to the State Government. 

While the Hon’ble Minister and Shri Jawhar Sircar will have much to say on this, I must tell you that there are procedural requirements if we are to seek Government help in developing clusters. The first and foremost step is to identify the industrial units and the area where the cluster will be developed. The role of this Seminar is partly to help EEPC achieve this and to bring everyone together so that we have a basic understanding of the needs of engineering units with respect to cluster development in the region. 

We have attempted to bring before you all the relevant people: representatives from the Central and State Government as well as technical experts both from India and abroad, as also the Zonal Head of SIDBI, Shri K S Singhwan, who can be a great partner for us provided our proposal is accepted by the State Government. I do strongly believe that given our strong engineering base and industry friendly policies of the state government, well thought out cluster development programmes can help in mitigating a large number of problems being faced by micro, tiny and small units in the engineering sector. 
With these words, may I welcome you all, once again, and do hope that you will join us in promoting the development of a cluster in the Howrah region. 
Thank you.
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