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1. Backbone of Transport Infrastructure of Kerala: There are nine National Highways passing 
through Kerala with a total length of 1457 KM. The National Highway wing of Kerala PWD is 
responsible for the execution of improvement of works on National Highways passing through the 
State, utilizing the budgetary resources of Central Government. Main activities done by this wing is 
construction, maintenance and repairs of Kerala roads declared as NH. National Highway Authority of 
India directly executes the four-laning work of NH-17 and NH -47, under the National Highway 
Development Program. These two highway segments together with the Kanyakumari-Manglore rail-
line constitutes the backbone of transport infrastructure of Kerala.    

2. Highways under perpetual construction? Four-laning program of these arterial roads proposed by 
Central Government is bound to unsettle the lives of large number of families, living on either side of 
these roads. It is their experience that, the highway improvement programs, road widening and 
doubling, construction of railway over-bridges and under-bridges, bypasses for the major towns and 
cities take even decades to complete. Many such projects remain half-finished, vast tracts of these 
highways are always under construction or capital maintenance: They look like roads under 
construction and hardly as parts of finished highways. The vast tracts of unused land on either sides, 
newly procured or abandoned long ago, give them an ugly and uncared-for look. On many stretches, 
they look even  monstrous, thanks to poor aesthetics and neglect of the local environment. Access to 
these main arteries of Kerala is virtually nobody's concern. Poor performance of these so called 
highways is a common experience: It is no surprise that, our highway engineers and planners have lost 
their credibility.

3. Public protest and Government response:  The above are the circumstances under which, people 
on several stretches from Kasargod to Parasala, were organizing resistance against the Central 
Government initiative to widen NH -17 and NH-47. All political parties and their leaders, as well as the 
Government of Kerala were under compulsion to respond to these peoples movement. An all party 
delegation, led by the Chief Minister had called upon the Central Minister for road transport, in order to 
impress upon the Central authorities that, the proposed plans by NHAI are unsuited for Kerala. As 
reported in the press, it was agreed that highway widening in Kerala will be restricted to 30 M. 
However, this proposed consensus is now being opposed by sections of development planners and 
highway engineers. 

4. Opponents of consensus approach by Government: They blame the political leaders and State 
Government for their allegedly populist stand and argue that such technological compromises will 
harm development. They argue that, a standard 45 M highway in conformity with the national standard 
is essential for ensuring seamless commerce and passage of goods across the State borders. Second 
argument is that, NH-47 and NH-17 will simply collapse under the rapidly increasing vehicle pressure 
within a few years, unless widened expeditiously. Both these arguments are built on the apparent belief 
that, there are no other options for meeting the increasing transportation needs of the region. It is a well 
known fact that highway and automobile lobby had dominated country's transport development, even 
during the hay days of Central Planning Commission.

5. Faulty transport development policy:  Despite the massive outlays on roads for more than half a 
century, vast majority of our villages do not have proper road connection. Indian Railways had 
increased its route kilometer hardly by ten percent: Very few Indian towns and villages were fortunate 
enough to get connected to the rail network after national independence and India continues to lag far 



behind the developed nations in rail kilometer per unit area or population. Most of our minor and 
intermediate ports and inland waterways, which were vibrant with activities during British Raj, have 
degenerated and are mostly in disuse, today. Neglect and decay of coastal shipping and inland water 
transport is an all India experience, and Kerala had been the worst sufferer due to these flawed 
transport development plans, at the national level.

6. Highways in theory and in practice: Planners and highway engineers should not blindly apply 
national or international highway standards, without looking into local and regional specifics. NH-17 
and NH-47 in Kerala look very different from the national highways, elsewhere in the country. They 
were seldom functioned as highways, ever since they were conceived and constructed. With residential, 
commercial and institutional buildings and vehicle parkings on either side, and uncontrolled access at 
every kilometer, these roads were virtually functioning as the arterial road of a five hundred kilometer 
long metro-like region, with a population base of around 20 million. Even a casual look at the road map 
of South India will reveal certain very special features of these so called national highways. 

7. NH-47&17 used as urban arterial roads: These North-South roads constitute the life-line of 
Kerala, and connect up most of the major cities and towns. There are some fifteen of them, one in every 
thirty to forty kilometer stretch, each stretch packed with a dozen or so smaller towns and villages. 



Economy and main-stream culture of Kerala had developed along this stretch of land, along the right 
and left banks of a 560 kilometer long backwater system, that connects up the estuaries of forty-one 
West flowing rivers. Mainstream culture and economy of Kerala had developed along the banks of this 
long backwater system, using the inland waterways provided by it, as the backbone for transport 
infrastructure. This long stretch of land along the sea-coast has an urban-like population density of 
around 1800 persons per sqkm: The region badly needed an arterial road for its natural development, 
and used up NH-17 and NH-47 towards this purpose. 

8. Views of a former Railway Board Chairman: Experience of Indian Railways in Kerala also 
underlines the specific needs of transport infrastructure in the region: All super express trains slow 
down as they enter Kerala territory and are under compulsion to operate as fast passengers or suburban 
trains. Planners and highway engineers who insist on national and international standards for NH-17 
and NH-47 seem to ignore the economic history and geography of the region served by them. Unlike 
Shri MN Prasad, former railway board chairman and an eminent transportation engineer, they neglect 
its real transport infrastructure needs. Shri. Prasad, who hails from this region, had been suggesting, for 
long, to follow the Greater Mumbai model for the planning and development of Kerala's transport 
infrastructure, “considering the similarities in geographical shape, the spread of population, and the 
travel needs, both local and long-distance.” 

9. In search of more rational solutions: Shri Prasad has repeated this plea in a recent paper presented 
before the Institution of Engineers Thiruvananthapuram.  According to him, “the main north-south 
arteries, both road and rail, ought to be strengthened to meet the the growing needs of traffic and 
the hinterland served by developing the road network, connecting the nodal points on the arterial  
routes.”  He had pointed out also that, railway development in Kerala has so far been progressing on 
these lines. In his view both NH-47 and NH-17 should be developed further mainly as arterial roads, in 
tune with the needs and wishes of the people of the region, and not as standard national highways of 
certain minimum width and other specifications. In his view, this could be done without large scale 
acquisition of land, and on a priority basis with Government funds. Shri Prasad had suggested BOT 
route for developing a super-highway as a bypass to this existing artery, in order to cater primarily 
long-haul goods traffic over 100 KM and fast passenger traffic, including intercity bus services.

10. Findings of 1984 by a high-level committee:  For long-haul goods traffic as well as fast passenger 
and inter city travel, even non-road solutions should be thought of as part of a long-term 
comprehensive plan, for the development of our transport infrastructure. The acute problems faced by 
the transport sector today, are the result of lack of such approach in the past. In 1984, a high level 
committee on physical infrastructure and transport appointed by the State Planning Board, had made 
serious attempts in this direction. This committee was headed by the late Shri GP Warrier, another 
retired Railway Board Chairman and predecessor to Shri MN Prasad. This committee had warned 
twenty six years ago: Unless measures are taken to increase the share of rail traffic to atleast 20 % 
and inland water transport and coastal shipping are modernized and systematized to carry freight 
traffic of about 5 million tonnes and 0.5 millio tons respectively by 2000 AD, the pressure on the 
road road system will be such that it will collapse....”.

11. Neglect of regulation leads to collapse of transport infrastructure: The good old report had 
recommended to regulate vehicle growth by organizing an efficient public transport system, 
minimizing thereby the growth of personalized mode of transport. We have a totally ill-planned public 
transport system, today, dominated by small-time private operators who, are ill-equipped to deliver 
efficient public transport. Kerala lags far behind other southern states, with regard to city and town 
services, as well as inter-city and mofussil services, in terms of quality, cost, spread and availability. 



There is a phenomenal increase in the number of personal vehicles in Kerala, compared to other states, 
due to the extremely poor development of public transport. The high level committee of 1984 had 
predicted a total vehicle population of more than a million by 2000, if efficient public transport systems 
were not developed and less than half a million for a regulated scenario. Number of vehicles on Kerala 
roads had crossed the million mark in 1995, by 2000 it was 1.9 million and as on today, it has crossed 
the five million mark. Number of potholes repaired during the monsoon season will also cross the 
million mark and Kerala economy is greatly handicapped by its high-cost, inefficient transportation 
infrastructure.   

12. Learning from people is good beg inning: Recommendations of this high level task force, headed 
by an eminent Kerala engineer and transportation expert, obviously fell on deaf years, and no such 
comprehensive study has been attempted for several years, either by state planning board or any other 
body in the state. It is a good sign that our political leaders, irrespective of party affiliations, have 
reached a consensus on the vexed highway issue. They have rightly questioned the wisdom of NHAI, 
whose knowledge about the real   needs and development aspirations of our people are limited: Is it not 
time that, we think of a Highway Authority of Kerala, which could be federated into the Central body? 
And, such capacity re-building exercises are long overdue for our transport sector, at the state level as 
well as national level.    
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