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Abstract

Alipurduar, a strategically vital district in the Dooars region of West Bengal, serves as the primary gateway
connecting mainland India to the Northeast states and Bhutan. The history of its road transport
infrastructure is intrinsically linked to geopolitical shifts, colonial economic exploitation, and post-
colonial national integration policies. This review synthesizes the historical trajectory of road development
in Alipurduar (established as a separate district in 2014, formerly part of Jalpaiguri), tracing its evolution
from an isolated, rail-centric colonial outpost to a critical component of India’s national highway grid
(NH-27). The article analyzes three distinct phases: the Colonial-Feeder Era (focused on tea and timber
extraction), the Post-Partition Vulnerability Era (driven by the need for secure connectivity), and
the Modern Integration Era (focused on highway expansion and regional logistics). It highlights the
challenges of road maintenance in the monsoonal, seismic zone and the profound socio-economic impact
of improved road access on the district's key industries—tea and tourism.

Keywords: Alipurduar, Dooars, Road Transport History, National Highway 27, Partition of India, Tea
Industry Logistics, Bhutan Gateway.

1. Introduction: Geographic and Strategic Context

Alipurduar District, located in the Eastern Dooars (the floodplains south of the outer foothills of the
Himalayas), is characterized by dense forests, numerous rivers (Torsa, Kaljani, Raidak), and a plantation
economy dominated by tea. Established as an administrative unit in 2014, its transport history is
inseparable from that of the larger Jalpaiguri district, particularly the vulnerabilities exposed by the 1947
Partition of Bengal.

The region holds unique strategic significance: it shares international borders with Bhutan (to the North)
and Assam (to the East), and its main transport artery traverses the narrow Siliguri Corridor (Chicken's
Neck). Historically, transport in the Dooars was dominated by the meter-gauge railway line, laid during
the British Raj. This review posits that the development of road infrastructure in Alipurduar was not a
gradual public works evolution but a reactive, policy-driven response to economic necessity (Colonial
period) and geopolitical imperative (Post-1947).
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2. Phase I: The Colonial-Feeder Road Era (c. 1870s — 1947)

The earliest systematic road network in Alipurduar was constructed not for public passenger mobility, but

for the efficient extraction and transit of raw materials, primarily tea and timber.

2.1. The Primacy of Rail and Forest Roads

During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the broad Dooars region was opened up by the British for

plantation agriculture. The Dooars State Railway (DSR), established in 1893, was the backbone of

transport, connecting the major tea hubs (like Alipurduar, Hasimara) to the port of Calcutta. Road transport
played a subsidiary, 'feeder' role.

o Feeder Roads: Roads were constructed as unpaved or brick-paved tracks linking individual tea estates
and forest department depots (known as golas) to the nearest railway station or siding. These roads
were maintained privately or by the Forest Department, designed specifically for bullock carts and,
later, early motor trucks carrying tea chests and logs.

o Infrastructure Quality: These roads were largely seasonal, poorly drained, and often impassable during
the monsoon. Their low-cost construction reflected the colonial priority of minimizing capital
expenditure while maximizing extraction efficiency.

2.2. Early Motorisation

The gradual introduction of heavier motor vehicles (trucks and buses) in the 1930s began to challenge the

absolute dominance of the railways. Alipurduar town developed as a minor logistical node where goods

were transferred from feeder roads to rail. Passenger transport remained minimal, with public motor bus
routes established sparingly, primarily connecting district headquarters like Jalpaiguri to strategic military
posts.

3. Phase II: Post-Partition Vulnerability and the Integration Imperative (1947 — ¢. 2000)

The Partition of India in 1947 profoundly reshaped the strategic necessity of Alipurduar's road network.
The primary railway and road links connecting North Bengal to the rest of India ran through what became
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh).
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3.1. The Disruption and the Corridor

The snapping of transport ties forced the Indian government to urgently develop an alternative, all-weather

route entirely within Indian territory: the Siliguri Corridor. This single, vulnerable corridor elevated the

status of the regional roads from local arteries to national lifelines.

e National Highway Development: The road segment passing through Alipurduar (then designated as
part of NH-31, now mostly NH-27) became crucial for military logistics, securing the Northeast
frontier, and integrating Assam, Meghalaya, and the rest of North Bengal.

o Roads over Rail: Due to the gauge conversion and strategic interruptions, road transport rapidly gained
prominence over railways for time-sensitive freight (especially perishable goods and manufactured
items) and passenger movement. Government agencies undertook major projects to upgrade feeder
roads to state highways (SH) and reinforce bridges to handle military and heavy industrial traffic.

3.2. Institutionalization and Policy Focus

The period saw the state government focus on improving surface quality, metalling key stretches, and

establishing a structured public transport system.

o State Transport (CSTC): The introduction of scheduled State Transport Corporation (CSTC) bus
services formalized inter-town travel, connecting Alipurduar to Siliguri and Kolkata, thereby reducing
the previous isolation.

e Socio-Economic Impact: Improved roads allowed for greater labour mobility between tea gardens and
facilitated the growth of local markets (haats), integrating the rural economy more closely with the
district headquarters.

4. Phase II1: Modernisation, Expansion, and Regional Logistics Hub (2000 — Present)

The 21st century marked Alipurduar's final transition from an isolated district to a major regional logistics

and tourism hub, driven by major national infrastructure projects.

4.1. The East-West Corridor (NH-27)

The flagship East-West Corridor Project, managed by the National Highways Authority of India (NHAI),

included the upgradation of NH-31/NH-27 to a four-lane, access-controlled highway. This transformation

fundamentally altered the district’s role.

o Logistical Efficiency: The widening and structural improvement of NH-27 significantly reduced travel
time and operational costs for freight movement passing through Alipurduar, solidifying its position
as the preferred road route for goods destined for Northeast India and for cross-border trade with
Bhutan via links like the Jaigaon-Phuentsholing road.

e Decentralization (2014): The formal creation of Alipurduar as a new district in 2014 spurred further
focused investment in internal road networks, municipal roads, and rural connectivity projects
(PMGSY), ensuring that the economic benefits of the national highway trickled down to the block
level.

4.2. Impact on Tourism and Perishables

The improved road network has been a catalyst for the local economy, particularly for tourism centered

around the Jaldapara National Park, Buxa Tiger Reserve, and Chilapata Forest.

e Accessibility: Easier access via modern roads has increased the volume of domestic and international
tourists, leading to the rapid development of hospitality infrastructure along the highways and feeder
roads.
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e Supply Chains: Road access has ensured faster and more reliable transport of local perishables (like
pineapples, ginger, and seasonal vegetables) to urban centers, benefiting local farmers who were
previously reliant on slower rail transport.

5. Challenges and Sustainability Issues

The history of road transport development in Alipurduar is characterized by persistent environmental and

maintenance challenges.

5.1. Environmental and Maintenance Issues

e Monsoon Damage and River Erosion: The district's high rainfall and numerous alluvial rivers
necessitate constant bridge and embankment maintenance. Monsoonal floods frequently disrupt traffic
on key routes, particularly where the roads cross jhoras (small streams) or low-lying areas, increasing
the vulnerability of the primary supply route.

e Geotechnical Constraints: Located in a seismically active zone with unstable soils, road construction
and expansion require advanced geotechnical engineering to ensure long-term stability.

5.2. Policy and Planning Challenges

e Tea Garden Road Ownership: A persistent issue involves the ownership and maintenance of the
extensive feeder road network within the tea gardens, which are often poorly maintained due to
disputes over public vs. private responsibility, affecting labour mobility.

e Urban Congestion: The success of NH-27 has resulted in severe traffic bottlenecks within Alipurduar
town and strategically important intersections (like Hasimara), requiring bypasses and flyovers to
prevent internal congestion from crippling national throughput.

6. Conclusion

The history of road transport in Alipurduar District is a compelling case study of how economic
opportunity, geopolitical vulnerability, and national policy priorities intersect to shape regional
infrastructure. From the colonial era's network of basic tracks supporting the tea and timber economy,
through the existential crisis induced by Partition, to its current status as a crucial four-lane logistics hub,
Alipurduar's roads mirror India's journey towards national integration.

Future policy and planning efforts must move beyond mere capacity expansion and focus on resilience (to
flood and erosion), sustainable maintenance models (especially addressing the neglected tea garden roads),
and effective traffic management to maximize the benefits of the massive investment in NH-27. The
district's unique location demands a strategic transport policy that balances national security needs with
local socio-economic development and environmental sustainability.
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