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THE GREAT INDIAN INVESTMENT MOVIE

The Dhabhol-Enron saga has all the ingredients for an unusual Hindi movie. There is a principal female interest in the (to some) ravishing and (to all) extraordinarily shrewd, determined and tough negotiator, Rebecca Mark. If politicians in India are our sleazy side, we have them from many political parties at all stages in the unfolding drama. For the comic element we have the bumbling,  stuttering, uncertain, and incompetent Maharashtra State Electricity Board, always trying hard to please its masters, without any regard to its self-interest. For the patsy, the fall-guy, we have the electricity customers of Maharashtra, paying increasing amounts for poor quality. Then there are the other bit and not-so-bit players—the academics, the ngo’s, the negotiating and re-negotiating groups, with varying interests, motivations and influences. But the hero(ine) of the story is undoubtedly Rebecca Mark, who rammed through an agreement that was opposed by very many, about to be cancelled, and ‘educated’ some of the shrewdest political leaders in India. Her Texan bulldozing ability, never-give-up attitude, total focus on her objective, packaged in an attractive female form, were too much for all her interlocutors, who were elderly men with no experience of such opponents, and even less so with strong women.

Looming above all these characters is the brooding and baleful presence of the government of India. What little has emerged from Abhay Mehta and the Godbole Report shows its intervention at critical times to ease the way for the clearance and signing of the agreement. Apparently there was little concern for what the record would show, as indeed it has since done, that the approval of its technical wing (the central electricity authority), was ordered, and the clear recommendation of the World Bank, usually a strong supporter of foreign private investment, ignored. Among the government agencies involved, except perhaps the CEA, there was an urgent and overwhelming desire to clear the project.

At the same time, the central government had done little of its policy homework. It had not defined a clear fuel policy for the country. It could therefore easily sanction naphtha and imported gas based power generation projects, with consequent cost escalation when the then (temporary) glut became a shortage. Despite electricity demand forecasts having been proved to be excessive in one Five Year Plan after another, it continued to rely on them. (So did Maharashtra). It refused to accept that the external value of the rupee would keep declining, even though it had just depreciated the rupee by a whopping 20%. It had little understanding of the movements of international prices of oil and gas and assumed that present prices would be the norm. These factors led to substantial escalations in costs and of tariffs. Without any firm plan to use the surplus gas transport and processing capacities, it agreed to MSEB paying the full fixed charges for gas capacities far in excess of the needs of the power plant. In this movie therefore, the central government would be cast as the wicked uncle lurking behind the scenes and orchestrating the looting of the fall-guy.

This movie can have no happy ending. Indeed, one wonders if it can have an ending at all. The hero(ine) has left the scene, as have her courtiers. Her kingdom-Enron, no longer has an interest in the movie and would like to give it up. The bumbling MSEB and its owner, the Maharashtra government, have no clue as to what to do. The politicians are in a corner, wringing their hands, helpless to extricate the country from the mess, but intent on saving themselves and their positions.  Its advisor, the Godbole Committee, has produced a classy investigative and accusatory report, but quite impractical for finding a quick solution. The central government would like to forget the whole sorry episode, but cannot. There are fresh Ministers and bureaucrats who have to resolve the situation and take responsibility, though they had nothing to do with the crafting of the mess. The country stands to lose vast sums of money as fines and compensation payments, and a considerable loss of image, for not adhering to agreements. It also stands exposed for incompetence, a sorry advertisement for a country with the brains to become an IT “superpower”. Between the two, the exposure of incompetence allied to possible venality, is more damaging.

Our governments must stop playing to the grandstand. They must understand that they are playing in an international, not an Indian theatre. Their opponents, Enron, have all the cards stacked in their favour. Time is not on our side. We must end the movie. That requires that we use our best talents to buy Enron out.(780)   

