Reality check The power mess By S L Rao 

Successive governments did not help private investors with necessary clearances and many of them abandoned the state. 


For a long time, Karnataka had one of the more efficient power systems in the country. The state separated generation of electricity from transmission and distribution before most others did.

Karnataka has depended mostly on hydro and nuclear power. Raichur thermal generation plants were a courageous attempt to transport coal from Andhra Pradesh and elsewhere, traversing long distances. And it did work. But environmental clearances did not follow a transparent system and environmental opposition, and arguments against coal-based power stalled most of the new projects. Besides, poor follow-up with the Centre has meant that the state hardly has been able to increase power generation.
In the last one decade, Karnataka failed to take advantage of the ultra mega power projects policy of the Centre. The political leaderships (especially, of the Congress and the JD(S) governments) did not focus single-mindedly on new power generation capacity by any means.

Unreliable environmental clearances made the citizens doubt the government’s assurances regarding pollution potential of new projects. The present government is pursuing the LNG fuel option through the GAIL pipeline and seems to have got the NTPC to set up a 4000 mw plant at Kudigi.

The bold initiative to set up a generation plant in Chhattisgarh will soon bring some quantity of power to Karnataka. But a similar attempt to import electricity from Gujarat was a non-starter because of lack of transmission capacity. There is no news of any urgent attempt to build transmission capacities to import power. Karnataka must have a coordinated programme for efficient distribution and demand side management.
Successive governments in the state have not helped the private investors with environmental and other necessary clearances. More than one private investor has abandoned the state after waiting for years. 

The KERC, like the state government, is always waiting for a good monsoon to avoid buying power from outside. Despite trading and power exchanges being a key part of electricity reforms, both have shunned it as much as possible. KERC in its anxiety to keep tariffs down, has discouraged distribution companies from buying power from other parts of the country on a long-term basis.

The KERC’s unreasonable cap on power purchase prices has restricted trading to last minute spot purchases in times of high demand and poor supply, and inadequate purchases, at very high prices. The state government has shown its anti-trading stance by stopping local private generating companies from fulfiling their contracts. It has stopped open access to other states. Nor has it offered competitive prices to local generators. A state which is short of capacity and depends on uncertain hydro power, should in fact foster electricity trading and import from other states.

Failures galore

Karnataka governments and the KERC have not recognised the disadvantages of the state. They have not realistically forecast the demand and supply position, nor entered into long-term supply contracts with outside suppliers when tariffs are low. Karnataka must offer competitive prices to get whatever power is available in the state and the country.

The state needs a politically powerful and aggressive power minister and a supporting bureaucracy to attract new generation plants in the Central and private sectors. We must lobby for a spur of the K-G gas pipeline to Karnataka for gas-based generation.
The new renewable energy policy must be politically supported and pushed. We must incentivise co-generation, solar, wind, bio-gas, etc in the state and use them for distributed power so that rural communities can be self-sufficient in power.

We must pay remunerative tariffs for renewable energy, not penny pinch as we have done so far. We must build transmission lines to the state so that surplus states like Gujarat may supply us. Vigorous anti-theft measures have at last been initiated and must be enforced so that available power is sold, and not stolen.

Legislation and penalties must enforce savings in power through rainwater harvesting and higher water rates so that less power is used to get water to cities like Bangalore. Government must direct the KERC that electricity tariffs must cover the higher cost of importing power and to incentivise energy efficient users.

All new buildings must compulsorily follow green specifications to save on power usage. Rooftop solar panels must be made compulsory for all.

The present government was extremely unwise in giving free power to farmers. Having done so, the government has not limited free power to poor farmers, to single pump sets and meter ground water. It must do so at least now.

Karnataka will be short of power and have erratic supply for many years to come. Trading is our way out. We must enter into long and medium term contracts for the supply of power. Political leadership must accept that power is expensive and must be paid for. The KERC must understand this as also must consumer activists and organisations.

Sadly, Karnataka has for years indulged in mere talk, not concrete actions. There is no systematic follow-up and implementation of plans, strong lobbying in Delhi, clear and well thought out legislation, with penalties and enforcement mechanisms. Despite many outstanding scientists, engineers, managers and other experts available, Karnataka has not ensured that the state has adequate power. 
