Power sector needs to be unshackled
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TIMES OF INIMA

the state of India's power sec-

ton, some of its fundamentals
need scrutiny, Fivst, for every 100
units procuced, only about 60 are
paid for by consumers. The rest is
lost in transit, of which more than
half relate to plain theft. No matter
what reform model is adopted, such
pilferage cannot be sustained. A na-
tional campaign for combating this
all.pervasive evil can handly be over-
emphasised.

The second issue relates to ab-
sence of competition in generation
and supply of electricity This has
beenachieved in virtually all across
the developed world. In India, how.
ever, state-owned monopolies con-
tinue to hold forth. A producer of
electricity must sell to a state-owned
monopoly alotie and that too with-
outan assurance of getting paid in

F or an objective assessment of
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time. No wonder; private investment
continues to shy away. Of the ca.
pacity addition target of 41,000 MW
during the Tenth Five Year Plan, the
shortfall would be about one-thind.

The thind problem relates to ir-
rational tariffs, Contrary tocommen
incustry practice elsewhere, bulk
consumers {industry) in ndia pay
the highest tariffs, which impact
their cernpetitiveness, Though farm-
ers pay subsidised prices, they end
up receiving inadequate and errat-
ic supply. In the process, virtually
all consnmers get short-changed.

Privatisation of electricity distri-
bution in Orissa and Delhi has not
nspited muich confidence becauss
it wasflawed inmany ways, and re-
lied on gubstituting state motopo-
lies by private monaopolies.
Though regulatory commissions
have been set up at the Centre and
in the states, critics perceive them
as sinecures for retired bureancrats
who have spent a lifetinie in the com-
mand and control era. Failure toin-
troduce competition and inabilits
to check rampant profiteering by
traders have only remforeed the crit-
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Notwithstanding the weal¢ fim-
damentals, the power sector is
poised for a turnaround. The ris-
ing demand forelectricity and the
growing intolerance towands per-
sisting shortages would foree a
paradigm shift, State govern-
ments will find it increasingly dif-
ficult to subsidise losses, partic-
ularly thefts, The stranglehold of
state monopolies would have to
yield in favour of a liberalised in-
dustry structure necessary for at-
tracting the requisite invest-
ments. Sooner than later, the pow-
er gsector would have to be un-
shackled in regurgent India.

The instrument of change
would be the Electricity Act, 2003,
Enacted after an extensive debate
for over three years, within and
outside the Parliament, it is per-

haps, the only legislation which
waspreoaded by such debate, The
3ist Report of the Parliamentary
Standing Committee bears testi-
mony to the strongresistance fiom
the inclunbents against introduc-
tion of competition. Yet, the law
was enacted. It should be no sur-
prise that they have managed to
erect barriers to stall its imple-
mentation, However, empower-
ment of consumers and investors
by the Electricity Act is here to
stay It cannot be suppressed for
long. As and when the law takes
its course, the electricity incustry
wonld be galvanised and reformed.
Will this happen soon or after some
turmoil, is the only issue.

(The author has drofted
the new Klectricity Act)
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