Coal holds the key to energy autarky 
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PAKISTAN’S energy deficit is a problem that goes back more than a quarter century. Successive governments, both military and civilian since the Zia era, simply chose to sleep at the wheel with regard to the crucial energy sector and its impact on the economic fortunes of Pakistan. Ziaul Haq played politics with the Kalabagh dam project and just sloughed it on to his successors to grapple with it. Neither Benazir nor Nawaz Sharif had the guts to deal with this sensitive issue. Kalabagh morphed into a political football as long as it was kept in the stratosphere of inter-provincial rivalries. 

Musharraf, obsessed with power, had no compunction shutting his eyes to the snowballing energy crisis on his watch. Not one kilowatt of energy was added to the dwindling power sector during his thuggish rule. 

What has happened in the process is that we, as a nation, have opted to wash our hands off, literally, whatever remaining hydel capacity we have left over as a source of power generation. We are so paranoid with the chimera of provincial prerogative and autonomy that we are ready to allow tens of millions of cusecs of water to flow down into the sea but are not inclined, one iota, to use it to create energy for our economic growth. In other words, this purblind nation of petty rulers and ignorant masses has no regrets in committing mass suicide. Harakiri is the latest sport in Pakistan. 

But the natural growth in population hasn’t been matching our lack of foresight. In fact, nature seems to be avenging our folly with a population growth getting out of control. Pakistan has one of the fastest rates of population increase in the world, and it’s not slowing down, electricity or no electricity. 

Years of crippling sloth and criminal indifference on part of the establishment have spawned a crisis of enormous proportions. The shortage of power in the country has ballooned to as much as 5,000MWs and could only spiral further if corrective action is not taken in hand right away. 

A harassed and depressed populace, literally sweating out copiously under 20-hour power outages, is asking the obvious question: is there light at the end of a very dark and forbidding tunnel? Could they see a day in their life-time when the draconian power outages will have become a thing of the past? The answer is, yes. There’s light at the end of the tunnel, and help is within grasp, just around the corner, if only the establishment and the ruling elite would show the will necessary to tackle this monster of power shortage. 

The elixir is in coal, and that bounty Mother Nature has been treasuring in the bosom of Thar Desert, within hailing distance of Karachi, in spades. Nature couldn’t have been more munificence to the people of Pakistan. Just look at the confluence of coincidences. 

Karachi is the motor that runs Pakistan’s economic machine. Karachi is also the recipient of a most cruel and heartless power supply company, KESC, which has been giving two hoots for all the suffering and plight of the mega city’s 17 million inhabitants. And because of this criminal disregard for its basic obligation to make power available to the citizens and the industry, it is not only Karachi’s industrial heart that is being paralysed but, with it, Pakistan’s economy is being pushed into the dumps. 

But Thar is not too far from Karachi, and Thar has the second largest proven coal deposits in the world. Current estimates — of expert geologists and not laymen — put Thar’s coal reserves at 185 billion tons, second only to the US reserves of 247 billion tons. In some other statistical comparisons, these deposits are the equivalent of at least 850 trillion cubic feet (TCF) of natural gas, which is 30 times higher than the current proven Pakistani gas reserves of just 28 TCF. 

In terms of oil barrels, these deposits are the equivalent of 400 billion barrels of oil, which is almost as much as the combined proven reserves of Saudi Arabia and Iran. What an enormous treasure-trove this could be in terms of its potential for power generation may be gleaned from the fact that just two per cent of these coal reserves can generate 20,000MWs of electricity for 40 years. 

This coal is of the finest quality for its potential use for the generation of clean energy. Its sulphur and ash content is less than 

1.5 per cent, which is much cleaner than the coal being used in Germany, Poland and many other European countries for power generation. We can produce clean energy from this coal without fear of polluting the atmosphere, or emitting gases that would pose a biological hazard. As it is, we are among the least polluting countries in the world because of our abysmally low use of power. The US has less than 5 per cent of world population but consumes more than 25 per cent of global energy. We have more than 2.5 per cent of world population but consume less than0.5 per cent of global energy. 

And we couldn’t ask for more from Mother Nature in terms of this coal’s accessibility and extraction. It can be found at shallow depths of 120 to 250 meters, which renders it ideal for inexpensive open pit mining as opposed to the expensive, and hazardous, shaft mining process. 

But look at our criminal irresponsibility and disdain for nature’s bounty. 

Thar’s coal deposits were discovered way back in 1992. But instead of putting this solid black gold to the use it is meant for, we have been zigzagging and just dragging our feet about it over the past 17 years, in which time costs have doubled, Pakistan’s population has exploded exponentially and with it our power demands have sky rocketed. 

But imagine our utter disdain, nay contempt, for the enormous mineral wealth nature has endowed us with in such abundance. The total content of coal in Pakistan’s power generation is a pitiful 0.1 per cent, compared to 69 per cent in India, 78 per cent in China and 93 per cent in South Africa. 

We have just signed a deal with Iran for its gas, which will require an investment of several billion dollars in pipelines to bring this booty to Pakistan. It’s a welcome development, if for nothing else than thumbing our nose at the Americans who have been tilting at all the windmills to throttle our co-operation with Iran. The government is justifying the enormous investment entailed in this venture on the grounds that the bulk of the Iranian gas will be used for power generation. But why don’t we use our own coal for power generation and use the Iranian gas, instead, for industries? 

The establishment is awakening after nearly two decades of sleeping at the wheel. The Sindh Chief Minister spoke, in his budget speech a week ago, of Islamabad’s concurrence in the formation of Thar Coal Energy Board (TCEB) which will be a one-window operation for the extraction of coal and its utility in power generation. But years of sloth and neglect have taken their toll and left a bad taste in the mouth of those foreign interests which have been keen in the past to lend their expertise to Pakistan for this purpose. The World Bank has shown interest but the most active and engaged have been our all-weather friends, the Chinese who have enormous experience in coal-based energy generation. 

Sadly, the Chinese firm that had been engaged in the exploratory work on Thar power generation since 2002, Shenhua Corporation, has been forced to pack up and leave because of the indifference, if not hostility, of Nepra, the official watch-dog for energy and power regulation. The differences were said to be about the tariff of power generation. 

But the name of the new game in town should be self-reliance and dependence on our own resources. To make a new beginning in this sector, my old friend and Civil Service colleague, Mohibullah Shah, who used to head the now defunct Thar energy project, has come up with a brilliant idea. Briefing the Sindh legislators — whose legacy of legislating is abysmal — on June 30, in Karachi, he proposed that in order to attract foreign interest in Thar’s enormous power generation potential, we should build and commission, on our own steam, a pilot energy generation plant of 300 MW. He thinks this shouldn’t entail an investment of more than $ 400 million, which we can raise on our own. 

Let me add that expatriate Pakistanis — hundreds of thousands of them well-endowed in resources — in North America, Europe and ME, would be happy to chip in, in return for a voice in the management and operation of this plant. 400 million dollars is not an astronomical sum. They could be easily persuaded and galvanised to put their money where their mouth is.
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