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PAKISTAN has been a late starter in the field of renewable energy, and its struggle to make inroads into this crucial form of energy has not yet met with any notable success. 

The Alternate Energy Development Board (AEDB) was the latest in the series of departments established to promote renewable energy and indeed the most prominent of these in terms of scope, funding and deliverables. It was set up in 2003 with clear parliamentary directives and direct support from the Prime Minister Secretariat. 

However, like its predecessors, AEDB has been nothing but an utter disappointment. The AEDB lacked intent, strategy and resolve. Consequently, it has been a waste of money and resources. Most important, it has wasted, at least 6-7 years, during which time, countries across the world have made tremendous progress in the area of renewable energy. 

Reliable and influential sources within the European renewable energy market have informed the authors that the AEDB failed to make use of a number of opportunities that were presented to the organisation. Some even believe that the train has been missed. But there are still few windows of opportunities left open. 

The public sector does not seem much bothered about the dismal state of these affairs. Because of its utter failure, the whole AEDB should have been restructured in terms of management, strategy and operation, but the solution was sought only in removing the chairman. Such cosmetic changes do not work. 

It is time for the private sector to grab the opportunities of exploiting renewable energy. The current electricity and gas loadshedding has resulted in the industry alone suffering a loss of over Rs220 billion annually. Over 400,000 workers have also lost their jobs. 

The major cause behind the failure of renewable energy departments is lack of a competent and robust strategy. Emphasis has been on expensive and fashionable technologies without taking into account their technical and economical viability while ignoring either by design or by incompetence, the much needed and most suitable technologies. 

The key to success is to start with small-scale and simple designs and to gradually scale them up, both in terms of size and quality. That is how all of the successful renewable energy companies have evolved and established. Going against this strategy is bound to fail. 

The authors have studied renewable energy programmes and business models across the world, particularly in Europe. They have seen some extremely humble and small scale companies producing absolutely world class renewable technologies. This is obviously contrary to the traditional mindset in Pakistan that is to have a successful business one has to have big investment and huge resources. Experience shows that things can be done with rather simpler resource base as long as there is intent and strategy. 

In recent years, the challenges have intensified. A few years ago, vital technology transfer options were offered to AEDB only to be rejected. The situation has changed and the chances of technology transfer and foreign investment in the renewable sector have greatly skewed. 

Despite the ongoing economic downturn, prices of wind turbines are on the rise. Reports emerging from the international renewable energy market suggest that within the next few years, the cost of wind turbines is expected to double, partly due to growing material cost, stresses on global supply chain and to a certain extent, because of monopolisation of technology. Another damaging factor is the continuous devaluation of Pakistani rupee that keeps on making imports ever more expensive. 

In these circumstances, it is vital for policy makers to waste no further time in going for indigenisation of technology. There are still some possibilities to manage technology transfer mainly in the field of solar thermal systems and wind turbines. It is crucial to realise that the indigenous production of these technologies is absolutely fundamental to solving the country’s energy problems and ensuring any sort of sustained development. 

The authors are closely involved in an effort to explore the possibilities of obtaining technology for the development of solar thermal systems and wind turbines. Based upon experience, rigorous market research and information gained from the primary sources, authors’ estimate that it would require well under one million euros and less than one year to transfer the technology and to start commercial production of absolutely world class solar water heaters which can even be accredited from Europe in terms of quality standards. The solar water heating has huge application in industrial, domestic and commercial sectors and collectively accounts for over 10 per cent of the total primary energy consumptions. 

Similarly, it is calculated that within a matter of couple of years or so wind turbines in 100 kw range could be locally manufactured with seed money and strict budgetary control of investment of 1.5 million euros. Considering the capable human resource and technical workmanship, it is anticipated that the production of wind turbines of 500 kW should be achievable within a matter of 3-5 years. 

Following the continuously evolving strategy and stringent quality control procedures, the production of world class megawatt scale wind turbine should be manageable within 8-10 years. This is the only way forward for the country’s renewable sector. 

The national electricity grid has already disappointed industrialists and business community and will continue to do so for at least the next few years. It is therefore a wake up call for the private sector to come forward and play a proactive role in the development of renewable energy in a systemic fashion. The benefits are numerous and diverse. 

When it comes to investment and profit making, the energy sector is second to none and all indications show that the future belongs to renewable energy. It is a win-win situation for all, if there is anybody to care. 

