Is there an end to energy woes?

By Ismat Sabir

The country has been facing power crisis since the summer started, as has been the case for the last several years in summer. The shortfall has reached as high as 5,000 MW. The United States during the recent Strategic Dialogue offered to provide $125 million for energy development in Pakistan and to assist in thermal power projects. However, it is not ready to consider Pakistan’s request for nuclear power plants and said that the United States wants to confine itself to supporting non-nuclear sources of energy. 

The US said it would go beyond government-to-government relationship and was keen to involve the private sector. But the private sectors should be provided incentives to invest in Pakistan. America has shown its determination to help Pakistan to overcome socio economic challenges by providing technical and economic assistance so that Pakistan can use its human and natural resources and entrepreneurial skills. The two governments would discuss issues related to the Bilateral Investment Treaty, in order to attract investment in Pakistan. An investment fund would be created to support Pakistan’s energy sector and other high priority areas. The US would expand cooperation in the energy sector, including through the Signature Energy Program. 

The USA is not happy with the plan of gas import from Iran. Pakistan has finally signed the Iran-Pakistan gas pipeline project, excluding India. Iran has also offered to provide electricity at one third cost of RPPs, which would almost halve the electricity deficit of Pakistan. But in spite of an average 10 to 14 hour countrywide daily load shedding, the response to this offer from the Pakistani side is not encouraging. 

The insiders attributed this cool response to lack of financial resources, inadequate infrastructure and differences over tariff. On the other hand, the Iranian Ambassador said Iran was ready to help build infrastructure and extend financial assistance.

The present situation can be related to the US’s ongoing campaign to isolate Iran. US is continuously pressuring Pakistan not to accept Iranian offer of electricity. In lieu of this, it would help to bring electricity from Tajikistan and also develop the Thar coal reserves to generate electricity. At the end of two-day strategic dialogue, the United States said it would work towards enhanced market access for Pakistani products as well as towards the early finalization of Reconstruction Opportunity Zones (ROZs).

Iran is already providing 39 MWs electricity for Gwadar at a rate of 5 cents per unit. Iran is now demanding 11.5 cents per unit. Pakistan has signed another agreement with Iran for import of 100 MWs of electricity and necessary infrastructure is being constructed for this purpose.

One more agreement was signed, last year, under which Iran would supply 1000 MWs of electricity to Pakistan. Iran would first lay a 400 km gas pipeline from Zahidan to Pakistan border to build a thermal power unit. The project will take at least five years to complete. Japan has also extended a soft loan of $260 million (23.3 billion yen/ Rs 29.339 billion) to Pakistan for the National Transmission Lines and Grid Stations Strengthening Project. 

This is the first Japanese loan under the Official Development Assistance (ODA) based on the Pakistan Donors’ Conference. Japanese government hosted the conference in April 2009 in which $1 billion aid was promised over a period of two years. The strengthening of transmission lines and grid stations project would improve the efficiency of power supply of 500KV and 220KV transmission lines and grid stations in Punjab and Sindh. The project will increase efficiency of the power transmission by 156MW, which is equivalent to the annual power consumption of two million people.

Trailer-mounted small power plants: To cope with the power crisis immediately, a Karachi based company, Meshe International, has offered to provide trailer-mounted packaged small power units. The company indicated that about 22 countries in the world have already installed such power stations to overcome power shortages. 

The company officials said the quickest and easiest way is to install 1 MW, 1.5 MW and 1.7 MW power generation plants on furnace oil, diesel and gas on 40-foot containers. These plants can provide power to about 3,000 houses, industrial units and hospitals, major cities, villages, etc. 

Presently, Balochistan is facing 600 megawatts power shortfall, therefore, demanding installation of Rental Power Plants (RPPs) and expediting work on laying down Dadu-Khuzdar and Dera Ghazi Khan-Loralai power transmission lines. The shortage has resulted in 16 to 18 hours of load shedding both in rural and urban areas and causing irreparable losses to the economy of the province. Such small power plants can also be installed in far flung areas in Balochistan and other parts of the country where Wapda cannot supply electricity through transmission lines. 

These plants can start production within 10 to 12 months. The company has installed 939 units all over the world with power generating capacity of 1,785 MW. According to AEDB, the government has accepted the proposal to create a Renewable Energy Development Fund, which would invest and would be a partner of the private sector. 

With the passage of time, energy demand is increasing in Pakistan and it spent about $12 billion on importing energy in 2008 that was 63 percent of the total export earnings. In 2009 the oil import bill increased to $13 billion.

In Pakistan, only 63 percent of Pakistanis have grid-connected electricity and 80 percent of the population is without piped natural gas. AEDB is facilitating provinces and around 8 projects totaling 110 MW are already being implemented in the private sector and more than two dozen projects are in the pipeline. Since late 2008 Pakistan has increased electricity tariff by nearly 60 percent and the IMF is again demanding further increase by next month. Therefore, it is high time government developed wind and solar energy resources immediately.

