Overcoming power shortage
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AN Asian Development Bank study of the energy crisis in Asia urges the countries in the region including Pakistan to find ways to address the energy issues if they want to join the ranks of the developed countries. The study says the consumption of energy in Asia is increasing so rapidly that by 2011 the continent would be consuming more energy than do the developed countries. And that can be more due to the large population pressure.

The ADB sees no scope for complacency or dilly-dallying in this area by the Asian countries which seek to catch up with the developed countries fast.

Electricity in a country like Pakistan cannot be increased rapidly by using hydel power channel. It can be increased only through the thermal system. And that is being urged at a time when the Brent crude has risen to 72 dollars a barrel and may rise further if an oil crisis develops in one country after another.

In this context there is a welcome news from Australia. A company there has devised a method of producing power from coal cheaply and is ready to work on the Thar coal after the Chinese company which had been negotiating the price of Thar power has finally given up. The Australian option is certainly a welcome one. A Pakistani company, Hassan Associates, is also setting up a unit to produce power from coal in Thar.

Meanwhile, we are looking for the results of the alternative energy quest in varied directions instead of merely conducting more of experiments. Too much time has been spent talking about alternative energy and too little results produced. We need some real results in this area.

We have not only the shortage of power but also gross mismanagement of the supply of the power we produce. It is one thing to have the shortage under a planned load-shedding arrangement and quite another to have prolonged load-sheddings compounded by frequent interruptions in supply which may last even longer. If power goes off only due to the planned load-shedding, the citizens can readjust their work schedules. But when the load-shedding comes along with frequent breakdowns in supply which can be too many, one is at a total loss. The prime minister wants Wapda to avoid unscheduled load-shedding but it is difficult to plan against frequent breakdowns.

When the system is too old as KESC’s and ill-maintained it is bound to collapse too often. A weak system if diligently looked after can produce good results, but when the system is old and weak and its maintenance too poor it is bound to collapse too often and cause distress to consumers.

There are consumers who prefer the battery-powered UPS to the power generators which need diesel oil regularly. But the UPS system also fails if the discontinuation in power supply lasts four hours.

We are now promised power from various sources by the private sector producers and they include a large expansion of the HUBCO output. One hopes that most of these power units will be ready on schedule, if not all, to boost the KESC system. It is being said that these units may raise the cost of power to 15 rupees per unit, but for the cheap hydel power we will have to wait for the five mega dams to be completed one after another. The mega dams have their mega teething problems including finding enough funds through external borrowing. Let us hope the relief we may get from the thermal power output through private sector initiatives will not make the government slow down the pace of its mega dam projects which will also supply irrigation water for agricultural production.

The prime minister says exports this year will miss the target of $18.6 billion marginally and yet the economic growth will be 7.02 per cent which will be higher than last year’s 6.6 per cent. He is also coming up with an Annual development plan of Rs520 billion. At the same time the State Bank of Pakistan’s third quarter report for 2006-07 says the imports which have already recorded a trade deficit of 11 billion dollars in the first 10 months of the year, will not come down. The principal reason is the larger import of furnace oil for power production by the private sector. Along with that the power generating machinery has also to be imported by the private sector. The oil import bill for the next financial is a staggering $8.8 billion, the largest single import item. That underscores the urgency for energy conservation. That is done more in words than in deeds.

The State Bank has cautioned exporters that they will have to be far more competitive particularly in textiles. The China-specific embargo on the export of certain textiles to the United States and European Union will come to an end by 2008 and Pakistani exporters will have to be ready to face strict competition from the Chinese as both markets are also the markets of Pakistan.

Meanwhile, the European Union has told Pakistan that it is too early to conclude a free trade area agreement. The fact that EU has signed an FTA agreement with India does not entitle Pakistan to claim a similar privilege. “We need to understand each other better,” says the new EU commissioner. Committees are being setup to work out details. Meanwhile, the ban on exports of Pakistani fisheries to the EU continues and that the ban on permitting PIA planes, other than the latest ones, land in Europe has not been lifted.

So, it may be easy to sign an FTA agreement with Malaysia next year as the Pakistan government has agreed to lower the high import duty on Malaysian palm oil at a time when the world prices of palm oil are crossing new peaks. And it may be easy also to sign an FTA agreement with Jordan as Amman had suggested such a deal.

Pakistan is eager to finalise an FTA agreement with the US earlier but the latter is in no hurry as in trade matters it moves cautiously. It wants first to sign a business investment treaty which is taking long time.

Meanwhile, Pakistan’s image in the international financial market has improved a great deal. Its Euro bond attracted ten times more funds than it sought. So instead of accepting $500 million it raised an amount of 750 million dollars at 6.875 per cent interest which is half a percent lower than last year’s. Pakistan’s image in this area is very good as it has honoured its commitments in full and on time and pays handsome interest.

It is also encouraging to know that the internationally famous Nike is resuming the manufacture of its shoes in Pakistan which it had stopped on a charge of employing child labour.

Now while the government claims to have brought down the poverty rate by 10 per cent and the unemployment rate is said to have come down to 6.2 per cent from 8.3 per cent, around 10,000 Pakistanis are reported to be planning to enter Europe illegally through Greece and Turkey after paying a very heavy price to recruitment agencies despite grave risks involved in such attempts. The government has to come down heavily on the agents in this diabolic business and their patrons at home regardless of how high they are.

The government is also to make strenuous efforts to create new jobs in the private sector and pay them decently, though not Rs10,000 minimum, as demanded now as a reflection of inflation. The small and medium enterprises have to be promoted more vigorously and the micro finance facilities made more widespread and effective.

And more vigorous efforts have to be made by the government to get more jobs for Pakistanis abroad, in Malaysia and the Gulf countries in particular. Of course, they all demand skilled labour and we have to train more labour in various skills. The government has also to fight inflation while the food inflation has risen to 9.6 per cent in a year to make the wages meaningful.

The prime minister has asked the provincial governments to regulate prices of essential commodities, particularly of wheat with a bumper wheat crop being harvested now. There is a surplus of 1.5 million tones of wheat and yet the prices of wheat have risen and despite the government ban on its export, prices are still rising. The prime minister wants the provincial governments to take action against hoarders and profiteers although they are not scared by such threats and go their own way. Will there be any difference now?

We have a peculiar economy; the higher the production, the higher the price. Cement production is supposed to record a peak output of 45 million tones yet the price has gone up by 10 more rupees per bag.

Although the government wants to give a free hand to traders and businessmen to promote higher economic growth, it has stopped the export of gram pulse as this is an election year. And it wants to provide for few provocations to people when it is preoccupied with the judicial issue.

But it needs the cooperation of traders and industrialists who should not exploit the situation to their own advantage. Higher economic growth benefits them immensely. But they should be ready to share its benefits with the masses, instead of making the trickling down impact too little and too late.

