Potential of Thar coal
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PAKISTAN and India have often expressed the desire to exploit their resources to mutual advantage and expand trade and investment between the two countries. Most such hopes have been sacrificed at the altar of political tension, one of the sources of the latter being Kashmir.

India appears to be more enthusiastic in terms of broadening trade ties, but Pakistan links this to the settlement of political issues. Many people in both countries argue that strong trade links may create vested interests in peace and this may, in turn, create the required rationale and pressure to solve political problems. Among unwilling partners, however, the debate can be endless.

The lack of availability of suitable projects has been one of the reasons inhibiting economic cooperation between the two countries. Efforts have been made towards building a portfolio of projects where collaboration may be possible, if and when the political climate improves. The Saarc (South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation) project fund has commissioned such studies and reportedly, there is a Saarc energy initiative as well, headquartered in Islamabad, for promoting cooperation in this sector.

One possible venue of collaboration is the Thar coalfield. Apart from its potential to meet Pakistan’s energy requirements, it can be a pivot for building and expanding regional economic cooperation. The possibilities include exporting coal to coal-deficient Indian states such as Rajasthan and Gujarat, Indian assistance in developing and exploiting the Thar coal resource and India’s installing coal-fired power plants in its border towns and then exporting electricity to Pakistan.

First, let us consider the possibility of Indian assistance in developing the Thar coal resources.

India has amongst the largest coal industries in the world, with a coal-fired power plant capacity of 50,000 megawatts. It has amongst the most efficient coal power plant construction sectors, and can build plants at a capital cost rate of $1,100 per kilowatt — a rate competitive with Chinese prices. India can supply consulting, training and even complete plant construction services and equipment supplies. The country has experience in both hard coal and brown coal lignite, such as that found in Pakistan. The reluctance of western countries to promote coal-based projects is increasing, with international agencies coming under pressure to refrain from funding such projects.

China too appears uninterested; reportedly, numerous attempts to revive its interest in Thar have failed, possibly because of its bitter experience of earlier involvement and the lack of cooperation offered subsequently by authorities here.

India may not be able to provide the full scope of services and Pakistan may not be in a position to ultimately entrust its neighbour with a major role. However, the country can be usefully inducted and involved in a number of ways.

Then there is the possibility of exporting Thar coal to adjoining Indian states. It is a common misconception in Pakistan that lignite can only be utilised at the mine mouth. While it is true that lignite has limitations in terms of long-haul and transport by sea, the commodity is in India frequently transferred in large quantities up to distances of 400km.

Exports to adjoining states ought to be feasible if the production and transport costs are competitive. A feasibility study on the subject is required, since the possibility is worth exploring. India is falling short of coal and has started importing it. States bordering Pakistan have deficient fuel and coal supplies. Imports from Pakistan may be to India’s advantage, given the expense of the interstate transportation of coal.

The third proposition is rather ambitious but can prove extremely profitable. Pakistan could export or barter Thar coal to Indian border towns such as Munabao and Baksar, given that the latter is not more than 50kms from the Thar coal mines. Dedicated coal trains could make several trips a day, carrying thousands of tonnes of coal in one trip. India could install coal power plants in its border towns, which would remain a domestic investment in India. The electricity generated through burning Pakistani lignite could then be transmitted to Pakistan.

In such a scenario, India would only be paid for the capital cost component, as the fuel would be supplied by Pakistan. In essence, such an arrangement would amount to barter trade if more lignite is sent to cover the capital costs afforded by India in supplying electricity to Pakistan. Such projects would have the scope of generating several thousand megawatts.

Such ideas are not without precedent. In the immediate aftermath of the installation of Hubco, Pakistan had a temporary excess of power that led to proposals to export electricity to India. In terms of the Thar coal proposition, such a project would offer the opportunity for the exchange of energy. Besides, the potential of Thar’s coal is not temporary: the deposits amount to 200 billion tonnes and are expected to last for centuries.

All this is, of course, easier said than done. But it is not unfeasible. As for security concerns about a large volume of goods’ transport and human traffic, solutions can be found. Special travel and immigration rules can be formulated. There are no major security installations in the Thar area.

The need for India and Pakistan to achieve peace and cooperation is so great that propositions of the sort outlined above may receive instant global support, if presented properly. They could attract funding and investment. It pays to be optimistic, however naïve it may sound in the beginning.
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