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THE claim by Dr Samar Mubarakmand that a technology being developed and refined under his supervision has the possibility of producing thousands of megawatts of cheap electricity from Thar coal deposits ought to be welcomed, but with a heavy dose of caution. First, the not-so-good news. According to experts familiar with coal gasification technology, nowhere in the world has a project on the scale Dr Mubarakmand has talked about (between 10,000MW to 50,000MW of electricity per year) ever been attempted. Moreover, experts from China and Germany, the world leaders in such technology, are believed to be pessimistic about the chances of success in Thar. It appears that two main problems stand in the way of gasifying coal in Thar: the type of soil lying on top of the coal seam and the relative shallowness at which the seam is to be found. The fear is that if the technology is put to use on an industrial scale, the land may implode as the coal is burnt away underneath, an obviously untenable situation. 
Now to the somewhat better news. First, Dr Mubarakmand is one of the genuine world-class technical experts Pakistan has today. Given the role he has played in developing Pakistan`s nuclear programme, he and his team may well be able to produce for Pakistan ground-breaking technology that could make the Thar dream a reality. Second, given the reality of untold billions squandered every year by the Pakistani state, a pilot project costing in the range of $10m ought to be an investment in research and development that the state should make with relish. The initial 5MW project would need to be scaled up many more times in order to be economically relevant and financially feasible, but a small grant given to Dr Mubarakmand`s team to prove the worth of his technology is an acceptable risk.

In the meantime, however, the government should not allow the pursuit of conventional technologies to produce electricity from Thar coal to languish. Initial surveys conducted by private-sector firms suggest that there is genuine commercial potential for electricity generation with Thar coal. However, much is contingent on the government facilitating the construction of the necessary infrastructure, from the supply of water to piping away effluents to providing a link to the national grid. According to government calculations an investment in the range of $2bn would be required for putting in place that infrastructure, but private-sector experts suggest the real sum could be half that. The real problem? Unhappily, there appears to be a lack of urgency from the government`s side to address the challenges.
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