Winds of change?


IN a welcome move, five independent power producers have been issued licences to set up wind energy plants while several other applications for similar projects are also in the pipeline. Now that a start has been made it is vital that the transition from the drawing board to physical implementation is not impeded in any way, particularly by the bureaucratic bottlenecks for which the country is notorious. Pakistan’s energy needs are becoming more pressing by the day and all available resources must be tapped as best as they can and brought on line as speedily as possible. Unfortunately the energy crisis is now so severe that it cannot be tackled in the short term without additional oil- and gas-fired thermal plants. But that said, our heavy dependence on imported oil is simply not sustainable while local gas reserves are depleting rapidly. Indigenous alternatives have to be found and renewable energy can play a significant role in this connection, in both the immediate and long terms. This key area was largely ignored by officialdom until about a year ago — but then, to be fair, the last government paid scant attention to all modes of power generation for the better part of a decade.

According to the Economic Survey of Pakistan 2006-07, renewable energy accounted for a mere 180MW in 2005 out of a total installed generation capacity of roughly 19,500MW. The government’s power generation plan envisages that renewable energy’s contribution will increase to 1,680MW by 2015 and 9,700MW by 2030. Signs of some forward movement on this front finally came in Dec 2006 with the launch of the country’s first renewable energy policy. Also in Dec 2006, the Asian Development Bank offered Islamabad a $510m loan for the development of clean and efficient sources of energy, including small and medium-size hydroelectric facilities as well as wind, solar and biomass power plants.

Although biomass has great potential in an agricultural country and solar energy too could become financially viable as technology improves, the initial focus is on wind power whose competitiveness at the retail stage has already been proven in several countries. Studies conducted by the Met department confirm that coastal Sindh is ideally suited to the generation of wind energy, as are parts of Balochistan to a lesser extent. In Sindh alone, it is estimated that wind farms in a 45,000 sq km coastal corridor stretching from Keti Bandar to Gharo and extending up to Jamshoro can generate nearly 11,000MW of electricity. Small, stand-alone wind farms can also help provide electricity to remote areas that cannot be hooked up easily to the national grid. Realising wind power’s full potential may be a long way off but there must be no looking back from

