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One of the major challenges facing modern India today is undoubtedly a reliable and 

widespread power supply. The strain between rising demand, frequent blackouts, and the lack 

of a reliable and secure electricity grid has long passed crisis point. The extent and severity of 

the problem came to the fore when India experienced its worst ever blackout at the end of July 

2012. The blackout lasted two days and estimates of the numbers left without any electricity 

vary from anywhere between 600 million to 700 million people; this is equivalent to double 

the population of the US which is why this warrants further examination. The blackout is 
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investments to improve technical efficiency. Many of the reforms were implemented by 

consulting firms. However, it is now widely accepted that privatisation was unsuccessful in 

Orissa as the sector’s problems went unresolved. The exact cause(s) of this failure is subject to 

much debate (Kale, 2004). All in all, the generation side was opened up but the distribution 

side has remained state-run. !

 

In retrospect, if the ultimate objective of privatisation was the transfer of a large portion of the 

electricity sector to the private sector, then the exercise ‘failed’ according to the statistics. 

According to the IEA (2010), as of 31st July 2009, India had a total of 151, 073 MW of installed 

capacity of which 86.5% was publicly owned, either by the states or by the central government. 

The state governments possessed the largest share with 52.5% or 76,364 MW, and the central 

government’s share was 34% or 48,970 MW.  Whether it has been the failure to introduce 

competition with an ‘incomplete’ grid and chronic electricity shortages or the near complete 

lack of interest of private buyers to purchase public assets (in Delhi there were only two bidders 

for the purchase of three distribution firms) the state is still left to tackle the many challenges 

associated with an electricity system under strain (Dubash & Singh, 2005). Where there has 

been a change is how it approaches these challenges. A distinct change of tack can be detected 

away from the over reliance on the orthodoxy of restructuring and promotion of competition 

and choice in the sector towards the development of more partnerships with private firms and 

the fostering of renewable energy technologies. If there are any important legacies of 

privatisation one of these must be the opening up of the sector to the private sector.  

 

Faced with the harsh reality of a long-standing power crisis and a continued reliance on fossil 

fuels (coal), India needs a radical new approach. A technological revolution in the sector 
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An already bad situation in the power sector has continued to deteriorate. With an abundance 

of evidence available to show the current infrastructure is not fit for purpose. With the 

emergence of new technologies, declining costs (as in solar), innovative technological 

combinations, and other countries making improvements to increase their own levels of 

electrification, India has an ideal opportunity to build a new electricity infrastructure in many 

respects and begin the process to find solutions in earnest to its endemic problems. The 

technological revolution that has swept through the telecommunications sector over the last 15 

years provides the power industry with some very useful lessons. Prior to the advent of mobile 

phones there had been a long-standing concern that vast swathes of the population in 

developing countries would be excluded from access to a telephone without a national landline 

infrastructure. With the growth of mobile technology, however, countries have been able to 

‘leapfrog’ 15 
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development. A ‘vision of the future’ can be found in the Danish island of Samso which is the 

world’s first 100% self-sufficient island based on renewable energy. The island gets its 

electricity predominantly from the 11 onshore and 10 offshore wind turbines, which generate 

a total of 34 megawatts. By 2030 the island aims to be completely free of any form of fossil 

fuels (oil, coal and gas) (‘Samso: World’s First 100% Renewable Energy Powered Island is a 

Beacon for Sustainable Communities
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scheme (‘India sets 10 GW solar target by 2017’, 26 September 2013,‘India ‘keen to work with 

Qatar on solar plans’, 22 November 2013). Whatever the real amount is, progress of the right 

kind has been made. As the JNNSM heads into its second phase concerns have already been 

voiced over the potential of the JNNSM to falter. One critic is K. Sivadasan, a retired former 

top official of the Kerala State Electricity Board. From his perspective, there are a number of 

potential sources that could well generate problems in the future. His first observation is the 

lack of focus on the infrastructure on which the JNNSM is based. His other observations 

include:  the JNNSM’s lack of a global vision, rigid policy structures and lack of adaptability, 

the lack of scope for creative entrepreneurship, and flaws in the financial model used (‘India’s 

solar mission failing to recognise country’s potential, says top researcher’, 26 September 

2013).  
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pathway and one that is still a long way off over the horizon, but the signs of it developing are 

already apparent, is the Asian Super Grid. This initiative is an added component of the Desertec 

Foundation’s original concept to link the electricity grids of European countries to sources of 

renewable energy (mainly solar) in the deserts of North Africa, again with environmental 

implications that need serious consideration (Showers, 2011). With the Asian Super Grid the 

long-term vision is to initially link the electricity systems of Japan, China, South Korea, and 

Russia together with renewable sources such as large wind farms situated in the Gobi desert in 

Mongolia. Later on, the grids of India, the Philippines and Thailand could be included 

(Matthews, 2012). This third pathway could well provide India with an additional source of 

electricity, help it to tackle climate change, and contribute to its energy security. 

 

For more than two decades India has been attempting to ‘fix’ its decrepit electricity system. It 

now stands at a crossroads where it has another opportunity to redeem the situation afforded to 

it by the opportunities presented by a new technological revolution. This is where India ought 

to focus the majority of its attention as this is where the future lies, and where other countries 

are also heading as they seek to build their own low carbon 
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megawatts. Air conditioning, fans and city water pumps all failed. People angry at the situation 

set fire to electricity substations and even took power officials hostage (‘Indians Riot Over 

Power Cuts During Heat Wave’, 7 June 2014).        

Official acknowledgement that ‘drastic action’ is needed came in the first budget of the new 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government. Renewable energy (particularly solar) was given 

a high priority in it. A number of on and off grid measures were announced. These included an 

allocation of $93 million for large solar projects to be constructed in Rajasthan, Gujarat, Tamil 

Nadu, and Ladakh in Jammu and Kashmir. There were further allocations of $73 million that 

would go towards 100,000 solar-powered irrigation pumps and water pumping stations for off 

grid areas, and $18.5 million for developing 1 MW solar parks along canal banks 

(‘Government’s first budget promotes solar energy, safety for women’, 11 July 2014, ‘India 

Pledges $250 Million to Grid Improvements, Solar Power’, 18 July 2014, ‘Modi accelerates 

India solar revolution, doubles tax on coal’, 11 July 2014).  

Even more ambitiously, Modi has promised that every household will have at least one solar 

light by 2020 as part of the ‘saffron revolution’. The government is keen to use the lessons 

learnt from the successful development of solar power in Gujarat and apply them more widely 

across the country. In the recent budget speech the finance minister Arun Jaitley sought to give 

a push to solar power setting aside Rs 500 crore for developing four ultra-mega solar power 

projects in Rajasthan, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu and Ladakh. Work on one such 4,000-megawatt 

project, near the Sambhar Salt Lake in Rajasthan, is on with an estimated investment of Rs 

7,500 crore. (Business Standard, July 11 2014).  The state of Gujarat was the first to attempt 

the Canal Solar project, to use the 12,000 miles long network of Narmada canals across the 

state for setting up solar panels to generate electricity as an attempt to obviate the requirement 

to acquire vast tracts of land and to limit evaporation of water from the 750-meter long canal. 

India derived huge benefits from the technological revolution that swept through 

telecommunications. Likewise, there is nothing to stop it from taking advantage of a similar 

type of revolution in electricity. India has no time to lose. 
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