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Measure ‘free’ power to manage it: Build transparent subsidy
regime and meter all electricity consumption in agriculture

the ovarau power ‘sector, the
Centre is considering a slew of
reforms including reducing
power subsidies, as envisioned
in the proposed Electricity
(Amendment) Bill, 2020. The
ongoing stir by farmers could
upend all this and power for
agriculture could continue to be
free or nearfree (collateral
damage as it were) for a while.
However, a durable solution will
necessarily hinge on a detailed
scrutiny of thestate of affairs in

croreon stateexchequers dueto
almost zero (Punjab and Tamil
Nadu) to very low average
billing rates for electricity to
agriculture. Interestingly, 11
agrarian states account for
~85% of thetotal power sales to
agri consumers in the country.
Asthingsstand, reportingof
sales to agri consumers by dis-
coms is replete with problems.
Almost all the states depend
on regulatory commission app-
roved methodology to estimate
sales to agri category. A review
of state-wise tariff orders
reveals ~92% of agri consumers
inPunjaband more than 35% in
Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh
and Gujaratareun-metered.
Discoms generally care little
about lhis mmmaly as their
ds on

To reiterate, manauemem
of electricity consumption by
the agri sector will need to
ride on its measurement. Some
of the steps that can help
include universal metering of
agricultural connections, sub-
sidy disbursal through direct
benefit transfer, and solarisation
of agrifeeders.

Butfirst, let us consider that
free power comes ata huge cost.
Free power to agriculture
accounted for ~22% of the total
eleciricity sales by state discoms
in fiscal 2019, leading to a tariff
subsidy burden of ~Rs 1,10,391

these estimates, whereby over-
estimation of such salesactually
helps them conceal transmission
and distribution losses. For the
states, though, lack of robust

metering  and reporting
infrastructure for agricultural

62% of irrigation in the
country is dependent
on groundwater and
around 24 million
wells with pumps
running on free/
subsidised electricity

sales may cause a higher tariff
subsidy burden.

to recover the investments,
farmers tend to take water-

Second, tered power

has led to {ts inefficient usage,
depleting groundwater reserves,
with implications for food
production and climate change.
Accordingtothe Central Ground
‘Water Board, 62% of irrigation
in the country is dependent on

herops, supp
by free electricity suppl.led
by states, leading to further

depletion ingroundwater.
Asper the report of National
Ground Water Board, 1,186
units in various states (17%)
have been categorised as over-

and 24
million wells with pumps
on free/ subsidised

electricity Average pump size.
has increased

[to ~7HP in 2020, up
from ~6HP in 2012. In Rajasthan,
it has increased from 9HP in
2010 to 13HP in 2019, and in Uttar
Pradesh from 8HP to SHE

Rapid depletion in ground-
water regources has a cascading
effect across sectors. It also
leads farmers to dig deeper
wells and use high-power
pumps, both of which require
higher investments. In order

with grmmdwater
extraction more than 100% of
the annually replenishable

gro| recharge: :
Ground Water Year Book India
2018-19° has reported -~50%
decline in ground level in the
range of 0-2m over the last
decade across major parts of
thecountry.

Besides larger reforms aro-
und cropping pattern to address
inefficient usage of electricity
and avoid overutilisation of

gr the g ni
can consider implementing the

following measures. One, 100%
meteringof allagri connections,
leveraging technology to pro-
mote real-time data acquisition
and management of electricity
as well as cropping pattern.
Two, subsidy distribution
through direct benefit transfer,
which will reduce wastage and
also allow states to better plan
and manage the subsidy
requirement. Three, dedicated
tailend solar power plants
connected to agri feeders; this
can help reduce cost of power
procurement and network losses
for discoms, and bringdown the
subsidy burden for states in the
medium tolongterm.

Four, ITenabled rationing of
power supply linked to seasonal
water availability, weather
forecast, and crop requirement
to reduce overextraction of
groundwater. And finally,
innovative concepts such as
cash credit of electricity bill
payment linked to reduction
in consumption against bench-
mark; this can incentivise
farmers to consume less than
their quota by allowing them to
retain surplus cash. Clearly,
any reform in the power sector
including content/ carriage or
privatisation will work only if
we have metered consumers
and transparent  subsidy
estimate and disbursal in the
agriculture sector.

The writer is Senior Director;
CRISIL Infrastructure Advisory
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Melting glaciers threaten China
plan for dam over Brahmaputra

Beijing: Melting glaciers and bar-
rier lakes could threaten China's
plan to build the world’s biggest
hydroelectric dam over the
Brahmaputra River in Tibet, close
to the Arunachal Pradesh border,
amedia report said Wednesday.
The proposed dam, which an
official said has “no parallel in his-
tory”, is set to be built in Medog
county, where the Brahmaputra
Grand Canyon is located.
However, “in 2018, alandslide
caused by a melting glacier

blocked the upper stream of the
Brahmaputra at the Sedongpu
Basin in Milin county,” the South
China Morning Post said. It formed
a lake, and with the river spilling
over, the dam caused by the land-
slide could collapse at any time.
The Sedongpu lake sits up-
stream from the planned con-
struction site of the mega dam.
With so much water hanging
overhead, no construction work-
ers can move in to clear the
ground, the report said. PTI
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Hussainsagar lake is not a
listed wetland, NGT told

TS5 SIDDHARTH DC
HYDERAEAD, APRIL 28

Hussainsagar Lake is not
a listed wetland. Such a
significant statement co-
mes from two officials -R.
Sobha and Sunil Sharma -
to the National Green Tri-
bunal (NGT) in the Sec-
retariat demolition case.
The two officials filed
their responses to a case
filed by Member of
Parliament A. Revanth
Reddy before the National
Green  Tribunal (NGT.
They said Reddy filed the
case on vague grounds.
The two officials stated
that the complaint by the
MP has no merit and was
based on wvague allega-
tions. “These are contrary
to the actual facts.” They
also asked the NGT to dis-

miss the case or pass fur-
ther orders.

It has come to light that
the definition of a wet-
land seems to be mired in
confusion.

“The state government
had earlier listed the
Kapra lake in the city and
Pakhal lake in Warangal
as wetlands. But, within a
few hours, the Kapra lake
was removed from the list
of wetlands. Why is there
so much confusion?” asks
BV Subba Rao, a noted
environmentalist here,

For this, he blames the
half-baked wetland guide-
lines released in 2017,
“The status of wetlands
has to be clarified by the
central government. If
they are vehemently say-
ing that the wetland rules
do not apply to either

lake, it goes to show that
the rules are being misin-
terpreted. As per the
rules, drinking water
reservoirs and sources of
irrigation cannot be listed
as wetlands,” he said.

While the Hussainsagar
lake is stuck in this quag-
mire, the other two reser-
voirs - Osman Sagar and
Himayat Sagar - are con-
sidered drinking water
sources. Hence, they can-
not be considered wet-
lands.

“These are not cleared
as a wetland, because the
water use is different.
However, the protection of
these lakes becomes para-
mount as there are
encroachments around
them,” said a senior offi-
cial from the irrigation
department.
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Melting glaciers
threaten China’s
Tibetdamplan

World’s biggest hydroelectric project over
the Brahmaputra is under threat

STUDY

BEIJING: Melting glaciers and
barrier lakes could threaten
China’s plan to build the
world’s biggest hydroelectric
dam over the Brahmaputra
River in Tibet close to the Aru-
nachal Pradesh border, amedia
report said on Wednesday.

The proposed dam which one
Chinese official said has “no
parallel in history’ will be built
in Medog county, where the
Brahmaputra Grand Canyon is
located. Medog is the last coun-
ty in Tibet which is located
close to the Arunachal Pradesh
border.

The plan to build the mega-
dam, which is part of China’s
14th five-year plan beginning
from this year, was approved by
China’s Parliament, the Na-
tional People’s Congress in
March this year. But the engi-
neers are concerned about the
threats posed by landslides and
barrier lakes to the dam, the
Hong Kong-based South China
Morning Post reported.

‘But an icy obstacle could put
a halt to much of the plan. In
2018, a landslide caused by a
melting glacier blocked the
Yarlung Tsangpo ‘ the upper
stream of the Brahmaputra
River © at the Sedongpu Basin
in Milin county,” it said.

It formed a lake containing
about 600 million cubic metres
of water. With the river spilling

over the top at present, the dam
could collapse at any time, it
said. The Sedongpu lake sits
just a few dozen kilometres up-
stream from the planned con-
struction site of the super hy-
dropower plant. With so much
water hanging overhead, no
construction workers can move
in to clear the ground, it said.

To build the big dam, they
must get rid of the small dam
formed by the landslide first,
the report said.

India and Bangladesh, the
lower riparian states, have
raised concerns over China’s
plan to build the massive dam
on Brahmaputra River. But
China has downplayed such
anxieties saying it would keep
their interests in mind.

As a lower riparian state
with considerable established
user rights to the waters of the
trans-border rivers, the Indian
government has consistently
conveyed its views and con-
cerns to the Chinese authori-
ties and has urged them to en-
sure that the interests of
downstream states are not
harmed by any activities in up-
stream areas.

Brahmaputra is known as
Yarlung Zangbo in Tibet. The
river is the longest river in Ti-
bet and its valley in southern
Tibet is the world’s deepest
with a 7,000-m (23,000-ft) drop
from the highest mountain
peak to the lowest basin.
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Melting glaciers threaten China's plan to dam the Brahmaputrain Tibet

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
BEUJING, 28 APRIL

Melting glaciers and barrier
lakes could threaten China's
plan to build the world's
biggest hydroelectric dam
over the Brahmaputra River
inTibet close to the Arunachal
Pradesh border, amedia report
said on Wednesday.

The proposed dam which
one Chinese official said has
“no parallel in history will be
builtin Medog county, where
the Brahmaputra Grand
Canyon is located. Medog is
thelastcountyinTibet which
is located close to the
Arunachal Pradesh horder.
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The plan to build the mega-
dam, whichis partof China's
14th five-year plan begin-
ning from this year, was
approved by China's Parlia-
ment, the National People's
Congress in March this year.

But the engineers are con-
cerned about the threats
posed bylandslides and bar-

rier lakes to the dam, the
HongKong-based South China
Morning Post reported.

But an icy obstacle could
put a halt to much of the
plan. In 2018, a landslide
caused by a melting glacier
blocked the Yarlung Tsangpo
the upper stream of the
Brahmaputra River at the

Sedongpu Basin in Milin
county,” itsaid. It formed alake
containing about 600 mil-
lion cubic metres of water. With
theriver spilling over the top
at present, the dam could
collapse at any time, it said.

The Sedongpu lake sits
just a few dozen kilometres
upstream from the planned
constructionsite of the super
hydropower plant. With so
much water hanging overhead,
no construction workers can
move in to clear the ground,
it said.

To build the big dam, they
must getrid of the small dam
formed by the landslide first,
the report said.

India and Bangladesh, the
lower riparian states, have
raised concernsover China's
plan to build the massive
dam on Brahmaputra River.
But China has downplayed
such anxieties saying it would
keep their interests in mind.

As a lower riparian state
with considerable established
user rights to the waters of the
trans-borderrivers, the Indi-
an government has consis-
tently conveyed its views and
concerns to the Chinese
authorities and has urged
them toensure that the inter-
ests of downstream states are
not harmed by any activities
in upstream areas.
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