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Interview with Dr Jamilur Reza Chowdhury
Development in the Power Sector is a Continual Process

Few things created such widespread furore in the recent times as did the unscheduled and prolonged spells of power failure. !
Although it might not have come as a surprise to the informed people , most sufferers were left with the poor option of cursing the |
authorities over a problem they did not know they would overcome how and when. Power still is in short supply. And in the ballyhoo
over the suspiciously identical and simultaneous nature of damage to some of the electric towers across the country and the
subsequent outcry of sabotage, a clear picture about the power crisis in the country is yet to emerge. --

For a closer and clearer look into the heart of darkness, Chandra Shekhar Das, The Daily Star correspondent recently interviewed
Dr Jamilur Reza Chowdhury, one of the advisors of the last caretaker government, who was in charge of the Energy Ministry in the
transient mechanism for the transition of power to the elected representatives of the people. Although for a brief while, Dr
Chowdhury's stay at the highest decision making level gave him a scope for observation which was unique for its immunity from party
bias and the unmistakable understanding of an expert. A member of the panel of experts for the Jamuna Multipurpose Bridge (JMB)
project, Professor Chowdhury has long been teaching at the department of Civil Engineering of the Bangladesh University of Engi-

neering and Technology (BUET).

Jamilur Reza Chowdhury
(JRC): Well, I would rather go for
the second part of your cue. For
developing countries like
Bangladesh, which have a very
low per r:acfita pOWer consump-
tion, the demand for power is
assumed to increase at a rate
twice that of the Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) growth. Our pre-
sent demand in the peak hours
is 2200 mw. Whereas our pro-
duction capacity is 1650 mw.
There is a shortfall of 550mw,
So, there you have a look at the
heart of dﬂfklgl:;ﬁ. This fhillls
gradually emerged as one ol the
most aer{aus problems faced by

ther.:uunuE.

DS: It is clear, thltlhlfﬁ
part of the installed capacity
remains unutilised. As the de-
mand went up over the years, we
evidently could not rise to the
occasion in terms of su for
the enhanced demand. rea-

son for this was the inability to
install new r generation
plants, reason was the
poor condition of the exist
r plants most of whic
outlived their expected
functional life. Why?

JRC: Immediately after tak-
ing over the responsibilities as
an advisor, | appointed a com-
mittee to look into the prob-
lems and suggest remedial mea-
sures. The committee consisted
of senior officials representin
PDB. REB and DESA and
Petrobangla. One of the major
problems identified by the
committee was shortage of nat-
ural gas, which is used as fuel
for generating around 90 per
cent of our power. Actually. the
authorities were caught in a
dilemma over the supply of gas
from the Bakhrabad gas field.
The fertiliser factories at Chit-
tagong (CUFL and Kafco) use the
gas as raw material and the

ower plants at 'Rauzan,
hikalbaha and Haripur (with

a total capacity efaretind 300"

‘Megawatt) use fgas from -the
same source as fuel. If we con-
tinued to give supply for un-
abated production of fertilisers
there was a shortfall in

generation. Besides, the Min-
istries of culture and In-
dustries, the two government
units who deal with production
and use of fertiliser, did not
help matters by appearing re-
luctant to compromise on the
use of gas. We, however, arrived
at some sort of understanding
so that at certain phases of the
day, the fertiliser factories
would have less supply of gas al-
lowing power stations to gen-
erate more . This was the
way we tackled the problem
then and naturally we could
only reduce and not eliminate
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];lyeak hours — between 6 pm
10

that of the recent times because,
luckily I would say, the genera-
tion capability was higher than
it is now. There are two terms
which need to be clarified in the
context of power systems. They
are, installed capacity and ca-
ability. There is a difference
tween the two. At the moment
our installed capacity is 2908
mega watts. However, out of this
the maximum that can be gen-
erated, assuming fuel su p]g
can be ensured, is around 210
MW — this is the capability. We
cannot generate more than this.
DS: éﬁ ntly, the author-
ities ¢ not foresee the ap-

proaching crisis due to dual de-
on onc gas field..

JRC: Not really. There was a
project conceived some years
ago, in view of this problem, to
take gas from the gas fields in
the north-eastern part of the
country, to Bakhrabad via
Ashuganj through the AB

ipeline. This was sup%osed to

ave been completed by April
1996. Contractors were sup-

osed to start the work in

ovember '95 and complete it
by April '96. Unfortunately
work did not start on time and
the whole project got delayed by
one year. Once that is com-
pleted, gas supply will increase
and make some of the
plants in the south-eastern part
lium again; so. that would lead
to rise in power production by
some 250mw,

Things would have improved
a lot if we could increase the
load factor. It is the ratio of the
average and peak demand
which is wvery low in
Bangladesh, about 60 per cent.
If by load management we
could raise the rate i.e. by reduc-
ing the consumption in the

and

pm — there would have been

more uniform distribution
through the day.

DS: Was there any effort to
combat it?

JRC: Yes, few measures were
considered, One of themn was 1o

:::l&u; all shops at the market
plates other than those .
with medicine and food stull,

6 pm. It was just an appeal to

e shopkeepers and not an en
forcement with the cutting edge
of any type of punishment.
There werg, some legal obstacles
on the way.

Another was the proposal
for introducing two-part meter
to make the user pay more for

wer consumption in the peak

ours. This was, however, ap-
plicable only in the case of large

commercial users or industrial
units.
Those  using irrigation

pumps or welding machines
were advised not to use these
during evening peak hours, i.e,
from 6 to 10 pm. Industries
which operate on one or two
shifts were asked not to operate
between 6 and 11 pm. Help was
sought from Chambers of
Commerce in this regard.

* Then captive generation or
domestic production of power
throug;: generators was encour-
aged. This had to be done be-
cause some industries specially
%:nncnt manufacturing and
those process industries requir-
ing continuous operation would
not and could not accept the op-
tion of not using power in the
peak hours. On the whole load

manaﬁemcnt Seeins an unman-
ageable proposition because
commercial stakes are very

high and consequently no quar-

ter seems to compro-
mise on consumption.

DS: about other prob-
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power .

ehling’

lems?

JRC: Systems loss is anothdr
major problem. As | sald ear-
lier, we have a staggering rate of
systems loss. Part of it is tech-
nical and part of it is pilferage
due to the dishonesiy of some
people in this sector. Abcut 5

er cent of the produced power
s consumed by the generating
stations themselves. Another
10 per cent is accounted for by
the losses during transmission
and distribution. Non techni-
cal reasons, which mean theft
or pilferage eat away another 15
per cent. Systems loss will be
there as long as a system is
there but the rate ideally should
not be more than 20 per cent. It
is this systems loss which was
40 per cent at one stage, that
provoked the funding agencies
to stop investing in new power
plants.

DS: What is the way out of

this exorbitant systems loss cy- -

cle?

JRC: Obviously the problem
lies in identifying the culprits,
the people who are responsible
for illegal connections and un-
derbilling, and punishing them.
A touch of improvement is
bound to be felt in the area of
the technical side of systems

loss because the international
funding agencies like the WB
and ADB who had earlier
stopped financing new power
generation projects, have de-
cided to restart funding albeit
for toning up the condition of
distribution and transmission
lines.

DS: We have heard conflict-
ing reports about our gas re-
serve, Some of them are
alarming in view of our depen-
dence for power generation. Is
there any n ty of thinking
about options about fuel for

generation?

JRC: We have proven gas re-
serve of about 12 trillion cubic
feet. Most experts agree that a
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HE huilian river Yanui-

i, is a  peisoned one,

Named alter the sister ol
Yamna. the dreaded pod of death
in the Hindu pantheon. iis
nomenclatureg seems apt today
as the river is full of toxic
pesticides, heavy metals. car
cinogeénic chemicals., sewaue
1l biological wastes right
It oun its source to its confluence
point in Allahabad. And this
poison is supplied, unireated.
day after day. to 57 million
people dependent on it.

If this is because ol high wa-
ter treatiment cosis or the lack
ol technology? Or is it simply
hecause no one cares: a typical
case of 'who cares what happens
o those who come after us’...
down the river. down the eco-
nomic ladder and down the gen-

eralions?”

The truth is that agricultural
and industrial development in
the northern state of Haryana
and its towns like Yamuna Na-
gar. Panipat. Sonepat and Kar-
nal is taking place al the cost of

Huting the Yamuna and the
mahh of millions of people in
the capital ol the country.
Delhi. In its turn. the capital,
besides daily disgorging 2.800
million litres daily ol sewagpr
through 11 drains. is urbanis
ing and industrialising at the
coslt of Mathura and Agra. the
twe major towns of Ultar
Pradesh. And both states ure
equally unwilling to clean up
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large part of our gas reserves
remains unexplored. Then a
foreign gas exploration com-

pany very recently made projec-
tion about one trillion cubic
feet at an offshore site near
Chittagong. Our national explo-
ration agency BAPEX has also
claimed to have found gas of the
volume of one trillion cubic feet
at Bhola. We have gas that is for
sure, but the present proven re-

serve will last us upto the year
2015. I have heard probable fig-
ures of more than 20 trillion
cft.

There are of course, other op-
tions of natural resources to
produce power like hydro elec-
tric, solar power, wind. [ can
imagine fairly large number of
people using solar power for
domestic purpose in 10 to 15
years' time and there is actually

a French assisted solar power

plant at Narsingdi. But practi-
cally speaking, at current mar-
ket prices power production
with solar energy is very costly
when compared to the tradi-
tional method of power genera-
tion by using gas. Of course,
with the large R&D efforts un-
der way, the investment levels
required for solar power will
come down and make it more
competitive.

in some of the developed
countries they do produce power
byv using the wind energy but
this is not viable as a source of
continuous supply because the
force of wind is not uniform
round the year or throughout
the day. It varies with seasons,
it can be considered as a sup-
plementary option for power
production which can be of
great use for the agricultural
purposes like irrigation,

Although we have some hy-
dro electric power polential, I
am afraid this cannot alsc be
considered as the major source.

There are plans for usm%
coal from Barapukuria coa

- Yamuna: Su
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mine for a 300 MW power plant .
So, if we are talking in terins

of resources within the country

for power production, then I am
ol the opinion that gas has to be
the major energy source of
power generation in the fore-

seeable luture.

DS: What about the import-
ing of power?
JRC: Well, we can think seri-
ously about importing power
particularly when we have such

" abundant source of hydro elec-

tric power nearby. Nepal has
great potential for hydro elec-
iric power production. Prelimi-
nary studies show that the Hi-
malayan kingdom has a poten-
tial of generating 30000 mw. In
that case it will have huge sur-
plus because its domestic ne-
cessify at present is only more
than 300mw. Private investors
from developed countries have
already started showing inter-
est in this sector and started ne-
gotiating with the Nepalese au-
thorities. We can think about
importing power from them.
But this will call for strong po-
litical will for regional cooper-
ation and permission for
iransmitting power over indian
territory. The recently initiated
South Asian Quadrangle com-
prising India, Nepal, Bhutan
and Bangladesh, which used to
be known as GBM triangie, can
concentrate on this issue. For
that matter we can consider
import of power from some
north eastern states of India
which also have hydro electric
potential amounting to more
than 30,000 mw. This is a very
cominon phenumenug and
gquite a few countiries dre im-
porting power like that. How-
ever, the environmental impact
of hydro-electric projects de-
serves serious investigation.

It is all a matter of setting
priorities. First and foremost
we have to come to a decision
whether we will use our gas lor

fertiliser production or power
Fmductinn. There is no room
or getting carried away by one
consideration or the other. It is
the national economy which
should be placed above every-
thing. If it proves more prof-
itable to use gas for fertilizer
production, there is no reason
why we should not think about
the option of importing power
from our neighbours.

DS: What you think we
should focus on a=s a realistic

demand for a:oweﬂ
JRC: Well, the option is ob-

vious. We have to switch power
generation from ﬂ;blic sector to
private sector. Let me ciie a
rough siatistics. In the next
'13/14 years our demand for
power will have increased by
some 10000 mw which means
we have to add 7000 mw {o our
present capacity. This will re-
quire huge investment of the
order of USS$8 billion in gener-
ation alone. A similar amount
would be required for transmis-
sion system. Obviously, the
public sector would not be able
to invest this huge amount.

DS: We have been hearing
that for quite some time yet not
much has been noticed.

seem so snail
here? Is it a problem of not
any policy?

JRC: In most areas, there is
nothing wrong with the pnlici’.
They are all so very precise

ed in the government files.
But they seem to hit the snags
when it comes to implementa-
tion. Lack of coordination
among the different arms of the
overnment and the inability to
elegate decision making au-
thority slow down the process
considerably.

A study once revealed that it
takes 132 signatures on an av-
erage for a project to be ap-
proved for implementation.
This is assuming that no objec-

tion is raised by any o! the sig-
natories; if objected then the
number can very easily go to
150. You cannot expect speedy
implementation of projects in
such an atmosphere.

Transparency is another as-
Eect which has to be established

efore we expect any change in
the whole atmosphere. For ex-
ample, the procurement proce-
dure has to be based on well de-
fined objective criteria so that
powerful lobbies. pressure
roups and vested interests
ave no leeway. | tell you many
of the projects are held up over
problems in the selection of
consultants, inconsistent pro-
cedures leading to questionable
outcome of evaluation exercise.
Wherever funding agencies
have reasons to raise guestions
over any of these aspects, the
roject invariably gets delayed
eight or nine months. So, the
first condition for timely im-
plementation oi any project is
transparency in selection of
consultants and awarding of
contracts.

DS: How vindicated is the
claim that no power was pro-
duced at the time of the previous
government?

JR.: Well, it is a political
statement and 1 am not a
politician. Based on analysis of
available data, [ can only say
this is too sweeping a state-
ment. So far, we come to have a
culture which does not promote
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pplying Poison, Day After Day

by Rajat Banerji and Max Martin

The Yamuna meets the Ganges at Allahabad then its water flows with the Ganges to the Bay

LLiecir mess.

i3y the time the Yamuna
reaches Agra. il is nothing more
than a drain. A study done hy
Central Pollution Control
Board in 1995, revealed that the
amount of benzene hexachlo-
ride. a deadly pesticide. that
entered Agra (downstream of
Mathura) was 1.733.23
nanogram per litre (ng/l1). while
that entering Delhi was jusi
218.83 ng/l.

Yamuna's main problem to
day is that ol undetected and
unireated chemical impurities
pesticide residues. In
Haryana alone. the consump-
tion of pesticides in the years
1995-96 is 5,100 tonnes. ~

But erucial questions like:
What is the level ol contamina-
tion? Are sources (ol drinking
water) hikely 30 be allected in
the future and if so. o what de-
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of Bengal, lastly through Bangladesh.

oree? Are changes in agricul

tural practices or inlensity
needed in catchiment. or part of
catchment to achieve accept-
able water quality? What is the
impanct of new chemi-
c.ils/practices? And what is the
most cost-ellective solutions in
catchment control and water
ireatment? — remain unad-
dressed.

Asked specilically about pes-
licide contaminants in water. a
Delhi Water Supply and Sewage
Disposal Undertaking
(DWSSDU) spokesperson repli-
ed: "We do not test for them as
we do not have the lacility.”

"Organic substances can be
assimilated in Ireshwater, pro-
vided there is enough freshwa-
ter in the river." states R Dal-
wiani, scientist, Minist of
Environmment and Forests. "But
lor micropuliutants such as

ble pesticides.” say western ex-
jrris

lechniques like the adding
ol granular activated carbon to
sand lilter beds and those that
are used in desalination plants.
which involve removal of salts
irom brackish sea waters
through reverse osimosis mem-
branes, are notl always practical
in India because ol high costs
and uncertain results.

In Delhi. the treatment sys-
tem incorporates prechiorina-
tion, sedimentation (chloriflo-
cculation, where alum is used).
filtration {using sand beds) and
chlorination: all inelfective. as
they cannot remove pesticide
traces in the water.

Treatment systems in Agra
include sedimentation by
passing water through Hudson
tanks and filtration by sand

_ beds. which are alsoe inade-

What is the level of contamination? Are sources (of drinking water)
likely to be affected in the future and if so, to what degree? Are
changes in agricultural practices or intensity needed in catchment, or

part of catchment to achieve acceptable water quality? What is the
impact of new chemicals/practices?
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ke trades of mic

sticides, only more lreshwa-
er can reduce the percentade ol
lraces in water.

Yet, the fact remains that no
amount of freshwater would
lutants
sl as pesticides go away.
Also. stagnant water hinders
pollution dispersion and as-
similation; the mainsiream
water stagnates at the diflerent

] at have been built on
the river.

The proposed solution of re-
leasing water into the river at
is upper segment at Tajewala.
11 Haryana, could help in dilu-
tion and assimilation of pollu-
r.ants. but as such decisions are
cntirely political. its imple-
mentation may not be a reality.,
And. though the government
has elaborate water quality
monitoring systems, studies or
efforts to minimise the entry of
pesticides into the river are
Hon-existent.

Waler treatment technolo-
vies in practice in the West are
mostly governed by sieep cosls.
something which India can ill-
allord. Says Mary Taylor, se-
nior research officer of the
Friends of the Earth, a global
environmental NGO, in the UK,

e estimated capital costs 10
remove pesticides in UK (which
M= o sistovnth thie popula-
o of India) is expocted o be
=15 bhillion. and running costs
wionld also be signilicant.”

Besides. “it is now widely ac
knowledged that conventional
wualer treatment processes,
hased on chemical coagulation
and filtration or bhiological
slow sand filtration. have littl
cupacily to remove water solu-

aquate. The chlorination level in
Agra is 54 kg per million gal-
lons per day, one of the highest
in India.

S D Badrinath, a walei
ireatment expert in India. sug-
goests cheaper methods of treat-
ment like t*nI_rpin;{ the existing
filters with bituminous char-
roul or coconut shells which
would absorb pesticide traces;
increasing I'fm-rulams by
ailding powdered activaled car
bon with doses varying trom
25-30 mg/1; and using bentonite
clay to protect raw water tanks.

Western researchers. on the
other hand, are coming to the
conclusion that protecting the
catchment trom chemical con-
tamination — by switching to
organic or bioclogical larming
inethods and stopping the use ol
pesticides and [ertilisers — 18
possibly the besi way 1o deal
with pesticides and industrial
foxins.

According to a Centre lor
Science and Environment re-
searcher Sangeeta Agarwal who
spoke Lo officials of the Sacra-
mento Department ol Utilities.
¢ alifornia (US). which faced
problems with pesticide con-
pamination from rice fields up-
<ireanm, "The problem was re-
~olved by persuading polluting
Lirmers to use pesticides i
such a manner that it does not
enter surlace water."

A similar situation con-
fronted New York three years
ago. when the city awoke to the
fact that the E coli bacteria was
present in its water. because of
increased sewage and septic dis-
charges as well as agricultural
runolls. it appealed to the farm-

e

ing community in the catch-
ment area. The farmers cried
foul about New York's attempt
at 'throttling' their develop-
ment. The cily realised tinally

that it would cost $2 billion to

buy off 32.400 ha of land com-
pared to the requisite $8 billion
for water treatment plants.

in India, though public opin-
jonm is building over the issue
and numerous public interest
litigations. are forcing the Min-
isiry of Environment and
Forests into the alien arena of
accountability. the only way to
force immediate action is by

professional excellence but
party allegiance. In any large
project having a long gestation
eriod, feasibility studies may
e initiated by one governient,
implementation may in un-
der another regime and com-
missioning may take place dur-
ing the tenure of another gov-
ernment — it is a continuous
process which overlaps into the
reign of one government from
another. Some of the decisions
which were taken during the
reign of Jatiya Party were Im-
lemented in the BNP regime.
imilarly, some of the deci-
sions which BNP took are being
implemented by the Awami
Eagl.{sh guvgnment. It is like
at. en the BNFP t
took over in early l%l, the in-
stalled capacity was 2350 mw,
the capability was around 1700
mw and the maximum demand
was around 1640 mw, which
means, that the demand could
be met. Over the years this re-
serve margin between demand
and capability disappeared, so
that in 1993-94, the capability
came down to 1560 mw as
against the maximum demand
of 1875 mw. This is when we
started having massive load
shedding going up to 540 mw in
early 1994. Although both ca-
pacity and capability have
slightly improved, these have
failed to keep pace with the
growth of demand and this is
why we are having this crisis.
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making clear to the government
that the consumer will not ac-

- cept deadly poisons in his/her

waler.

Another solution lies in ap-
pnropriate property rights.
Maybe things will change when
the people of Delhi get the right
to sue Haryana for polluting
their drinking water and the
people of Agra get the right to
s1te both Haryana and Delhi to-
gether. Just as a private water
supply company has recently
sueg the French authorities for
ot keeping the river ade-
quately clean. making it diffi-
cult for the company to supply
clean water to ils cuslomers.

Who does the Yamuna belong
to. alter all?

CSE/Down To Earth Fea-
tures :

State of the river... ]
... when it reaches Dellii. Micro-pollutant levels in monsoon
(July) and a dry month {March). 1995
|l Ni:cropollutants July March
T-BHC 218.85 11.11
Aldrin NT NT
T-Endosulphan 51.30 90.23
Dieldrin 30 .44 20.42
T-DDT 203.00 755
Cadninn® (.0 (0]
Chronnom?® (3.0 NT
Copper*® NT 0.0
fron® 8.20 7.10
Nickel® ().(r2 .05
Lesned™ Nl NT
Linc™ (3,630 .06 .
NT: Nol traceahl
Pesticides are in nanogram per litre and heavy
Metals® inillicram per litre
Segment statistics

Pollution outiall in each sepgment of the Yamuna: Delhi
criierees as the problem area. followed by the eutrophicated
segimerit

Seginent Mijor Total outfall Pollution
Outitalls IMLDY] load
(BOD)
tonne /day)
I. Himalayan Nil -, MNil Nil
1l Upper 3 233.50 19.46
1. [Drelhi 15 | 065 00 73.30
IV, Eutraphicated | 20 442.00 n5.70
V. Diluted 5 155.20 3580 |
Comparison between abstraction and outfall in three
sepinents
Seginent Abstraction | Outlall BOD
(MCM) (MID) Lol da
Lipper G375 2:33.50 19.46
Delhi 1510 | 068 .00 73.30
Lutrophicated 263 | 442.00 09.70

1LD: Million litre per day
MUM: Million cubic metre

{
l

BOD: Biological oxvgen demand

Sonrce: Ecological Analysis of the Rwer Yamuna. a
Frunctional Approach in a Diverstfied exosystem in India.

| published i Archiwe_fur Hydrobiologie, 1995
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Detecting Explosives

BTSN Aot SCU LI

A system is  proving  live
limes more ellective
than X-ray machines in trials
at Heathrow Airport, London.
The system, invented by
scientists at King's College in
London. uses radio waves to de-
tect molecules of prohibited
substances. It relies on
quadrapole resonance (QR) to
detect nitrogen. lound in all
stahle high explosives. Drugs
<uch as heroin and cocaine 1iso
contain nitrogen. In the QR

bropgsieide Qin= g o
convevor. which passes through
a coil where a transmitier irra-
diates it with a burst of radio-
frequency energy. The nitrogen
atoias in the baggage respond to
the irradiation by changing
i orientation. When the
signal stops, they revert to their
original position, and emit a
small radio signature. which is
picked up by the authorities.
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