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‘The IEPMP serves
Japan’s interest

over Bangladesh’

In light of widespread discussions to overcome the ongoing power crisis, Hasan Mehedi,
chief executive at Coastal Livelihood and Environmental Action Network (CLEAN) and
member secretary of Bangladesh Working Group on Ecology and Development (BWGED),
speaks to Ramisa Rob of The Daily Star regarding the proposed Integrated Energy
and Power Master Plan (IEPMP), and why it’s a step in the wrong direction in terms of
Bangladesh’s renewable energy goals.

What is the IEPMP and what are the
main concerns about it?

The Institute of Energy Economics,
Japan (IEEJ) is currently formulating
the Integrated Energy and Power Master
Plan (IEPMP) for Bangladesh with
assistance from the Japan International
Cooperation  Agency (Jica). With
the ongoing power crisis caused by
the dependency on fossil fuels, it is
crucial that we prioritise energy from
renewables. The makers of this plan
claim it to be a “long-term plan for
affordable and stable fuel supply, and
to promote low-carbon energy supply
and demand systems,” but in reality, it’s
a climate-conscious facade. Due to the
lack of transparency, the stakeholders
don’t know much about it or understand
how problematic it is. We, at CLEAN and
BGWED, recently sent a policy briefl
to the state minister of power and the
parliamentary standing committees
that we are against the approval of this
plan. We have not heard back from them,
but this plan is a huge step backwards,
and it must be halted.

There are four main concerns about
the IEPMP. First, no Bangladeshi experts
are involved in it. The Japanese experts
overestimated the demand with a linear
analysis, calculating it against the GDP.
It is a misguided approach as the main
consumers of power are the informal
sectors of Bangladesh’s economy. There
has also been no consultation with
different sides and sectors of energy
usersat theregionallevel. Of the installed
capacity in the power sector, the plan
proposed 30.7 percent to be fossil fuels
(coal and LNG) and 32.8 percent to be
the so-called Advanced Technology
(liquid hydrogen, ammonia, and carbon
capture and storage) by 2050. This will
further ensure that Bangladesh remains
fully dependent on other nations. Our
energy self-sufficiency will be violated
if we go through with this. And most
importantly, the IEPMP completely
contradicts the approved Mujib Climate
Prosperity Plan (MCCP), which targets
achieving 100 percent of energy from
renewables by 2050. The prime minister
echoed the target of 40 percent by 2041,
during the UN Climate Conference
(COP26) in December 2021. But the
IEPMP claims to target only 17.1 percent
renewables by 2050 - which is overtly
unaligned with the MCCP.

What is this “Advanced Technology”
that the IEPMP promotes, and why is
it not a positive shift away from the
dependency on coal-based power
plants?

The Advanced Technology is what
we call “greenwashing.” It uses liquid
hydrogen, ammonia and CCS, which,
taken together, have not been proven
to reduce carbon emissions. In fact,
developed nations, namely the US,
Canada and the UK, rejected purchasing
this unproven technology. We are still
a Least Developed Country and we
have to think about the affordability of
power and energy. This technology will
be three to four times more expensive
than coal. We will also need a lot of
clectricity to produce hydrogen itself,

which will take Tk 269 per kg nowadays.
So counterproductively, we will be
extending the life of coal and fossil gas,
and over time, it will cost $180 billion to
import this technology till 2050, which
is completely unrealistic.

We have more viable options of
transitioning to solar and wind energy,
which are proven and significantly
cheaper. But it seems that the
government is more interested in
supporting the Japanese firm Jica,
which also funded the 2016 Power
System Master Plan, which called for
a major rollout of power stations to be

COLLAGE: SUSHMITA S PREETHA

fuels. But there is also strong interest
in the ruling party to shift towards
renewable energy, and I personally
witnessed it from various members of
parliament, too.

Bangladesh has a high capacity for
solar power generation, of 20,000-
40,000MW of solar power, as stated
in the 2021 draft of the National Solar
Energy Roadmap. It has not been
approved yet due to the powerful
fossil  fuel lobby. The US-based
National Renewable Energy Laboratory
performed a recent study, which found
that Bangladesh also has a capacity for
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fuelled by imported coal and liquefied
natural gas (LNG). Interestingly, LNG
and coal energy-fired generation were
technologies that Japan was keen to sell.
Japanis our largest bilateral partner and
Bangladesh is an easy target for Japan
to sell the technology that no other
developed nation is willing to purchase.
The IEPMP is totally business-oriented,
does not promote environmental
sustainability, and serves the interests of
Japan, though it is wrongly projected to
be a “national plan” for us. This is why
Bangladesh should cancel this unfeasible
and harmful plan and put a better policy
in place, a plan that is in harmony with
the Mujib Climate Prosperity Plan.

When formulating a new viable
policy, what are the challenges that
we have to overcome, and where
should the focus be?

Bangladesh is facing a serious
overcapacity problem in the power
sector. We should urgently look to
replace and phase out fossil-fuel-fired
power plants and transition to solar and
wind energy, which most importantly
do not have capacity charges. We
all know the financial burden that
capacity charges pose on the economy.
Bangladesh has not been able to
prioritise the renewable energy targets
that have been announced because,
in my opinion, there is a lobby among
policymakers who want to maintain the
18th-19th century technology of fossil
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30,000MW of onshore wind energy.
So the question we should be asking to
guide our future plans is quite clear: do
we really need NG and coal?

Not only is it climate-friendly, but
solar energy is also very economically
feasible. So for example, if we allocate Tk
24,000 crore only for the power sector
each year, and just allocate Tk 3,500
crore of that allocation to solar, we can
reach the target in the MCCP by 2050.
On the other hand, if we allocate the
entire Tk 24,000 crore to solar, we can
implement a whopping 3,000MW of
solar power each year. Solar panel price
is going down by 10 percent every year
and the battery price is decreasing by 15
percent every year due to technological
advancement. We don’t have to think
about the “base load” of batteries until
20835, and we can start thinking about
battery storage through research and
modelling. For now, we have to find
a way to use the idle power plants
that the government has invested in
to implement our renewable energy
goals. This way, we can phase out the
dependency on fossil-fuel-based power
plants as well. And we do have to phase
them out, as I see that around four to
five power plants will reach the end of
their lifetimes this year. So when that
happens, we need to replace them with
solar plants, and by continuing that
process, we can gradually progress
towards our renewable energy target.
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The story of my
mobile phone
addiction

Raffat Binte Rashid
is features editor at The Daily Star.

RAFFAT BINTE RASHID

I am tethered to my mobile phone as if it’s
the placenta sustaining life for me. For the
better half of the day, I sit at the corner of
my bed and continue to either scroll, watch
videos, listen to songs, read something,
play games, write notes, or check emails on
it. This excessive use has caused cervical
spondylolysis, as revealed by my recent X-ray
report.

Excessive mobile phone use is affecting
my attention span, changing my personality,
and playing havoc with my sleep - and my
overall health. I am aware of it all. Yet I spend
eight hours a day on my mobile phone, as
calculated by my activity app.

It all began during the Covid-19 lockdown,
with watching “harmless” cooking shows,
travel stories, and comedy skits. But now,
all T devour is nonsensical content. I am
processing way too much surface-level
information, without delving deep into
anything, and we all know that deep thinking
is an exercise that is required for an old-age
brain like mine.

I am hooked on social media handles
for entertainment and what I consume
is hogwash content at best. My favourite
Instagram hero is Coconut Rice Bear, a
fluffy Samoyed dog who can apparently
communicate in full sentences with his
howls and barks.

The Korean mukbang star Hamzy,
another favourite of mine, is a skinny, pretty
girl, cooking up a storm by stufling herself
with a full-course meal that could feed four
people.

I have no clue why these entertain me.

My friends have similar stories to share.
They, too, spend a better portion of their
time consuming such mindless content.
They all say that this addiction is the cause
of our absentmindedness and brain fog. And
I think it’s true.

I am always on another imaginary,
(apparently happy) plateau that is not in
sync with reality. I cannot concentrate on
work, and my attention span has been vastly
reduced. I am not interested in keeping my
home or talking to family — not even giving
time to my lonely mother. Instead, I am always
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looking for distractions or amusement on
social media to keep me happy.

Wondering why I am checking my phone
so frequently, I read up on this compulsion
of mine. I found out that reels or short
videos are created for the sole purpose of
entertainment that is addictive. It makes for
a distraction from real life.

An easily digestible, upbeat, fun 10- to
15-second video clip gives our brains a hit
of dopamine, the neurotransmitter and
hormone that our brains love and take in as
a reward. As in the case of many addictions,
this creates a feedback loop that pushes
us to redo the things that give us pleasure.
So, when a user does not like a video, they
will constantly scroll to achieve the desired
reward. This results in a significantly
diminished attention span.

I checked with my therapist and came
to know that even children are prey
to this condition. This is particularly
worrying because at the stage of cognitive
development (10-14 years of age), all meso-
ecological factors like social media can
influence a child’s personality.

When 1 see little children hooked on
smartphones, I wonder if how right that is.
If an adult can get obsessed with the things
you can do with this device, what influence
will it have on children? I shudder to think
of it. In fact, the debate should be about
whether children should be allowed phones
to play and stay occupied with, even before
going to school.

The answer is: not at all. They should get a
phone when they can handle it responsibly.
It is such a harmful thing that affects their
cognitive growth. It distracts the children
and youth, decreases their attention span
and patience, and makes them hyperactive.

In a desperate attempt to cut the
umbilical cord and return to normalcy, I
have uninstalled all gaming and social media
applications from my mobile phone, and I
am trying to use the phone just for making
or receiving calls.

One does not need a smartphone to stay
abreast of trends, latest information, and
important news. I have vowed not to seek
cheap the entertainment that these social
media platforms push me to consume.
There are good and bad sides to the whole
enchilada called the mobile phone. But from
now on, I have made it a point to use my
laptop for work, and not my phone. Let’s see
how that goes!
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