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Regulators to blame
for Bailey Road fire

They are allowing flagrant
building code violations

We are heartbroken and appalled at the high number of
casualties from the fire at a building on Bailey Road. Forty-
six people have so far perished; many others are fighting
for their lives. So, who should be accountable for these
untimely and painful deaths? According to reports, there
were no emergency exits there, and people could not use the
existing stairway as the fire started from the ground floor
and filled with smoke. The building, moreover, housed seven
restaurants, all of which had gas cylinders, even occupying
parts of the stairway, thus causing the fire to spread rapidly.
These restaurants did not obtain necessary approval as
required by law.

In September, the Fire Service and Civil Defense sent a
letter to one of the restauranteurs, detailing the fire hazards
including the lack of fire alarms, pillar hydrants, smoke and
heat detectors, emergency lights, and proper ventilation.
The authorities gave a notice to the owners of the sixth and
seventh floors, instructing them to ensure two unobstructed
stairways and proper fire safety measures within 90 days.
None of these steps were taken or enforced. That 33 bodies
were discovered at a windowless restaurant on the first floor
alone shows what happens when such violations occur.

Clearly, the developers are responsible for constructing
a building with no apparent consideration for fire hazards
or other emergency situations. The owners blatantly defied
Rajuk rules, while the renters ignored the warnings of the
fire service. The owners reportedly took permission from
Rajuk for a residential-cum-commercial building, but did not
obtain permission to set up restaurants. Thus, all of them can
be held accountable for violating or disregarding building/
firefighting regulations.

But are they the only ones to blame for the tragedy? Was
it not Rajuk’s responsibility to see whether the owners were
compliant with its rules? Couldn’t Rajuk, which has the
power to impose penalties and shut down establishments,
take stringent measures against the establishments had had
practically no fire safety measures, not even fire drills for stafl
members? Merely having rules or sending notices without
ensuring compliance is not enough—it is criminal negligence.
Rajuk and the fire service, therefore, must take responsibility
and clamp down on all buildings violating safety regulations.
At the same time, they must train people and enforce fire
drills in all buildings on a regular basis.

Save Barguna school

from crumbling

Schools with dilapidated buildings
need swilt repairs

It is alarming to know that all six academic buildings of
the Amtali MU Girls Pilot Secondary School—the only
educational institution for girls in Barguna’s Amtali
upazila—are in a dilapidated state due to lack of repairs
and maintenance over the years. As a result, its 400-plus
students are being compelled to attend classes despite risks
of accidents. Reportedly, there are cracks all over the walls
and ceilings of the buildings with plasters falling off of them.
The computer lab has been covered with polythene to save
it from water entering through cracks during monsoon.
Waterlogging is another common problem during the rains,
with rainwater also leaking in through the roof, making it
difficult for everyone to attend classes.

The fact that all these buildings have become so unsuitable
for academic activities have led the school to request
higher authorities to take corrective steps, according to its
head teacher, but to no avail. The question is: what type of
education can we expect when girls, going through the most
important formative years of their lives, cannot even study
properly?

The story of dilapidated school buildings—particularly
those under the government—has become all too common
in the country. Previously, we have seen instances of schools
having parts of ceilings falling on teachers, and students
getting injured with ceiling fans or concrete chunks. Young
schoolgirls, too, have been similarly injured before, and even
died. Last year, the then state minister for primary and mass
education revealed that Bangladesh has a total of 6,704
government primary schools with dilapidated buildings.
Despite their sheer volume, we have seen no urgency on part
of the government to repair these buildings, nor take proper
steps to ensure the safety of school children or staff.

Such nonchalance is reprehensible. In the case of Amtali
upazila, girls don’t even have the choice to go to another
school that is not just completely falling apart. We, therefore,
urge the authorities to immediately renovate the dilapidated
buildings, something that should be happening across all
such schools.

Have things to say? Want your thoughts
about current events to be published in
The Daily Star? Send us a letter (100 - 300
words) with your name and area!

Write to us: letters@thedailystar.net

‘High dependence on imported
lossil fuels bringing trouble’

Shafiqul Alam, lead energy analyst at the Institute For Energy Economics and Financial Analysis,
discusses the state of our energy sector and implications of a possible price hike in an interview with
Eresh Omar of The Daily Star.
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Identifying the costly and inefficient power plants and phasing them gradually out will help reduce costs.

Reportedly, the authorities forecast
that they will need to increase power
supply by 75 percent in April, while
the government is already struggling
to ensure the current supply.
Realistically, can the government
boost generation by that much, or
will load-shedding be the norm come
this summer?

It has been estimated that during
summer nights in April, when the
demand peaks, 17,500MW will need
to be generated. If we look at recent
power demands, only a few days ago, it
was 11,600MW. Maximum generation,
according to Bangladesh  Power
Development Board (BPDB) data, was
11,426MW. So, there was some load-
shedding. Given our current power
system capacity of around 26,500MW—
without considering captive and off-
grid systems—meeting that target
should not be a problem. But due to the
dollar crisis and because private power
producers still owe payments, load-
shedding will take place again.

CoalandLNGpriceshavesignificantly
come down in the international market
compared (o last year. So, ideally, this
year’s load-shedding should not be
as catastrophic as last year’s. But a lot
of it depends on how the government
manages the total system. While the
government 0ok temporary measures,
the economic pressure will likely
remain. For example, the bonds that
were issued o make payments to our
private power producers have a cost
that is, the interest payments. These
payments only helped oil-fired plants
meet their obligation against bank
loans. These power-generating units
will need additional money to import
fuel to produce electricity during this
summer. The local gas supply situation
has not improved and hence, sufficient
fuel supply to gas-fired plants will be a
huge challenge. This portrays a scenario
where meeting summer peak demands
will be difficult.

Although the government will
receive international funds to import
oil and LNG, this loan will have to be
paid back. Given these challenges, the
government has to exercise caution and
be prudent in its management.

While focusing on increasing
generation capacity, why did the
government ignore primary energy
supply over the years? And how
costly is that proving?

When this government came to
power in 2009, there were no other
alternatives to ramping up generation
capacity, because there was such a
huge power supply deficit compared o
demand. The initial focus on increasing
generation capacity had some positive
impacts, as industries grew and
people’s living standards improved. But
in recent years, the increase in power
demand could not match the trend
of power system capacity expansion.
Despite having enough generation
capacity, we have not been able to cater
to the needs of our industries; they still
rely significantly on captive systems.
If we could have supplied them with
consistent and quality electricity, then
perhaps this gap between demand and
supply would not exist.

Perhaps the concern that we might
not be able to find sufficient local
natural gas reserves eventually tempted
the government to resort to imported
LNG (o partially meet the demand for
gas. Efforts in local gas exploration
were not enough to meet the growing
demand. Meanwhile, our success in
exploiting renewable energy has been
very limited. Once renewable energy
was very expensive. But even when costs
came down, we could not increase its
capacity substantially. All these have
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increased our exposure to imported
fossil fuels and their volatility in the
international market. Our primary
energy costs have gone up mainly due
to import dependence.

The high dependence on imported
fossil fuels has significantly impacted
our energy system, leading to the
need for upward price adjustments of
energy and power in quick succession,
especially in recent years. In fact,
a significant amount of dollars is
spent on energy imports, which also
negatively affects the foreign currency
reserves of the country. Besides, the
government couldn’t supply enough
gas to industries which in turn operated
at lower capacities last year. Although
the industrial contribution to our GDP
is on an increasing trajectory as per the
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics data,
this contribution would have been even
more with sufficient energy supply.

Why are industries using captive
systems? Is it because our
distribution systems aren’t up to the
mark?

Yes, there is still a lot to be done there.
And the government is working on that,
but it needs to be expedited. Also, we
need to supply electricity to industries
consistently.

Energy security is an integral part
of any country’s national security.
From that perspective, how secure
are we, and how can the government
address the ongoing crisis in the
energy sector?

As our dependency on imported
energy increased drastically, our energy
security concerns have increased too.
To become more economically eflicient,
we cannot rely so much on external
sources for our energy; we have to look
into our internal resources. Right now,
there are no immediate solutions. We
have to focus on long-term solutions
and mainly on improving planning,
coordination, proper management and

good governance.

Sdill, we can take some measures for
short-term relief. For example, since we
struggle a lot to meet the evening peak
demand for electricity, and since we are
now going through a crisis moment,
we could perhaps take the initiative
to close shopping malls a little earlier
on weekdays. The government took
a similar measure when the Russia-
Ukraine war started. The government
can also implement a time-of-use tariff
to flatten the evening peak demand
slightly.

In the long term, we have (o seriously
explore local gas both onshore and
offshore. Different studies and reports
have revealed that Bangladesh has
the potential for gas reserves. The
Schlumberger 2011 report, for example,
talked about 49 wells that should
be reworked on. Aside from that, we
have to expand our renewable energy
capacity. Here, also, we should avoid
any sudden expansion. Instead, we
should increase capacity gradually.
Last April, we released a study which
said that Bangladesh could incorporate
around 3,000MW of solar energy, and
thus reduce the operation of expensive

The high dependence on
imported fossil fuels has
significantly impacted our
energy system, leading to
the need for upward price
adjustments of energy and
power in quick succession,
especially in recent years.
In facg, a significant
amount of dollars is spent
on energy imports, which
also negatively aflects

the foreign currency
reserves of the country.
Besides, the government
couldn’t supply enough
gas to industries which

in turn operated at lower
capacities last year.

plants during the day’s peak hours
(when sun is available) and cut down on
associated fossil-fuel imports.

While solar can help us with day
peak-time energy consumption, wind
can help with nighttime consumption.
Wind can also help during the daytime.
Ultimately, we have to focus more on
renewables and improve our energy
efficiency, which is something all
developed countries around the world
are pursuing. Our industries have
already improved energy efliciency to
a certain level. Many households are
using efficient appliances like LED
lights and air conditioners with inverter
technology. Still, there is a lot of room
for energy efficiency improvement on
the demand side for which we must
spearhead consistent measures.

Cross-border energy trade with

Bhutan, India and Nepal is also
something we should explore.
Reportedly, we have finalised an

agreement for hydropower import from
Nepal. But we should also explore the
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potential of energy export. This region
has a significant variation in energy
demand patterns. For instance, Nepal
and Bhutan have low energy production
and energy shortages in winter—since
they are hydro-dependent. But we have
a significant surplus electricity capacity
during the winter. This provides an
excellent case to export electricity to
Nepal and Bhutan during the winter.
We should continue our efforts for a
regional energy trade that will help
both the import and export of energy.

Reportedly, the government will
soon raise energy prices. How fair

is it to raise prices for consumers
while paying capacity charges to idle
power plant owners?

Last year’s data substantiates that
the power sector experienced quite a
hefty revenue shortfall. The difference
between selling and buying prices
is very high. From that angle, the
government has no alternative but to
raise the power tariff. But increasing
tariffs alone will not solve our problems.
We need to reduce the cost. Identifying
the costly and inefficient power plants
and phasing them gradually out will
help reduce costs. We also need to
forecast future power demand more
accurately to minimise overcapacity,
reduce capacity payments and thus
contain our fiscal burden.

There are a number of plants that
are currently in the pipeline—aside
from those that are already under
construction. We should decelerate
the projects that are at the contracting
and planning phases, so that our
overcapacity problem does not increase
further and increase the burden on the
economy.

Renewable energy, particularly solar,
already has an economic case here.
While the cost of solar energy is much
higher in Bangladesh than in many
other countries, the price will further
come down in the foreseeable future,
making it even more economically
compelling. We need to enter the
competitive renewable energy
procurement process, which has the
potential to reduce costs.

Sustainability is another important
dimension that we must not forget. We
need to use our resources prudently.
For example, Solar Home Systems
(SHS) contributed to transformational
changes in the lives of rural and far-
flung people. But reportedly, many
of the SHS are no longer operational
after 100 percent electricity coverage
was achieved. So, ultimately, it is an
ineflicient utilisation of resources.
Moreover, as per the requirement to
obtain new grid connections, different
building owners have installed rooftop
solar panels. But due to lack of
monitoring, many of these installations
do not work and deliver little or no
energy. We have to cut down on such
wasles.

As the power tariff adjustment
is on the card, it should be done
gradually. The distributional impacts
of a price hike on lower income groups,
who are often disproportionately
affected, should also be kept in mind.
Additionally, higher energy prices will
affect industrial production.
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