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T he ESI (Electricity Supply Industry I is 
known as "the industrx of indus 
tries" because it is vital to all indus 

tries. Our national supply is neither ade­
quate nor reliable so it needs m ust be 
improved upon.

The ESI here was set up ox er a hundred 
years ago, before m any an affluent country 
had one. Vet now, our per capita consum p­
tion is one eighth that of Malaysia a dexel 
oping country , and only 45% of our homes 
hax e a supply .

Many believe that the sta te  of our ESI is 
an aspect of under development and no th­
ing can be done about it. This article stem s 
from the contrary belief, that much can be 
done by harnessing the talent of our people 
and our resources.

T h e  A d e q u a c y  of S u p p ly  
The 1996 1’ower Crisis was a sharp 

rem inder to the nation of its oxer-depen­
dence on hy dro pow er. Yet the CEB failed to 
im press upon the public that the shortfall 
was due to the seasonal nature of our rain­
fall and could only really be coped with by 
building a base load coal fired plant, as had 
been recom m ended in the late 1970s by the 
designers of the Mahaxveli Hydro Complex 
(Ml 1C).

Not surprisingly therefore, the nation’s 
energies continue to be expended upon 
such hydro pro jects as Samanalawewa, 
Kukule and Cpper Kotmale. The cost of 
each hydro is as m uch as that of a 300 MW 
coal plant, yet all o f them  put together 
could not generate as much energy as one 
300 MW coal plant would. Thus it is time 
for those in authority  to realize that our 
funds and our energies need to be focused 
on base load therm al generation if xx e are 
ever to free ourselves from  power cuts.

The 1996 Power Crisis forced the CEB 
into purchasing power from the prixate 
sector x irtually at any price Rs. 6.23 from 
Bulk Supply Consum ers and about Rs 12.00 
from prixate generators and selling it to 
the public at about Rs 4.00 per unit. This 
induced the gox em inent to initiate its cur 
rent policy, that all therm al generating 
facilities are to be set up on a BOO basis.

But since 1996 only two such plants 
haxe com e into operation. The Medium 
Term Therm al BOO Project w hich Her 
Excellency the President announced in this 
regard, has now been limited to  ju s t two 20 
MU facilities, and the bids received - more 
than a year ago - are still under evaluation 
by the Ministry. The CEB is however, said to 
be negotiating  a PPA (Power Purchase 
Agreement) for a 130 MW Combined Cycle 

Plant.
Between 1984, when the last therm al 

plant xvas com m issioned and 1998 only the 
following plant, hax e been com missioned:

24 MW diesels Lakrihanaxi
103 MW gas tu rbine CEB 
51 MW diesels Asia Power
40 MW diesels CEB

This to ta ls to less than  the 300 MW (of 
coal plant) recom m ended for com m ission­
ing by 1992.

The Power Crisis of 1996 xvas the sev­
enth since 1980, so it would be fair to say 
tha t unless a m ore vigorous policy of com­
missioning therm al p lant is adopted, “it 
wall be good luck and not good m anage­
m en t” that will save us from repeated 
power crises in the future.

S y s te m  Lo sse s
The 1983 Master Plan (MP), p repared  by 

the CEB and its C onsultants, recognized the 
need to drastically reduce the system  loss­
es which stood at about 22%. Now the loss­
es are less in percentage, but about 500 
Gwh could be saved, boosting the annual 
CEB revenue by rupees 2 billion at present 
prices.

System losses arise from  inadequacies in 
the transm ission and d istribu tion  system s.
I he transm ission system  is not adequate 
for the ready' transfer of energy, from  the 
hydro p lant in the central hills and the ther­
mal plant in and around Colombo, to con­
sum ers in the four corners of the country . 
Extending the transm ission  system  and 
reconfiguring the primary (33 kV and 11 
kV) and secondary (400/230 volt) d istribu ­
tion system s will help reduce the losses 
and improx'e the quality and reliability of 
supply.

Th e  Q u a lity  a n d  R e lia b ility  of 
S u p p ly

A reasonably good supply is one tha t is 
not subject to frequent in terruptions, and 
noticeable fluctuations of voltage. The reg- 
11 ar com plaints about supply in the media 
s tow that consum ers are far from  happy 
a out the quality or reliability of the supply 
Provided to them.

P °'\er cuts arc the least welcome of 
in te rrup tions - the  in te rval o f years 

"pen  such cuts helps consum ers forget 
c aggravation they felt, though. The bulk 

°. 1 e in terrup tions and voltage fluctua- 
i°ns are the result of shortcom ings of the 

transm ission  and d is trib u tio n  system s.

wavSJ mPuOVlng ,hese  system s is the only
of s „ J nhanting  the reliability and quality Pply to consum ers.

the CEB was created  by an Act of

al supply authority concerned w ith gener­
ation and transm ission, for at that tim e dis 
tribution was largely in the hands of local 
authority licensees functioning under the 
Electricity Act (FA).

T h e  S tru c tu re  of the E S I
By about 1980 the gox em inent found 

that local supply authorities were not pay­
ing their energy bills thereby placing the 
CEB in financial difficulties. So it set up 
EECO and registered it as a private sector 
organization  under Company Law. The 
shareholders of l.ECO were the C EB and 
local authority licensees whose supply sys­
tems were taken over or handed in to  LF.CO.

The situation  today is that the CEB is the 
national supply authority solely responsi­
ble for generation and transm ission, shar­
ing d istribu tion  with LECCE.

The C'EB Act set up an autonom ous 
Board, vested it with all the powers needed

'The first transm ission line built in this 
country was at 66 kV. The 66 kV s y  stem  
w ;is outm oded by the time they were built. 
The next lot of lines built shortly thereafter 
was at 132 k \ .

Then, reportedly on the basis of outputs 
from  the largest com puter in the world and 
the advice of som eone in the World Bank, 
that all we needed were 220 kV lines w hich 
would serve us for 15 y ears, we are in a 
sim ilar, if not w orse situation - for the 15 
years are alm ost up and we are continuing 
to build m ore 220 k\ lines. Might one ask 
therefore, “what next?"

The num ber of lightning days per year, 
the frequency of strikes on such day s, and 
the intensity of strikes in this country are 
am ong the very highest in the world. Only 
lines at 400 kV can cope with such a s itu a ­
tion. Besides such lines have a high load 
capability, better voltage regulation over 
g rea te r distances, and are cheaper per

for carrying out its duties w ithout refer­
ence to  anyone or any body outside, and 
im portantly  m ade it accountable fo r the 
proper carrying out of its duties. But, over

m egaw att delivered than  220 k \  lines. 
Before long, xve will have to  deploy them. 
Let us not continue adding 220 kV lines 
which will only serve us in the short term .

Th e  1996 po w er cris is  w a s  a sharp rem inder 
to the nation of its overdependence on hydro 
pow er. Y e t the C E B  failed to im press upon 
the public that the shortfall w a s due to the 
seasonal nature of our rainfall and could only 
really be coped w ith  by building a baseload 
coal fired plant, as had been recom m en 
the late 1970s by the designers 
M ahaw eli Hydro C om plex (M H C ).

Parliament in 1969. It was to  be the nation-

the years the Board’s powers have largely 
been ferreted  out to various officials and 
bureaucratic bodies by adm inistrative dic- 
lats. The Board has thus ceased to  be 
accountable for the state of the CEB, and no 
one else seem s to be answerable either. In 
fact LECO has greater autonom y and is 
accountable!

A u g m e n tin g  T h e rm a l 
G e n e ra tio n

Currently the BOO therm al p lant tha t the 
CEB hopes to  get set up are either diesels or 
com bined cycle. These p lan t are operated 
on furnace or heavy diesel fuel, not gener­
ally available outside Colombo. The com ­
bined cycle p lan t are large and the lim ita­
tions of the transm ission  system  m ake it 
necessary to  set them  up close to Colombo. 
The diesel p lan t envisaged in  the Medium 
Term  Plan has the great m erit of no t only 
by-passing the  constra in ts o f the transm is­
sion system  bu t also of help ing augm enting 
th a t system . So an expanded Medium Term 
Plan along w ith a rolling p lan  for building a 
National Grid needs to  be carried out if we 
are ever to extricate ourselves from  the 
existing situation.

C re a tin g  a N a tio n a l G rid  and 
Im p ro v in g  D istrib u tio n

The British Super Grid xvas designed to 
serve the nation  for fifty years. Parts of it 
are nearly fifty years old. Now it is thought 
tha t these lines could be m ade to serve the 
nation  ano ther fifty!

Our prim ary distribution systems - 33 
kV and 11 kV - are part of our dolonial her­
itage. Over the last four decades 22 kV sys­
tem s have been replacing bo th  33 kV and 
11 kV, because they hardly cost any more 
than  11 kV but hax'e double their load capa­
bility and are therefore very economical. 
We however seem  oblivious to this devel­
opm ent and are adding new 11 kV cables 
and switchgear to the seventy year old ones 
in Colombo, and have just replaced the 33 
kV and 11 kV system s in Kandy loosing the 
opportun ity  of replacing both  these sys­
tem s w ith 22 kV at a lower capital cost.

In the affluent world most primary and 
secondary  d istribu tion  systems are con­
stru c ted  on wood poles. In parts of the 
w orld where lightning is severe such as in 
Florida, Ecuador, Australia, etc.wood poles 
are the exclusive or preferred form of sup­
port. Here we use concrete poles and
im port wood poles for use in ttrrain where 
concrete poles cannot be transported to.

In the m id 1980s the ISL (Institution of 
Engineers Sri Lanka) sought to  gef tbeuse 
of w ood poles boosted  by having seminars, 
and a short while la ter the SI S! (Sri Lanka 
S tan d a rd s Institu tion ) issu ed  B set of 
detailed standards on selection, process­
ing, treating and deploying wood poles. 
There are enough wood poles for our use 
here, but nothing has resulted .

The CEB’s current in x e s tm *  annually 
in transm ission and distributing projects is 
about 13 billion rupees, half M which the 
CEB m eets. The o ther half is fu lled  - World

,,. n k or Asian Dexelopment Bank - and  th is 
brings in its w ake con d itio n s of n u p le m u

U Transm ission P ro jects  are now contraM  
ed out on  a turnkey b asis  T ins 
of bo th  tim e and  m oney. It tow ers  a re  siran 
dard ized , des igned  and  fab rica ted  loca >. 
and the in su la to rs  and  c o n d u c to is  1 
chased  on tender, th e  w ork could  be c a rn e t 
out locally cu tting  cost by abou t 30/ ,  A 
sim ila r econom y cou ld  be e f fe c te d  by 
redesign ing  overhead  lines an d  dep loy ing  
locally g ro w n  w o o d  po les , 
econom ies it w ould  n o t be 
borrow  m oney from  ou tside .

W ith  su ch  
necessary  to

R e s tru c tu rin g  the ESI
Restructuring an d  p riva tiz ing  the CEB 

does not seem  to be a p rac ticab le  o r Huh 
ful p ro p o sitio n  in the  p rese n t con tex t. But 
revitalizing  and  com m ercia liz ing  th e  CEB 
should  no t be too  d ifficu lt given the  will 
governm ent and political.

When th e  CEB Act w as fo rm u la ted  the 
total dem and  was probably about a te n th  of 
xxhat it is today. Further, the p e n  pilot) of 
what the Board was requ ired  to  ach ieve was 
very lim ited. It xvas w ithin such  c o n s tra in ts  
and percep tions of the tim e that th e  m em ­
bersh ip  of the Board was defined . Today 
the CEB is the la rgest and the m ost widely 
sp read  out o rgan iza tion  in the country , the 
public expecta tions are a b e tte r  service at 
lower costs, and engineering technology 
has so developed that no eng ineer has or 
can have an in d ep th  know ledge of all the 
engineering relevant to the su p p ly  indus 
try.

U nless and  u n til th e  g o v e rn m e n t 
resto res to the Board its full s ta tu to ry  
autonom y the Board is bound  to  rem ain  an 
enfeebled and th e re fo re  in co n seq u en tia l 
organ of the state. Further, the  Board as 
constitu ted  is not qu ite fitted  for the  pre 
sent tasks of revitalizing the industry , and 
being accoun tab le  fo r ac co m p lish in g  it 
duties. T here is a need for m ore  ful! tim e 
m em bers - two for engineering, one for 
finance and one for em ployee rela tions.

The Chief Executive by v irtue  o f the  Act 
is the General M anager (GM). The ap p o in t­
m ent of a full tim e C hairm an has te n d ed  to 
underm ine th a t position  of the  GM. The 
functioning of the organization  will only 
im prove w hen the apex position  of the  GM 
is resto red  and  he is m ade fully accoun t­
able for the  p roper execution of all work 
entailed.

A reconstitu ted  Board w ith all its pow ers 
resto red  shou ld  not only be able to  decide 
policy, it shou ld  be in a position  to  m onitor 
how tha t policy is carried  through, se t the 
executive specific ta rge ts for achievem ent 
and develop ways and  m eans for such 
achievement. It should  be able to  act in a 
transparen t m anner and be accountable.

C o n c lu s io n
The ESI has been in a parlous s ta te  for 

decades and now the im pact of power cuts 
on the econom y is m easurable in billions of 
rupees. U nderstandably, this governm ent 
and the previous one, have sought to 
restructure and privatize the ESI in an 
effort to develop the ESI in the national 
interest. These efforts have all stalled.

The CEB is central to  that developm ent, 
and there is m uch it could do if it is 
released from  the ad hoc bureaucratic con­
trols that, contrary to the provisions of the 
law, have been im posed upon it.

The com position of the Board xvas decid­
ed upon by the constrain ts and the percep­
tions of m ore than three decades ago. 
Changing it to  m eet the expectations of the 
consum ers of today is a reasonable m ea­
sure.

The nation  expects a better ESI. It is for 
the governm ent of the day to  take the m ea­
sures necessary to tha t end, for no  one else 
can do that.


