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Not many realised how 
close the country came to 
blackouts and power cuts a 
month ago. But fortunately 
the weather gods decided to 
be benevolent. February and 
March, generally regarded as 
the driest months of the year 
produced rain- a delayed 
monsoon spell which contin­
ues still- pulled the country 
back from the brink of a 
power crisis.

This amply demonstrates 
how much the country de­
pends on the weather for elec­
tricity generation- especially 
on the North-East monsoon, 
which is more likely to fail. 
Although to the layman it 
may seem there was no 
shortage of rain last year, 
CEB officials say the crucial 
catchments of the Mahaweli 
received little rain and hence 
at the beginning of this year 
combined reservoir storage 
was at an all-time low.

January of other years saw 
reservoir storage values flue- 
mating between 800 GWH to 
1200 GWH (giga watt hours). 
For instance, 1998 was a 
good year when storage Whs 
slightly over 1200 GWH. But 
this year began way down the 
chart- at less than 600 GWH. 
Panicset in and CEB officials 
began to plan for possible 
power interruptions and 
emergency generation, first

' with hints in the newspapers 
about possible power cuts 
and then arranging small die­
sel generation units to feed 
the grid.

A small 20 MW plant by a 
company called Aggreko 
(which came forward with 
emergency generation ear­
lier) was commissioned in 
January. During that time all 
the power plants in the coun­
try, hydro and thermal were 
running pell-mell and engi­
neers dreaded the possibility 
of a breakdown in any plant.

Then the weather turned 
freakish. Rains began again. 
When in other years the stor­
age capacity would steadily 
decline from the January fig­
ure, until the rains in April 
supplemented the drying res­
ervoirs, this year the down­
ward curve was arrested 
quickly and buoyed upwards 
in a pattern alien to the last 
ten years. A good thing too.

“We are out of the woods 
for the time being,” said D. 
C. Wijeratne, CEB’s Addi­
tional General Manager.

Today, the country’s en­
ergy requirement is met with 
more thermal (diesel-run) 
power than hydro. Of the 18.8 
GWH of consumed power on 
Monday last, 9.9 GWH were 
generated through thermals 
and the rest on hydro. The 
trend is changing.With the 
dwindling of sites to con­
struct large dams and reser­
voirs and the delay of the

CEB’s much vaunted coal 
power plant, the country ap­
pears to have little choice in 
the short term but to depend 
on diesel-run power plants.

For the first time in many 
years, the CEB is facing a 
year of financial loss. The 
cost of diesel has increased 
and thermal generation costs 
are directly linked to the price 
of fuel. Due to increased ther­
mal generation, the CEB has 
found itself scraping the bot­
tom of its coffers to keep pay­
ing for diesel electricity units.

The short-term future plan 
of the CEB has only room for 
diesel and gas-turbines. Next 
July, a 60 MW barge 
mounted power plant would 
be commissioned out of the 
Colombo harbour. Another 
40 MW of power will come 
from two small plants to be 
com m issioned in
Anuradhapura and Matara by 
the end of 2000. All these,, 
according to the govern­
ment’s policy of opening the 
sector for private investment, 
are on BOO ( Build, Own and 
Operate) basis where CEB 
pays fof each unit of power 
bought.

sists of. fixed costs and vari­
ables like fuel. Every time oil 
prices increase the cost 
comes down directly to the 
CEB,” Mr. Wijeratne said.

But how long will the CEB 
be able to cushion the price 
increases? Soon the impact of

costs w ill be 
passed down to the 
consumer. An electricity 
tariff increase is 
effected sometime

“This ip the danger in 
pending on oil in the . a._ 
term,” Mr. Wijeratne sg$3j;' 
“Oil prices are set to increase 
with demand. Within the la$t 
ten months the price of oil in­
creased three fold- a country 
like ours cannot bear sudt 
shocks to a vital sector like 
energy.”

But the CEB’s panacea to 
all these problems is the dis­
puted coal power plants 
CEB’s generation planning 
report 1999-2013 envisage*

• the first coal power plant in 
2004. That is already an im­
possibility. Work is virtually: 
at a standstill, pending a de­
cision from the highest politi­
cal quarter- the President, 
who has reportedly assured 
the Catholic church led oppo­
sition to the coal power plant 
that it would not go ahead 
without the saaction of the 
people.

The setting up of the coal 
power plant has hung in the 
balance for almost two dec­
ades while politicians and 
those opposing its establish­
ment have forced it to move 
from site to site, settling fi­

nally on N oraichcho la i, 
which is close to the hallowed 
Catholic shrine of St. Anne’s, 
Talawila. But during all this 
the CEB or the government 
had no interest in finding an 
alternative. The CEB still in­
sists there is no option- coal 
is the cheapest, most widely 
available and econom ical 
fuel for Sri Lanka in the long 
term. Upto 2013, the CEB 
hopes to commission four 
300 MW coal plants to meet 
the country’s energy needs. 
But with donor money wait­
ing and environmental clear­
ances under its belt, the CEB 
is yet unable to start work on 
the first plant.

Meanwhile, the govern­
ment has announced sweep­
ing power sector reforms that 
will end the CEB’s monopoly 
over the energy sector. The 
large, bureaucratic CEB will 
be fragmented into units that 
will evolve into companies, 
managing power generation, 
transmission and distribution 
separately. Generation will

further be fragm ented into 
units- dealing with a group 
o f re se rv o irs  o r the 
Kelanitissa complex.

Distribution will also be 
decentralised to create a com­
petitive and more efficient 
environment. A powerful in­
dependent regulator will be 
appointed to ensure that pub­
lic interest is safeguarded.


