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R e g io n a l d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  re so u rce s

Meeting national requirements
fey Eng. A. T. G. A. Wickremasuriya

irice the early 1980s the Engineers at 
■ the CEB had been warning the 
'Government of an impending Power 

Crisis, and the imperative need to find ways 
agd means of adding more power to the 
rational Grid. The demand for electricity for 
household and industry was increasing annu­
ally by leaps and bounds, but the rainfall pat­
te n  was extremely erratic and providing 
power only through hydro generation was 
becoming well nigh impossible. The idea of 
having a coal-fired power plant was mooted 
at that stage, and Trincomalee was chosen as 
t^e most suitable location.
However, due to the unex­
pected events of 1983, and 

. tfife tense security situation 
fifat followed made 
Trincomalee totally unsafe 
for the installation of a Coal 
Power Plant. Thereafter other 
locations were suggested by 
the CEB, and some of these 
places were Mawella,

' Hambaintota, Puttalam 
(J^orocholai), etc. Of all 

J  t^ese, the majority decision 
: sgems to . have been 

I^procholai, and according to 
newspaper reports, a sum of 
Rs. 500 million was spent on 
^pre-feasibility study alone!!
IJqwever, due to various.rea- ,, 
sjpns, social, political and reli­
gious, this plan to.commence, 
holding this coal-fired power 
plant has been, stalled for the 
pgst fifteen years or more!

' 4jnd the whole country is*, 
undergoing enormous hard-; 
^ip.and.sufferingdue to the 

; prevailing, power cuts which 
commenced from . May last 
Xear.

j u t  the question arises, 
whether the people should be 

. made to suffer, because the 
planners decided, on one big 
PJ3KeI,pla%  ,of.R^n-w
.W & M ] ,t
qjid thermal power, plants„;as 
^pll.as altemerate sources1 of 
qgergy available in a.country 
like Sri Lanka. In this con­
nection , the views expressed 
i$.,an article in the Tribune of 
August .1981, by the late 
Engineer D. W. R. Kahawita i 
who was the head of the 1 
Igrpnch of Research, Planning •

Design of the Irrigation 
IJjept., during the 1950s, are 
meani gful and quoted below., 
ad

; "A Solution to the Power(
/v . Problem”
. "The debate vis’ on once again 
^pwer Crisis. Who was right and who was. 
rypong is not going to find a solution to .our 
Ifpwer Problems, what is hard thinking and 
bold decisions; in the interest of the people 
and the country. What these decisions should 
be cannot be thought out overnight. First, we 
must understand the .problems-generation, 
distribution, concentration o f consumer 
points, future requirements, arid growth rates 

„,etc, etc,. The problem is worsening because 
we have not yet understood our rainfall pat­
terns and the variations to be expected year to 
year, and for how many months there should 
tfe carry-over storage to meet the vagaries of 
the rains. Yet we are'banking fully on hydro- 
P8wer to turn the wheels of industry. The 
Sliemative sources of energy ,i.e. gas, , fuel 
fills, solar, tidal, nuclear, etc. are too expen­
sive; nor do we have the technology; nor has 
Mlied technology advanced for universal 
adoption, etc. A small country like ours will 
always be confronted with problems, major 
in our own context, but may not be so else­
where. ' ■ ' ’ ■
r̂ ydro-pow er should be our mainstay. But 
unfortunately our thinking is not in keeping 
with our financial and natural resources’ Our 
jtggcns of reference are for massive hydrel 
jgjpjects where the rich nations can partici­
pate and even practice charity. So we are 
today engaged in, multi-billion projects, 
Kotmale, Victoria, . Samanalawewa, 
tjlandenigala and so on, where abundant rain­
fall and its storage is the sin equa non to suc- 
Ssss. Whereas there are several minor 
schemes, more certain of water resources 
than the above and within our own financial 
resources for execution and to meet the 
ipqwer needs of a region rather than of a 
<Nhtional -level. Our first hydrel project was 

such a scale - thanks to Wimalasurendra, 
ifa the twenties we were used to thinking in 
terms of hundreds not even in thousands, so 
31% were interested in small projects. In spite 
^  our advanced of thinking the ’average 
% an’ still thinks only in hundreds. That is all 
that comes his way. Therefore, we still have 
iSjpthink in such terms, otherwise we will not 
oe able to sell the energy, nor can our ’aver­
age man’benefit.

We mentioned regions,. Why not in our 
future planing for energy divide the country

into energy regions? To our mind there can 
be 20 regions, each region getting its power 
priority according to consumption patterns 
and concentrations. In turn these can be clas­
sified as mainly Hydrel and mainly Thermal, 
that is to say, that ’X’ percent of the time, 
source of energy will be Hydrel and ’Y’ per­
cent of the time Thermal, the balance (100-x) 
or (100-y) of the time to depend on the cen­
tral and national supply system of projects 
like Victoria, etc.

Once we have settled on the primary source 
of power Hydrel or Thermal in each region, 
then we take points of micro or mini hydro 
development in each such region according 

T T

the need arises in any region.
Steam generation will be the cheapest 

source of electricity for us, using what is 
available locally. Water, shell and wood char­
coal supplemented by imports of coal from 
India.

There are certain problems connected with 
steam generation using charcoal fuels but 
none of them are insurmountable. If we are 
thinking of research in ’Power alcohol 
derived from crops’ as an alternative, it will 
be cheaper in time and money to investigate 
the efficient use of shell and wood charcoal, 
both of which we have in plenty. Research 
efforts in this direction will be more fruitful 

than power, alcohol, from 
sugar and manioc; Today, 
the bulk of our cocoanut 
shells and wood are wast­
ed; when it could be used 
for power generation. We 
remember of a shell char­
coal unit set up at 
Madampe (Chilaw dis­
trict) long years ago to 

■ produce high efficiency 
shell charcoal and Acetic 
Acid as a bye-product. As 
usual we never followed 
it up. We strayed in 
search of new pastures. 
The regions for mini 

schemes may be
a) Thermal: Jaffna;

Vavuniya, Mannar,
! Anuradhapura, Puttalam, 

Kurunegala, Katunayake.
b) Hydro power: 

' Trincimalee, Batticaloa,
Matale, Minneriya, 
Kandy, Ratnapura, 
Badulla, Galle, Matafa, 
Tangallc. llambantota, 

‘ Nuvyara Eliya,. Kegalle.
' If we concentrate on a 
system of this nature, we 
will be able to find a per­
manent solution to our 
power problems within 
reasonable limits - both

to its own resources, and the others to be the 
, Thermal development regions. Today:we 
■ think in terms of fuel oils or gas to generate 
energy. We will have to abandon this idea till 
we strike on better times. At the moment our 
economy is such that we can think only of 
simple and cheap sources like steam genera­
tion fuelled by coal; etc. These are in vogue 
today in some Of the advanced countries like 
England where coUl is available in plenty. We 
have no coal. What is the alternative? 
Coco,nut shell' charcoal, coal and'wood char­
coal - not ipilipil, there are other woods still 
available which were used as' standby fuels 
during the first World War. Steam generation 
is very simple compared to other methods. 
Many advances’were‘made when steam held 

' its ground against cheaper forms. There were 
techniques developed then to.recycle conden­
sation water to save fuel to reduce cost of 
electricity generation. These techniques are 
still available though' they were edged out by 
sophisticated techniques.

In this-country we have a variety of fuel 
woods of which coconut shell charcoal is one 
of the most important items. This is now 
available'as an export item. The first step 
then towards thermal generation is’to stop the 
export of shell charcoal to conserve it for 
local use, followed by four or five units, 
located in the CoconutTriangle, toproduce a 
high efficiency shell charcoal. Even in this, 
Western countries have developed techniques 
to increase the heat efficiency of shell char­
coal. The quantum that can be produced can 
be estimated and this quantity will be avail­
able annually. The shortfall in shell charcoal 
can be made up by importing Coal from India 
- transport from Calcutta may not be more 
than three days to our Northern or Eastern 
ports. Wood charcoal will be the third form of 
fuel. If we can rationalize the production of 
shell and wood charcoal as an alternative 
source for fuel oils, then the picture in a nut­
shell is:

a) Development of small hydrel plants in, 
the West zone rivers

b) Small steam generation plants in areas 
where (a) is not possible using local ’fuels’ 
available.

c) Each type to be assigned a region, and
d) the national system supplementing when

=v,
f; ■st^^!^.ppfdififfi;i§:m: t h e ' 

■ i rural areas. lioh d  o f  the 
: rural supply system  can  
• be taken ov er  by these  
■: m ini sch em es.” i 

Contrast
In contrast to the Rs. 

ir 500-;rtiillion thai was 
spent on a pre-feasibility 

: study that ’ was said to 
• have ■ been done, for 

; Norotholai, I can ’do no 
: better than to quote how,
! the I local specialists 
; attached to different 

departments contributed 
to the proper planning <j>f the multi-purpose 
project at Gal Oya. Thetexcerpt that follows 
is taken from the Centenary Volume of the 
Irrigation Department, (page 461):

’’Many illustrious engineers have con­
tributed to the investigation, design arid con­
struction of the Gal Oya Project. We owe its 
creation to the judgement and vision of a 
Director of, Irrigation, a. S. Kennedy, who 
selected the site for the dam. Thereafter if 
was our own veteran Director, W. T. I. 
Alagaratnam, who, as an Irrigation Engineer 
of the Department walked into the wilderness, 
and set up camp at Ingjniyagala to carry out 
the surveys and investigations. Later came 
the soil surveys of the; dam-site and of the 
burrow areas and the testing of thesamples in 
our soil mechanise laboratory. Preliminary 
designs and estimates were prepared by D. 
W. R. Kahawita, who took them .to the 
Consultants, the International Engineering 
Co., Denver Colorado,fUSA. They said that 
they had never received such a complete and 
comprehensive set oft drawings, soil tests, 
gauge readings and all bther information nec­
essary to formulate and design a multipur­
pose pro ject, as those supplied by the 
Irrigation Department of Ceylon. This is cer­
tainly a great credit to the officers of the 
Irrigation' Department Responsible for the col­
lection and presentation of the information 
required. At the sarjie time the Survery 
Department carried ojit contour surveys of 
the entire area commanded by the dam and 
Dr. A. W. R. Joachim of the Agriculture 
Department made a reconnaissance soil 
survery of the area. The estimate for the con­
struction of the dam', spillway and power 
plant amounted to lfi,5 million US dollars 
and the. construction contract was awarded to 
Morrisons Knudsens International Co. on the 
basis of target estimate. In the meantime, M.
C. Abraham, Divisional Irrigation Engineer 
earned out the construction of the A class 
access road from Kajmunai to Inginiyagala; 
this was completed in 15 months including 
the reinforced concrete bridge across the 
Namdl Oya. The annexed bar chart is the 
copy of the construction programme from the 
report on. this project?*

"Self - Reliance”
In conclusion, I wish to say that the present

policy of the Government which is develop­
ing the country based on the resources avail­
able regionally, and co-ordinating such 
resources to meet the needs of the country at 
a national level are in keeping with the plan 
of development outlined by the late Eng; D. 
W. R. Kahawita*

Let us also leanyby past experiences of suc­
cess as in the caseNLJ- 
the Gal Oya Project 
on the one hand, and 
the miserable blun­
ders and failures at 
S a m a n a l a w e w a ,  
finally, the problems 
and challenges that 
have arisen due to the 
growing impact of 
the sea that surrounds 
Sri Lanka.

i The drawings pro­
vide sufficient evi­
dence of unsuitability 
of constructing mas­
sive Coal Power 
Plants in sites such as 
Norochcholai.

For more on the 
topic of this paper, 
refer to IESL. 1996 
trans actions vol. I 
article titled:
'Challenges-, of a 
C h a n  g i n g 
Environment -” by A..
T. . G. A.
Wickremasuriya.
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or others in the Matara and Hambantotl 
Districts. r!i oj

These I am prepared to show interested paiMi 
ties, from maps, photographs etc. have austt 
seen Edmund Perera’s letter in the Sunday 
Observer of April 21, 2002, on ;tbe: 
Norocholai Coal power station, and agree> 
fully with his statements, (See map) hk.

If is needless and 
even foolish to 
depend on impoted 
fuels, when we could 
tap the energy differ 
ences that so obvi­
ously exist between 
the water On either 
sides of several head­
lands etc. That exist 
in our coastal region 
Unfortunately action 
on such matters are 
ignored by the 
authorities con 
cemed. Hope the pri­
vate sector involved 
in. the. Hotel or cot 
tage level in dustries 
explore the possibili­
ties at least on an 
experimental level, at 
a sits like the sea out­
fall of Bentota Ganga


