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Affordable Electricity Is Our Right
In modern societies, no human being can survive without electricity. It is the most convenient form for using energy in our day to day life. Today, electricity has become as essential a part of our daily life, as are air and water. Hence, access to electricity has become people’s right. It is the responsibility of governments of all countries to ensure supply of electricity to all their citizens. 

In developing countries like ours, governments have to ensure that electricity is affordable to all, including the poor. Keeping in mind the aspirations of the lakhs of common people who participated in our freedom struggle, the Electricity Policy in our country was adopted with this approach in the early days after Independence. The business of electricity was kept under total government control. 

But this changed with the advent of neoliberal regime. Commercialisation of electricity started in the name of ‘reform’. The right of people to electricity is being denied on this or that plea. 

What was the post Independence power policy of our country? 
State Electricity Boards (SEBs) were constituted for rapid electrification of the country, under the Electricity (Supply) Act, 1948. Their major objective was extending electricity to the entire country, including village electrification, as an essential service for the socio economic development of the country. They were given the task of pump set energisation for irrigation of agricultural fields in the villages, to enhance food production. Around 2 crore pump sets were energised by the SEBs. Over a period India became a food surplus country. Through four decades of their service to the country, SEBs were able to electrify 5 lakh villages.
With the onset of neoliberal regime, blaming of SEBs as being inefficient was started. Their contribution to the socio economic progress of the country, in providing electricity to the requirements of industry, transport, health, education, science and technology was sought to be negated. 

Change of Policy 
Neoliberal regime promotes State intervention in favour of the profit mongering corporate and business community, both domestic and foreign. With the onset of neoliberalism in our country in 1991, under the Congress government, private players were invited into the electricity business, on the plea of resource crunch. Multinational companies like ENRON, AES, and AUGDEN entered the electricity sector in our country to earn profits. None of them came with financial resources. The government compelled our public sector banks and financial institutions to sanction loans to them. That is, public investment was provided for private profits. In addition, the government also ensured purchasers for the electricity generated by these private companies. The SEBs, which were generating power at cheaper rates were compelled to shut down their plants and to purchase costly power from these private plants! For example, Maharashtra State Electricity Board, one of the best SEB, had to purchase power from ENRON at the price dictated by it. The Maharashtra SEB, thus, became financially weak, to enable ENRON make inroads into India. All such fast track projects had similar contracts with different SEBs. The government of India gave sovereign guarantee to these multinational companies that entered the power sector in our country. 
In the name of ‘reforms’, state governments in Haryana, Andhra Pradesh and Odisha unbundled their SEBs through State Power Reform Act, even before the enactment of Electricity Act, 2003.

Electricity Act 2003

Similar ‘reform’ was planned by the BJP led NDA government at the centre at the national level, through the Electricity Bill 2000. The government made a series of modifications as this met with severe criticism from all sections of society conversant with the power industry and system. Ultimately the Electricity Act, 2003 was passed by the BJP government. The objects of this Act are in stark contrast to those of Electricity (Supply) Act, 1948. 

The objectives of the Electricity Act of 1948 included rapid electrification, which was considered essential for the socio economic development of the country. Hence, it constituted Electricity Boards with the primary task of capacity addition for generation and transmission as well as extension of electricity distribution network to the remotest corner of the country.
In contrast, the Electricity Act, 2003, enacted under the neoliberal regime, was meant to distance government from regulation of electricity business with the goal of privatisation. Far from being a service intended for socio economic development, electricity became a service to create avenues for corporate profits. The proclaimed intention of electricity sector reforms was ‘quality and cheap power’ to the people. That has turned out to be totally misleading and false.
The SEBs were blamed for making losses to the tune of Rs 30000 crore over five decades. The Electricity Act 2003 provided for unbundling of the SEBs. Now, within 15 years of corporatisation of electricity business, the accumulated losses of all DISCOMs stand at Rs 4.5 lakh crores; in addition they have a debt burden of over Rs 5 lakh crore to the financial institutions. On the other hand, consumers are compelled to pay 6-8 times tariff for electricity. The Electricity Act 2003 has also opened a new front in electricity business, for which no investment is required. This is termed trading. Neither generation plants, nor transmission and distribution networks are required for this.
Cross Subsidy

The post Independence electricity policy introduced cross subsidisation to ensure electricity to the poor. Those who consume more electricity were charged some extra tariff over the actual cost of supply. The amount thus collected was used to supply electricity at cheaper rates to the poor. For example, if average cost of supply was Re 1 per unit, the better off were charged Rs 1.40 per unit and this 40 ps was used to subsidise the poor who were required to pay 60 ps per unit. 

The objective of Electricity Act 2003 was more and more privatisation. In spite of wide scale contractorisation, franchising, and outsourcing it failed to provide cheap and affordable electricity to the common people. 
Electricity (Amendment) Bill 2014

It is in this background of cheating and looting of electricity consumers by the private corporates that the BJP led government seeks to further widen the scope for the business community to earn super profits. The Electricity (Amendment) Bill of 2014 has been drafted with this purpose. This draft segregates electricity distribution into two components, i.e. carriage and content. More than one company may enter into supply business of any specific area. These companies are not required to invest a single paisa for opening this new business. They will be given separate profitable segments like sale of electricity to major industry, commercial establishments, railways etc splitting the remunerative segments from the unremunerative and loss making segments like supply to rural households and agricultural consumers. Profitable segments will be transferred to the private sector and loss making segments have to be retained by the public sector. This becomes evident as the Bill stipulates that at least one of the supply licensees has to be a government owned company. In the absence of the scope for cross subsidy, these consumers will have to pay higher tariffs, because of the low consumer density. It will be almost impossible to sustain this state owned company serving only the low end consumers. 
The Electricity (Amendment) Bill 2014 proposes that irrespective of who the distributing agency in a particular area with distribution network is, any number of agencies can supply electricity through that network. This is called ‘Open Access’. The government is trying to mislead people with the campaign that they can choose from multiple suppliers. What it is hiding is that the poor consumers will have little choice other than the government owned company, in view of the escalating cost of supply. The private suppliers, whose objective is to earn higher profits, will be interested only in areas having revenue potential, like cities and industrial hubs etc. The government owned Distribution Company will have to bear the loss, serving only the poor consumers; it will have no scope for cross subsidisation. On the other hand, the high end consumers will have the opportunity to choose and enjoy the scope of lower charges. 
At the same time, with multiple agencies being present in any specific area, consumers may face difficulties and harassment in getting their problems like fault correction or restoration of supply etc, fixed. Discovering which agency would address which category of grievances will be an added area of concern to the consumers. 
Claim and Falsification 
The Ultra Mega Power Projects (UMPP) developed through Tariff Based International Competitive Bidding, have proved to be a hoax. 3 out of the 16 projects implemented are trying to hike their rates through the back door, utilising their lobbying capacity. Ambanis in Sasan and Adani in Mundra have lost their legal battle in the Supreme Court seeking to legalise their unlawful business. 

While formulating policies for the benefit of its corporate donors, the BJP led government of Modi is also resorting to befool people through media blitzkrieg. Making false claims and spreading misinformation have become the hallmark of the present BJP government. 
But the government’s claims of GDP growth are belied by the figures of electricity utilisation in the country. It is clear that any manufacturing or service establishment has to utilise electricity. According to the government figures, the installed power generating capacity in our country, as on 31st May 2018, was 343898 MW. But the peak demand met in May 2018 was only 170765. That means, capacity utilisation, even in peak hours was far below 50%. It is clear that the claim of growth is not at all commensurate with the consumption of electricity.  

Similarly, the planned electricity generation target between April 2017 and May 2018 was 213583 million units. But the achievement was only 163795 million units. That means only around 76% of the target generation could be achieved. If there is no demand Electricity cannot be generated. It is the scarcity of demand that has led to the failure in achieving the target. This again exposes the fraudulent claims of the BJP led Modi government about economic growth. 
Same is the case with the claim of achieving 100% village electrification. The fact is that electrification of 97% of villages, as per the new definition of rural electrification, was completed before the present government came to power. Only 18000 villages were left. Another aspect is the percentage of households in the villages which has been electrified. It is a fact that, even in the villages which have been electrified, large proportion of households remains without electricity. The only thing that the present government has really accomplished is replace the name of ‘Rajiv Gandhi’ with ‘Deen Dayal Upadhyay’ in the scheme. 

In fact, the BJP led Vajpayee government wanted to shake off its responsibility in village electrification. The 2003 Electricity Act, originally had a clause that only talks about ‘appropriate government’ making ‘endeavour’ to supply electricity to all areas including village electrification. It was only through the intervention of the Left parties, on whose support the UPA I government depended for its survival that this clause was amended during the UPA I regime to specifically state that rural electrification was the ‘joint responsibility of state government and central government’.

Today, more than seventy years after Independence, 4.05 crore households out of the 22.24 crore households in our country are not electrified. 30 crore people, or 25% of our population do not have access to electricity; they still live in primitive era of darkness! While the government has declared that electrification of all households would be completed before 31st March 2019, now it has inserted a rider that household connections will be given to willing consumers only. The families, which are not formally declared as Below Poverty Line (BPL) but are in fact poor, will be treated as ‘unwilling’ and denied connection. 
Conditions of electricity workers

While privatisation has resulted in the increase in the cost of electricity, the electricity workers are being subjected to increased exploitation. The number of permanent workers has drastically come down. The number of casual, outsourced and contractor workers as well as franchisee workers has been on the rise. While prices of essential commodities are continuously rising, the wages of workers remain stagnant. Skilled workers are paid wages equal to or even less than unskilled workers. Unskilled workers are employed at cheaper rates. Their safety is totally neglected by the contractors and principal employers. Fatal accidents have become a daily affair in the Indian power sector with the contract and casual workers, particularly becoming the victims. The accident in Unchahar is a glaring example. 
Electricity employees including the engineers have been fighting against these policies of the government. National Co-ordination Committee of Electricity Employees & Engineers (NCCOEEE), the broad based forum of all major national federations of electricity employees and engineers held a national convention and decided to go on country wide strike in December. It has decided to go on a flash strike if the government took up the Electricity Bill 2014 in the Parliament before that. 
But the struggle by the electricity employees alone will not be enough to reverse these policies. It requires a broader united struggle of the employees and engineers, other sections of workers and the consumers as well. 

The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September 2018 is to intensify such broad struggle of the workers and the consumers, a large section of who are peasants. It is to strengthen united struggles for the reversal of the anti worker, anti people and anti national neoliberal policies. Let us mobilise in large numbers and raise our voice.
Let us Unite! Fight! 

· No to governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%


