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“The collapse of Order” SLRao

The outgoing Power Minister on his way to becoming Home minister of India suggested: that the Northern grid collapse could have been avoided . He said that the Prime Minister’s Office interfered. He was not just passing the blame. He was telling us that even the highest levels of government were willing to bend vital traffic rules in the national electricity  grid to favour a guilty party. If this is really the case all citizens should fear for the future of our nation.
The electricity grid comprises a set of interconnected wires of varying capacities. While South India is not fully integrated with the other regions (North, East, North East and West), it will soon be when ongoing new transmission lines are ready. The rest of the country is connected. When demand or supply are very different from forecast in one place, the electricity flows in our out from neighbouring places. When the total drawal is very different from the total available in the system, the system frequency gets affected. This leads to a collapse of the grid. Frequency variations affect most the machines that have rotating parts. Electric turbines in generating stations are the worst hit and this can stop generation, creating a fall in electricity supplied to the system. 

 Each state electricity system is controlled for electricity inflows and outflows by - state load dispatch centers. They have hugely sophisticated information systems and know from minute to minute who is drawing how much power and who is supplying it. If a supply-demand imbalance reaches the point where the frequency variation jeopardizes the grid, the load dispatch centre dispatch centre can disconnect the customer who is the cause of the variation. 

Each region has a regional load dispatch centre that has access to all this information for the region as a whole. When there is a big frequency variation in one state in the region, the regional load dispatch centre can disconnect the state to safeguard the grid. 

Each major user and supplier of electricity to and from the grid submits a day ahead forecast every day to the load dispatch centre. These are forecasts by fifteen minute intervals and the dispatch centre compares the actual drawals and supplies to that party’s forecast. Thus dispatch centres have the forecasts on a fifteen minute basis and the actual on a minute-to-minute basis to take corrective action to protect the grid. Any variation that affects the grid frequency makes the guilty party liable for severe monrtaty fines. Until now these have been levied, though some bankrupt state electricity boards may have piled up large unpaid bills on this account. 

The state load dispatch centres are controlled by the state electricity boards which the respective state government controls and owns. The regional dispatch centres are controlled by Power Grid Corporation, the central government owned interstate transmission company. Until this month, neither state nor central governments interfered in the actions of the load dispatch centres taken on the basis of actual data to safeguard the grid. 

Reports are that Uttar Pradesh and Punjab were drawing electricity from the grid far in excess of their forecasts. This must have affected the frequency in the grid. The state load dispatch centres should have disconnected the guilty parties that were overdrawing electricity and causing the problem. They did not do so perhaps on instruction from the state governments. .

The Northern regional electricity board should have disconnected Uttar Pradesh and Punjab when the grid frequency was varying sharply from the norm. That they did not do so and inevitably led to the collapse of the Grid is known. They must not have taken their required action because they were instructed no to do so by their owners, Power Grid Corporation and the central government. 

The cascade of grid collapses in the East and Northeast were due to the interconnection of regions. Because of this, the unmet electricity demand in the Northern region rushed to take supplies from these other connected regions. We in the south must be grateful that we are not yet wholly integrated into the national grid! 

This grid collapse is on par with load dispatch centres remaining passive spectators to the large frequency variations that they must have seen on their screens, with a traffic policeman standing by without taking any action when a car jumps a red light in his presence and knocks down and kills a few pedestrians. If the authority that is responsible for implementing the law without fear or favour, colludes in its violation, we are in a situation of collapse of law and order.

 When state governments get to this situation, they can be dismissed by the central government. When the central government may have done so, what is the recourse?

Our squabbling political masters and legislators may not have understood the gravity of the issues raised by the Northern grid collapse and its cascading impact on two other regions. Concerned citizens must not ignore what has happened and permit it to be forgotten. The authorities led by the central electricity regulatory commission should take penal actions. The law must be changed to enable these regulatory commissions to impose fines on individuals in the electricity system responsible for what happened. 

Guilty individual officers must not only be fined heavily but also jailed. If politicians and bureaucrats instructed load dispatch centres to ignore the legal requirement to disconnect, they must also be punished. We cannot allow a repetition of this collapse. (926)  
