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Event Report 

As the countries in the Bay of Bengal Region move towards sustainable development, the energy 
needs of the people would go up exponentially. Subsequently, ensuring energy security in the 
region is paramount for the region. Many countries such as Bhutan and Nepal in the region do 
not have sufficient resources to meet their energy needs. Consequently, they had to rely on 
imports from other countries which take toll on the economic growth of such countries. This 
would suggest that CBET is imperative for the countries to ensure energy security and economic 
growth. 

In the light of the above, CUTS International and IRADe organised the Regional Dialogue on 
“Cross Border Energy Co-Operation in the Bay of Bengal Region” on Friday, 19th January 
2018 at India Habitat Centre (IHC), New Delhi. The dialogue was organized under USAID’s 
South Asia Regional Initiative for Energy Integration (SARI/EI), which is implemented by IRADe. 
 
The dialogue was organised as part of the project on 'Impact of Cross Border Electricity 
Trade (CBET) on Gender and Livelihoods in South Asia', undertaken as a part of the SARI/EI 
Think Tank Forum, a network of research institutions and think tanks to promote cross-border 
power trade in the region.  CUTS International is one of the leading think tanks in this network 
and has undertaken the study to assess the impact of CBET on gender and livelihoods in the 
South Asian region. 
 
The dialogue was divided in to two equally enriching and thought provoking sessions. The first 
session was on Political Economy Dimensions of Transboundary Cooperation in the Energy Sector. 
This session was focused on the current energy scenario in such countries and the critical role 
of strategic actors in strengthening regional energy trade. 
 
This session was chaired by Bipul Chatterjee, Executive Director, CUTS International. Speakers 
were Jyoti K Parikh, Executive Director, IRADe, Krishna Hari Pushkar, Minister, Economic, 
Embassy of Nepal, Samdrup K. Thinley, Chief Executive Officer, Bhutan Electricity Authority, 
Rajat Nag, Former Managing Director General, Asian Development Bank, India. 
 
The second session was a Panel Discussion on Potential Benefits for Electricity Trade in BBIN 
Region. The findings of the case study undertaken by CUTS International were shared during 
this session. The case studies were aimed to assess the overall socio-economic benefits and 
costs accrued to the local community brought in by energy cooperation in Nepal and Bhutan. 
The objective was to receive feedback by experts and practitioners. 
 
The session was chaired by Geeta Gouri, Former Member, Competition Commission of India. 
The findings of case study of Rahughat Hydroelectric Project, Nepal was presented by Dikshya 
Singh, Research Officer, South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics and Environment. The findings 
of case study of Tala Hydroelectric Project, Bhutan was presented by Arpit Tiwari, Senior 
Research Associate, CUTS International. The list of participants is annexed (Annexure I). 
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Summary of Key Comments 
 

  CBET is beneficial for the local community: 
It was widely argued that large infrastructure projects are beneficial to local community, 
provided the adverse impact on environment and ecology caused by the development 
works are properly mitigated. The direct benefit comes in forms of employment 
opportunities for the locals and investment by the projects on education, health 
facilities, among others. The socio-economic impact study of hydro power projects, 
Rahughat Hydro Power Plant, Nepal and Tala Hydro Power Plant, Bhutan, has revealed 
that the access to electricity has predominantly improved the quality of lives of students, 
housewives (women) and the rural households. Further quality of services of basic 
health units and other services such transport and communications also improved 
tremendously. 
 
Furthermore, such projects contributed immensely in the development of remote places 
by stirring the rural livelihoods. The optimum energy supply and development brought 
in by the hydro power projects had been possible due to sufficient flow of investment 
and timely execution of projects. Therefore, it is recommended that not just bilateral 
trade, but regional trade should also be promoted. 
 
It was also discussed that for a trade cooperation to be successful at the regional level, 
policies and investment initiatives should be in coherence with the requisites of native 
people. The locals must be able to connect themselves with the initiatives undertaken 
under such projects. It might be useful in promoting CBET if the benefits become visible 
at granular level. 
 
Furthermore, it was discussed that while such projects are beneficial, there are also 
some people who lose in the projects. This is mainly because policy makers and project 
developers failed to recognise the asymmetry of cost incurred and benefits reaped by 
the local people. As there would be some local groups such as incumbents providing 
electricity access to the local people through diesel generator sets would lose their 
business amongst others. Therefore, it was suggested that such projects should develop 
a mechanism to identify people who lose in the project and compensate them fairly and 
equitably. 

 
  Need to match complementarities in demand and supply: 

The countries in the BBIN sub-region are far behind their developed counterparts in 
terms of access to electricity. Among the countries in the BBIN region, Bhutan has the 
highest per capita electricity consumption i.e. 2,600 kWh/capita during 20141 followed 
by India i.e. 957 kWh/capita2 during the same period3. 
 
While India is majorly dependent on coal for generating power, Bhutan and Nepal are 
majorly dependent on Hydropower. There exist significant seasonal complementarities 
in electricity demand among countries in the Bay of Bengal4. For example, during winter 
when the run of rivers become dry, Bhutan and Nepal import electricity from India and 
India exports electricity from Bhutan during summer and monsoon seasons5. Owing to 

                                                        
1http://www.unosd.org/content/documents/14816_Final%20Bhutan%20PPTx.pdf 
2 Provisional figure 
3 Executive Summary of Power Sector (August 15), Published by Central Electricity Authority, 
Government of India 
4 The Benefits of Expanding Cross-Border Electricity Cooperation and Trade in South Asia, World Bank 
Project     Number P143029, March 2016. 
5Ibid 
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proximity of Bhutan and Nepal to the Northern and Eastern Grid in India, power 
exchange can be cost and time efficient. 
 
However, it was discussed that there are immense social and economic opportunities in 
the region which could be utilised for mutual benefit. As indicated above, these 
complementarities are emanating from seasonal variation and source of electricity 

Owing to dependence on Hydroelectricity generation and consumption pattern. 
generated from run of rivers which in turn are seasonal in nature, Bhutan and Nepal 
suffer from severe power shortages especially during winter when the rivers dry up. 
Bangladesh also suffers from severe power interruptions leading to significant economic 
losses to the tune of 0.5% of GDP. During summer and Monsoon when demand for 
electricity is high, India also suffers from to peak power deficits and the consequent 
power cuts. These shortages impose a loss in economic activities in the region. Further, 
to deal with the situation, industries, commercial units and households have to depend 
on backup power viz. inverters, generators which trigger increase in the use of fossil fuel 
and hence add to the problem of carbon emission. 
 
In the light of above, it was discussed that effective use of these complementarities has 
the potential to create both social and economic value for local people through energy 
trade. Consequently it attracts private sector investment, however, subject to successful 
political negotiations between the countries. 
 

  Need balanced treaties: 
It was discussed that benefits of CBET are not limited to electricity cooperation but it 
should also be directed to the people affected by such projects. However, it has been 
observed in the past that energy treaties are not always balanced between bigger and 
smaller countries. In case of Rahughat Hydroelectric project, Nepal, the labour force for 
the project has been imported from India. Only one-third of total labour force used in 
the project was hired from local people. In addition, construction activities were 
stopped in between the project due to financial crisis of the construction company. It 
may have resulted into under development of local market. Thus, in such situation the 
local people lost the employment opportunities. They could neither be employed as 
construction worker nor could they work in agriculture fields. 
 
In addition, electricity trade between India and other countries in the Bay of Bengal 
region is based on bilateral agreements and treaties. The tariff so determined often is 
not reflective of the market demand and supply scenario. 

In the light of above, it was discussed that there is a dire need of bilateral and regional 
treaties which promotes equitable benefits. The treaties should also highlight the 
contours of contract which are beneficial to the parties involved. It was further opined 

 to facilitate greater regional cooperation, it is imperative that both the that, in order
parties in a treaty should get equitable benefits. 
 

  Need to formulate dispute resolution mechanism and develop state of the art 
institutions: 
In order to strengthen regional connectivity and foster trade practices in the region, 
there is a need for strong and effective dispute resolution mechanism to instill an 
element of trust amongst countries. It was discussed that there is need to develop model 
design of contracts. Further, in case of Rahughat project, the contract did not have any 
mandatory requirements for sourcing of local labour, though local sub-contracting was 
permitted. In addition no limitations were set on underbidding for project. Indian 
companies trying to enter the Nepalese market underbid for the project by nearly 40 
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massive delays caused by the bidding process and percent of the total cost.6 Further 
financial ill health of the construction company, IVRCL7 stalled the progress of the 
project for an indefinite time. 
 
In the light of the above it was discussed that contract design need to be revamped to 
avoid such post contractual issues. However, it would be extremely difficult to develop 
robust contract design without policy institutions such as think tanks, civil society 
organisations, NGOS etc. The role of such institution is to assist policy makers in 
formulating policies to cater the interest of various stakeholders involved. 
 
In addition, it was pointed out that such institution would play a crucial role 
development of dispute resolution mechanism. It was opined that disputes need to be 
anchored legally and must not be left with the good will of the people for resolutions. 
Consequently, there is a need for an effective dispute resolution mechanism in the 
region. It could only be achieved through better governance at the regional coupled with 
the establishment of regional institutions. This would further streamline processes in 
trade and related activities and strengthens designs of contracts amongst others. 
 

  Need to build policies that safeguard each other’s’ political interest: 
It was discussed that it took approximately 17 years for Tala Hydroelectric project to 
see the day of light. On the contrary, Rahughat Hydroelectric project was identified in 
the year 1997 but even after 20 years, construction of project is still incomplete. 
 
It was opined that issues and delays involved in the commissioning of the project are 
primarily political. This is mainly because there are currently many inconsistencies in 
regional policies. For instance, electricity sector reforms are at various stages of 
implementation among countries in the region. India being one of the pioneers in 
initiating the reform process, in Nepal the Nepal Electricity Regulatory Commission is 

Trade in electricity across borders is often limited by the yet to become fully effective. 
fact that a licensee willing to export or import power has to enter into an agreement 
with their Governments.  
 
In addition, inconsistency in regional policies adversely impact investment in the region. 
Investment in the region is limited primarily because of lack of clarity, harmonisation 
and predictability of policies, technological limitations, rationalisation of electricity tariff 
and various political concerns. Therefore, it becomes difficult to cater strategic interests 
of the countries. Consequently, it hampers the investment in the region. 
 

  Political instability and national security is a major cause of concern: 
As indicated earlier, issues pertaining to CBET are political in nature. Thus, political 

 trade in the region. For instance, generation of unitability may hamper the energy
electricity in one country and consumption would be in another country put the policy 
makers on their toe while negotiating contracts. In such scenarios political distress may 
jeopardise the bilateral and regional trade. 
 
However, instance in the past such Indus Water Treaty between India and Pakistan 
suggest that such treaties are imperative for smooth functioning of economy. Therefore, 
it was highlighted that such treaties should be studied to assess elements that ensure 
their success. In addition it was also pointed out that investment may bring stability in 
the region and also ensure national security. 

                                                        
6 http://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Issue-Brief_138.pdf 
7 Supra6 
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  Need for private investment to foster CBET and also to ensure national security: 
It was pointed out that most of initiatives undertaken in the region are from the 
respective Governments and fewer by the private investors. However, for the trade 
cooperation to flourish in the region there is need for investment from private sector. 
For instance, the Greater Mekong Sub-Region (GMS) where investment was mainly done 
by private sector not only brought in regional trade security but also enhances cross 
border trade activities. The savings resulting from expanding the interconnection of 
GMS power systems alone are estimated at $14.3 billion. 

 
Conclusion 
While CBET offers huge benefit as discussed above but there are various technical, political, and 
regulatory challenges that need to be addressed timely and effectively. In order to overcome 
technological challenges, it is essential that the power generation system within countries in the 
region be flexible enough to help them effectively use various complementarities emanating out 
of seasonal variations, consumption pattern and time differences. 
 
Further, to create a political consensus it is essential to understand the costs and benefits of 
CBET at a granular level. Lastly, there is an urgent need to communicate the benefits from CBET 
among various categories of stakeholders to generate greater stakeholder buy-in. 
 
 

*********** 
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Appendix 1 

 

Agenda 

09:30 – 10:00 Registration 

10:00 – 11:00 Opening Session on “Political Economy Dimensions of 
Transboundary Cooperation in the Energy Sector” 

 As the countries in the Bay of Bengal Region move towards 
sustainable development, the energy needs would go up 
exponentially and energy security is therefore, bound to be a 
priority in the region. Many countries in the region do not have 
sufficient resources to meet their energy needs and thus, rely on 
imports which additionally need to be affordable in order to sustain 
the economic growth. This session will focus on the current energy 
scenario in the countries and the critical role of strategic actors in 
strengthening regional energy trade. 

 

 Bipul Chatterjee, Executive Director, CUTS International 

 Jyoti K Parikh, Executive Director, Integrated Research and 
Action for Development 

 Krishna Hari Pushkar, Minister, Economic, Embassy of Nepal 

 Samdrup K. Thinley, Chief Executive Officer, Bhutan Electricity 
Authority 

 Rajat Nag, Former Managing Director General, Asian 
Development Bank, India 

11:00 – 11:15 Tea Break 

11:15 – 13:15 Panel Discussion on “Potential Benefits for Electricity Trade in 
BBIN Region” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chair 

 

Presenters 

In this session, representatives from Nepal & Bhutan would deliver 
presentation and share the insights obtained from the impact 
assessment study (mapping the benefits of CBET undertaken in 
Nepal and Bhutan). One of the major focuses in terms of 
understanding the potential benefits of CBET will be the socio-
economic aspect of benefits associated to livelihoods and gender. 
Relevant experts would also be invited to present views as part of 
the session. 

 

 Geeta Gouri, Former Member, Competition Commission of India 

 

 Dikshya Singh, Research Officer, South Asia Watch on Trade, 
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Panellists 

 

Economics and Environment (Nepal Case Study) 

 Arpit Tiwari, Senior Research Associate, CUTS International  

(Bhutan Case Study) 

 

 Pramod Deo, Former Chairman, Central Electricity Regulatory 
Commission 

 Duncan Overfield, Deputy Head, Asia Regional Team, 
Department for International Development 

 Nitya Nanda, Fellow, The Energy and Resource Institute 

 Simon Stolp, Lead Energy Specialist, The World Bank 

 Arup Kumar Misra, Director, Assam Science Technology & 
Environment Council 

13:15 – 13:30 Closing Session 

 Rohit Magotra, Assistant Director, Integrated Research and 
Action for Development 

 Abhishek Kumar, Director, CUTS International 

13:30 – 14:30 Lunch 
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   Appendix 3 

 

List of Participants  

 

S.N. Name Organisation  

1.  A K Prusty GMR Energy 

2.  Abhijeet Rajendra 

 

Tata Power 

3.  Aman Agarwal 

 

The Energy and Resources 
Institute 

 
4.  Amit Kapur J. Sagar Associates 

5.  Arnab Ganguly CUTS International 

6.  Arpit Tiwari CUTS International 

7.  Arul Kumaran 

 

Ministry of Electronics & I.T. 

Government of India    

8.  Arup Kumar Misra 

 

Assam Energy Development 
Agency and ASTEC 

 
9.  Averil Besier Australian High Commission 

10.  Balaji S 

 

GMR Energy 

 
11.  Benoy Kumar NA 

12.  Bikash Sahu TERI School of Advanced Studies 

13.  Bipul Chatterjee 

 

CUTS International 

 
14.  Charan Wadhva 

 

Former President & Chief 
Executive-Centre for Policy 
Research 

15.  D. N. Raina 

 

Entecsol International 

 
16.  Dikshya Singh 

 

South Asia Watch on Trade, 
Economics and Environment  

 
17.  Duncan Overfield 

 

Department for International 
Development 

British High Commission 

18.  Gaurav Gupta Ministry of Communication & 
Information Technology  

19.  Geeta Gouri 

 

 Former Member-Competition 
Commission of India 
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S.N. Name Organisation  

20.  Gopal K. Sarangi TERI University 

21.  Harish Chandra NA 

22.  Himadrish Suwan Mission-E-Saffai 

23.  James Ding 

 

State Grid Corporation of China  

India Liaison Office  

24.  Joyeeta Bhattacharjee Observer Research Foundation  

25.  Jyoti Kirit Parikh 

 

Integrated Research and Action 
for Development 

26.  Krishna Hari Pushkar 

 

Embassy of Nepal 

 
27.  Krithika The Clean Network 

28.  Kunjan Kashyap ABB Group 

29.  Lai Jiang 

 

State Grid Corporation of China 
India Liaison Office  

 
30.  M. P.  Mehani 

 

India Juris International Law Firm  

 
31.  Nanda Kumar Janardhanan 

 

School of International Studies 

Jawaharlal Nehru University  

 32.  Nitya Nanda 

 

The Energy and Resources 
Institute  

 
33.  Om Prakash Yadav 

 

Ministry of Electronics and IT 

Government of India 

34.  P.K. Agarwal Power System Operation 
Corporation Limited 

 

 
35.  Parth Choudhary Infraline Technologies (India) 

Private Limited  

36.  Pawan Singh PTC India Financial Services 
Limited  

37.  Prafulla Pathak Solar Energy Society of India 

38.  Pramod Deo 

 

 Former Chairman-Central 
Electricity Regulatory Commission 

39.  Pramod Singh 

 

TATA Power  

 
40.  Pranav Bargotra Bask Foundation 
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S.N. Name Organisation  

41.  Purshottam NA 

42.  R. D. Pal NA 

43.  R.K. Suri 

 

Former Director-Ministry of 
Environment & forests 

44.  Radha Krishna Tripathy 

 

CUTS Institute for Regulation & 
Competition  

 
45.  Rajat M. Nag 

 

National Council of Applied 
Economic Research  

46.  Rakesh Kumar Arunachal Pradesh Electricity 
Regulatory Commission 

47.  Ram Saran CUTS International 

48.  Ranjan Yadav NA 

49.  Ravindra H Kadam 

 

The Energy and Resources 
Institute  

 
50.  Reena Kori 

 

Idam Infrastructure Advisory Pvt. 
Ltd.  

 
51.  Rituraj Baruah IANS India Pvt Ltd 

52.  Rohit Magotra 

 

Integrated Research and Action 
for Development 

 
53.  S. C. Saxena Power System Operation 

Corporation Limited 

 
54.  S. C. Sharma Consumer Coordination Council 

55.  Samdrup K. Thinley 

 

Bhutan Electricity Authority 

 56.  Sameena Hameed 

 

School of International Studies-I 

Jawaharlal Nehru University  

 57.  Sharad Kumar Singh GMR Energy 

58.  Shebonti Ray Dadwal Institute for Defence Studies & 
Analyses 

 
59.  Shubhendra National Power Training Institute   

60.  Simon Stolp 

 

The World Bank 

 
61.  Simran Grover  Bask Foundation 

 
62.  Suresh Raina SunMoksha Power Pvt. Ltd. 
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S.N. Name Organisation  

63.  Swagat Bam Observer Research Foundation 

64.  Tanushree Bhowmik Australian High Commission 

65.  Tarun Das  Public Financial Management 
Reforms 

66.  Tushar Sud 

 

Public Financial Management 
Reforms  

 
67.  Ujjwal Bhattacharjee Tetra Tech  

68.  V Raghuraman 

 

Suzlon Energy Limited 

69.  Vaibhav Chowdhary EPIC India 

70.  Vijay Singh 

 

CUTS International 

 
71.  Yamini Jindal  

 

Koan Advisory  

 
72.  Yashwant Rao J MITSUI  
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Appendix 4 

 

About Project 

Cross Border Electricity Trade (CBET) in South Asia region has brought in a sense of 

shared benefits and prosperity amongst the neighbouring nations. With Indian 

investors showing interest in investing and utilising the extensive resource potential for 

electricity generation in the Bangladesh-Bhutan-IndiaNepal (BBIN) region, several large 

and small projects have been built or are in the developmental phase in the region. 

In case of South Asia, there have been studies analysing the overall socio-economic 

benefits to the local communities owing to regional energy cooperation. However, little 

emphasis has been laid over the impact of CBET on livelihoods and gender roles. 

Therefore, an impact assessment study will effectively assess such existing benefits and 

advocate for further potential benefits through CBET in the BBIN region. 

About USAID  

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) is an independent 

government agency that provides economic, development, and humanitarian assistance 

around the world in support of the foreign policy goals of the United States. USAID’s 

mission is to advance broad-based economic growth, democracy, and human progress 

in developing countries and emerging economies. To do so, it is partnering with 

governments and other actors, making innovative use of science, technology, and 

human capital to bring the most profound results to a greatest number of people. 

About IRADe  

IRADe is a fully autonomous advanced research institute, which aims to conduct 

research and policy analysis and connect various stakeholders including government, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs), corporations, and academic and financial 

institutions. Its research covers many areas such as energy and power systems, urban 

development, climate change and environment, poverty alleviation and gender, food 

security and agriculture, as well as the policies that affect these areas. 

About CUTS 

CUTS International is a leading think-tank working on economic and public policy 

issues. It is a leading Southern voice and face of consumer empowerment through its 

rights-based approach and activities for influencing the process and content of inclusive 

growth and development. Presently, its work spans a multi-pronged agenda targeted to 

the realisation of CUTS’ Vision of ‘Consumer sovereignty’ and its Mission of ‘consumer 

sovereignty in the framework of social justice, economic equality and environmental 

balance, within and across borders.’ ‘Good Governance’, ‘Effective Regulation’ and 

‘Rules-based Trade’ – constitute the areas of specialisation of CUTS. 


