
Solar India

(Above) An Indian worker 
installing solar panels at a 
site in Greater Noida near 
New Delhi.

(Left)  Mr Raju Shukla of 
Cleantech Solar, (below 
left) Dr Ajay Mathur of 
Teri and (bottom) Mr 
K.V. Rao of Tata Power 
International. 
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With solar power prices 
plummeting, India may 
not need to set up new 
coal-fired power plants 
for its energy needs

S.N. VENKAT

DID you know that if you leave a 40-
watt electric bulb switched on for 
the whole day, it will consume about 

1 kilowatt hour of electricity and set you 
back by about 21 cents?

In May, the government of India con-
tracted to pay only five Singapore cents for 
the same amount of electricity from a solar 
farm in Rajasthan.

That is about the cheapest solar power in 
the world. Just a month earlier, the cost of 
the same solar power in India was 6.5 cents, 
and at the end of last year, it was 10 cents. 
This means there was a 50 per cent fall in 
price in less than half a year.

What is making solar power so competi-
tive?

According to the Scientific American, 
“between 2008 and 2013, China’s fledgling 
solar-electric panel industry dropped world 
prices by 80 per cent”. How it did that is 
an interesting read in itself but beyond the 
scope of this report.

Investments in renewables including so-
lar energy grew around the world over the 
years. 

But according to Bloomberg, wind and 
solar investments fell from their peaks in 
both China and Japan last year.

As the demand slowed down elsewhere 
in the world, Bloomberg reported that the 
spot market price for solar panels fell to a 
record low.

“India can be foreseen to be installing 
over 10 gigawatts of solar power capacity 
every year, primarily due to a combination 
of strong government support, increasingly 
attractive economics and rising demand,” 
said Mr Manoj Kohli, executive chairman 
of SoftBank Energy.

His company is one of the two that won 
the bids to supply solar power at five cents 
per kwh to the Indian government.

Never mind US President Donald Trump 
withdrawing from the Paris Climate Agree-
ment. 

Other major nations including China and 
India (whose cities have been choked by air 
pollution from burning fuels such as coal, 
oil and gas) are rapidly driving the switch 
from fossil fuels to renewable sources like 
solar and wind for production of electricity 
that their countries need.

Currently, about 70 per cent of India’s 
electricity generation capacity is from fos-
sil fuels.

 The Energy and Resources Institute (Teri) 
of India, early this year, predicted that “In-
dia may never need another coal plant” 
and that it can close its last coal plants 
around 2050. 

In another 10 years, India estimates that 
40 per cent of its cumulative electricity 
generation capacity will be from non-fossil 
fuel-based energy resources.

India has an ambitious target of 100 giga-
watts of installed solar power capacity by 
2022. All of that will not come from large 
solar farms alone.

 It wants to generate 40 gigawatts of that 
from installing solar panels on rooftops of 
commercial and industrial establishments 
as well as houses.  

Mr Raju Shukla, founder and execu-
tive chairman of Singapore-headquartered 
Cleantech Solar, told tabla!: “We consider 
the roof as a customer’s non-productive 
real estate. With a rooftop solar project, a 

customer can convert this unused real estate 
into a significant source of savings on power 
costs.”

 The company won an award at the India 
Rooftop Solar Congress 2017.

Government support, falling prices and 
growing demand have attracted many play-
ers to the solar power business. 

Some are carving out niches while others 
are investing across the board.

The chairman of Tata Power International 
in Singapore, Mr K.V. Rao said: “Tata Pow-
er is India’s largest solar player — both in 
terms of installed capacity as well as EPC 
(engineering, procurement and construc-
tion) and installation of solar modules. 

“Currently, Tata Power has an installed 
and operating solar capacity of 1.1 giga-
watts and an additional 400 MW is under 
construction. Currently, clean and green ca-
pacity at Tata Power accounts for nearly 30 
per cent.”

He added: “Tata Power Solar has recently 
doubled its photovoltaic (PV) module and 
cell manufacturing capacity. It is therefore 
well placed to cater to India’s growing PV 
modules demand.”

There is growing interest in tapping solar 
power for not just generation and consump-
tion but also for storage. 

US-based Tesla Inc., which makes elec-
tric cars, has started marketing recharge-
able lithium-ion battery-based products that 
store electricity from the sun for home en-
ergy consumption.

A year ago, it was reported that Mr Elon 
Musk of Tesla was considering setting up a 
“Gigafactory” to make lithium-ion batteries 
in India. 

Indian company Hero Future Energies 
has announced that it will enter the battery 
storage business and will also set up solar 
charging stations for electric vehicles.

Dr Ajay Mathur, director-general of Teri, 
in an e-mail interview highlighted the chick-
en-and-egg problem in setting up Gigafacto-
ries to provide storage batteries in India and 
the creation of demand for those batteries. 

He said “What we have learnt in the past 
is that sustained and increasing demand 
leads to large-scale production facilities be-
ing set up. In my view, creation of demand 
for storage batteries is the key to attract in-
vestment in Gigafactories.”

Another headline-making development 
in solar power is grid battery storage farms. 

Dr Mathur pointed out that the Indian 
Central Electricity Regulatory Commission 
has just concluded consultation on a regu-
lated market structure that could incentivise 
the creation of electricity storage systems, 
including battery storage farms. 

He however pointed out that “at present, 
there are no grid battery storage farms that 
are under development in India”.

Solar power opportunities are not limited 
to India alone. 

Cleantech Solar, for example, works 
across Asia with international clients such 
as Apollo Tyres, Coca-Cola, Cognizant and 
Yamazaki Mazak in Cambodia, India, the 
Philippines, Thailand and Singapore.

According to Mr Shukla, solar electricity 
prices are now more competitive than con-
ventional electricity in most countries of 
the region. 

“This is of course very attractive to the 
customer. Our electricity is not just clean 
and green but also enables savings,” he said.

Mr Rao added: “Tata Power through its 
international investment arm Tata Power 
International, Singapore, has a pipeline of 
several solar projects that are being scouted 
particularly in South-east Asia and Africa.”

The sun is definitely shining bright for this 
industry.
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India lacks solar manufacturing capacity

(Top) The 7.84 
MW solar 
power plant 
installed at 
the Indira 
Gandhi 
International 
Airport in 
New Delhi. 
 
(Above) The 
3.5 MW solar 
power plant 
at HAL airport 
in Bengaluru. 
 
(Left) Minister 
of State for 
Power, Coal, 
New and 
Renewable 
Energy 
and Mines 
(Independent 
Charge) 
Piyush Goyal 
visiting the 
exhibition 
on solar 
installations 
and rural 
electrification 
initiatives at 
the National 
Media Centre 
in New Delhi.
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Interview 
with SoftBank 
Energy 
executive 
chairman 
Manoj Kohli
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On India’s solar power 
potential
India has a potential for 
achieving 100 gigawatts 
of solar power by 2022. 
India’s total installed solar 
power capacity touched 12.8 
gigawatts on March 31 this 
year.

India is blessed with over 300 
sunny days a year coupled with 
vast tranches of wasteland. 

According to the Ministry of 
New and Renewable Energy’s 
conservative estimates, 3 per 
cent of the wasteland can 
support a solar capacity of 750 
gigawatts. 

Hence, on the supply side, 
the country has huge solar 
power prospects, among the 
top three countries in the 
world.

The demand side too has a 
significant potential to absorb 
the exponential solar supply 
growth. 

India’s total electricity 
consumption stands at 1,150 
billion kilowatt hours a year 
and an estimated 84 billion 
kwh are added every year. 

This yearly increase alone can 
support 50 gigawatts of solar 
power generation.

India can be foreseen 
to be installing over 10 
gigawatts of solar power 
capacity every year, primarily 
due to a combination of 
strong government support, 
increasingly attractive 
economics and rising demand.

On the recent low prices for 
solar power in India
The latest solar power tariff in 
India became most affordable 
at 3.8 US cents per kwh. 

This solar tariff outpaces 
all other existing options of 
power and is lower than the 
price of new coal-powered 
plants in India, which is about 
7.8 US cents per kwh.

The cost decline is driven 
by a fall in solar photovoltaic 
module prices that have come 
down by more than 40 per 
cent in the last one year. 

Technological advancements 
matched by scale are expected 
to improve efficiency and 
bring down the cost further 
over the next five years.

Solar will then undoubtedly 

be the most affordable source 
of energy in India. 

As a result of this, India 
is also poised to become a 
vital investment destination 
globally, as renewable energy 
is likely to see even higher 
growth momentum in 2017 to 
2022.

On key concerns with some 
parallels to India’s mobile 
telecom revolution
Lack of significant domestic 
solar manufacturing capacity is 
a concern. 

This is a major gap. It is a 
gap I suffered when I was 
in telecom as well (he was 
previously MD and CEO of 
telecom firm Airtel).

There are one billion mobile 
phones in India; it is the 

second-largest mobile market 
in the world, and yet there is 
little domestic manufacturing 
of equipment or devices. 

Some manufacturing has 
started in the last year or 
two but till then (there was 
nothing). 

Even now, components 
mostly come from China and 
are assembled here.

(With solar), the scale is not 
there for manufacturing. India 
should get both technology 
and scale. 

We believe both solar 
modules — which contribute 
to 60 per cent of the solar 
project cost — and storage 
batteries should be made in 
India. 

We have given our feedback 
to the government.
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