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ABOUT CRF

CRF is an independent think tank dedicated to shaping policy through rigorous research and thought
leadership. With a strong focus on fostering collaboration between policymakers and industry,
CRF integrates practical insights into its research and advocacy efforts. It conducts comprehensive
research to support informed decision-making and engages with stakeholders through discussions,
events, and publications. CRF’s research is focused on three core areas — Climate Change & Energy
Transition, Economy & Trade, and Geopolitics & Strategic Studies. The Centre for Climate Change &
Energy Transition aims to be a research and expertise hub, focusing on sustainable and clean energy,
environmental stewardship, and climate actions.

For further information about CRF, please visit: crfindia.org

ABOUT APCO

APCO is a global public policy and advisory firm operating at the intersection of policy, governance,
and society. The company specializes in research, high-level convenings, and thought leadership to
address complex challenges. As a trusted strategic partner to leading corporations, foundations, and
governments worldwide, APCO provides advisory, consulting, and creative solutions that help clients
build meaningful connections, generate actionable insights, and advance their missions and objectives.
For further information about APCO, please visit: apcoworldwide.com
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INTRODUCTION

India has made significant progress in expanding electricity access and improving the quality and
reliability of power supply across rural and urban areas. As the country advances towards its Viksit
Bharat@2047 vision, ensuring universal, reliable, affordable, and quality electricity will remain critical
for inclusive economic growth and human development. The Draft National Electricity Policy (NEP)
2026 underscores the need for modern infrastructure, effective maintenance, real-time monitoring,
and stronger consumer engagement to meet the country’s evolving energy needs.

Wi ithin this broader national context, Uttar Pradesh (UP) has emerged as an important contributor
to India’s development journey, supported by improvements in governance, progressive policies, and
a more enabling business environment. However, disparities in electricity consumption and service
quality between rural and urban areas continue to pose challenges.

Against this backdrop, APCO India, in association with Chintan Research Foundation (CRF), organised
a roundtable at the Hotel Dayal Paradise, Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh, on 07 July 2026 to address these
disparities and align the power sector with the vision of Viksit Bharat@2047.
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WELCOME ADDRESS

MR VIPIN CHANDDRA
Associate Director, APCO

Mr Chandra welcomed all participants and discussants to the
roundtable. He highlighted the joint initiative undertaken by APCO
and Chintan Research Foundation (CRF) to facilitate discussions on
improving the quality and reliability of power supply. He noted that a
similar roundtable had earlier been organised in New Delhi, focusing
on the issue from a national perspective. Building on that discussion,
the present roundtable adopts a state-level focus, beginning with Uttar
Pradesh, to better understand state-specific challenges and identify
practical solutions. India is currently positioned to address this rural-
urban divide. He emphasised that the roundtable serves as a platform
for bringing together key stakeholders to exchange perspectives, share
experiences, and explore collaborative approaches to bridging existing
gaps in the reliable, high-quality power supply.

OPENING ADDRESS

DR DEBAJIT PALIT
Centre Head, Climate
Change and Energy
Transition, (CRF)

Dr Palit opened the roundtable by highlighting the significant
transformation underway in India’s power sector. He noted that India is
witnessing rapidly rising electricity demand alongside an accelerating
transition towards clean and renewable energy. With renewable energy
accounting for an increasing share of installed capacity and, on several
days, contributing more than half of electricity generation, India’s power
sector is entering a critical phase of transition.

Dr. Palit emphasised that the success of this transition would depend
significantly on strengthening the electricity distribution sector, which
serves as the primary interface between policy and consumers. He
underlined that a robust distribution system must ensure not only
adequate electricity supply but also reliability, quality of power and
effective service delivery by distribution companies (DISCOMs). These
elements are closely linked to the financial sustainability of DISCOMs,
as reliable and quality electricity supply can improve consumer
satisfaction, willingness to pay, revenue collection and, ultimately, the
financial health of utilities.

He further highlighted the persistent rural-urban divide in electricity
supply. While several urban areas have witnessed improvements in the
reliability and quality of electricity, rural areas in many states continue to
face challenges related to supply reliability, distribution infrastructure
and service delivery. Uttar Pradesh (UP) was selected as the focus of
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the discussion due to the state’s rapid economic and industrial growth, increasing electricity demand
and significant expansion in renewable energy. At the same time, the state continues to experience
disparities between rural and urban electricity supply.

Dr. Palit noted that the rapid industrialisation of UP, including the growth of data centres, industrial
corridors and other energy-intensive activities, would further increase electricity demand. The key
challenge, therefore, is to ensure that the growth of urban and industrial electricity consumption
does not come at the expense of reliable and quality electricity supply to rural consumers. He
expressed hope that the roundtable would generate practical recommendations that could inform
policymakers, regulators and DISCOMs and contribute to efforts aimed at bridging the rural-urban
divide in reliable and quality power supply.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS

Mr. Agarwal delivered the keynote address and reflected on the
transformation of rural electrification in Uttar Pradesh. Recalling the
situation in the early 2000s, he noted that rural areas had historically
suffered from severe electricity shortages, with supply in some
areas limited to only a few hours a day. The situation has changed
considerably following large-scale government interventions aimed at
expanding electricity access and connecting villages and households
across the country. However, Mr. Agarwal emphasised that the

focus must now shift from electricity access to reliable, quality and
MR SURESH KUMAR continuous supply. He observed that while significant attention had
AGARWAL been given to generation capacity and electricity access, transmission

Former Chairman and and distribution infrastructure, particularly in rural areas, had not
Member, Uttar Pradesh
Electricity Regulatory
Commission (UPERC)

received commensurate attention. As a result, many rural distribution
networks are now struggling to meet the changing electricity needs of
consumers.

He pointed to several challenges affecting rural electricity reliability, including ageing and inadequate
distribution infrastructure, overloaded distribution transformers, insufficient capacity of lines and
conductors, unaccounted-for electricity demand, human resource shortages, inadequate inventory,
and delays in transformer replacement and repair. He also highlighted the shortage of technical
staff in rural distribution divisions, which often results in delays in addressing consumer complaints,
particularly during night-time outages.

Mr. Agarwal stressed that rural consumers should be treated at par with urban consumers in terms
of service quality. While lower revenue recovery and subsidised tariffs present financial challenges
for DISCOMs, rural consumers cannot be overlooked given their large numbers and the growing
role of electricity in rural economic and social development. Electricity is increasingly essential for
rural enterprises, artisans, healthcare facilities, education and livelihoods. He therefore argued that
reliable electricity supply should be viewed not merely as a utility service but as an essential enabler
of dignity, economic opportunity and inclusive development.
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He concluded by emphasising the need for DISCOMs to systematically identify distribution constraints
through data analysis, transformer and feeder monitoring, and consumer complaint tracking. He also
highlighted the importance of research organisations and expert institutions in generating micro-
level evidence and policy recommendations that can support utilities and governments in addressing

persistent rural electricity challenges.

Chintan
\/ Research
Foundation

== e

ﬁ'ﬂundtoble Di i Hn on

wi

i

RELEASE OF POLICY BRIEF

At the inaugural session, the keynote speaker and panellists unveiled a Policy Brief authored by Mr
Vipin Chanddra and Mr Abhinav Khansili from APCO, Dr Debajit Palit and Mr Mandar Suhasrao Joshi
from CRF and Dr Gaurav Bhatiani power sector expert, titled ‘Bridging the Rural-Urban Divide in
Reliable and Quality Power Supply: A Path to Equitable Development’
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MODERATED DISCUSSION

The moderated discussion, chaired by Dr Debaijit Palit, brought together experts from the regulatory,
utility, academic, consumer, industry and policy communities. The discussion broadly centred on the
need to move beyond electricity access and focus on the reliability, quality, affordability and service
delivery of electricity, particularly in rural areas.

The discussants include, Mr Vikas Chandra Agarwal, Former Director (Distribution), UPERC, Mr Piush
Garg, Former Director (Operations), UPPTCL, Prof. Anoop Singh, Founder, Centre for Energy Regulation
(CER) and Energy Analytics Lab (EAL), IIT Kanpur, Ms Rashi Singh, Programme Lead (Lucknow),
Council on Energy, Environment and Water (CEEW), Mr Avadesh Kumar Verma, Chairman, UP Rajya
Vidyut Upbhokta Parishad, Mr Keshav Mathur, President (Lucknow Unit), Laghu Udyog Bharti, Prof D.
Tripati Rao, Professor of Economics, [IM Lucknow

Summary of Discussion

Rural electricity supply is shifting from an access challenge to a reliability challenge

The participants observed that India has made substantial progress in expanding electricity access and
household connections. However, the next phase of the electricity transition must focus on ensuring
that connections translate into reliable, affordable and quality electricity supply. The discussion
highlighted that official supply figures measured at substations may not always reflect the experience
of consumers. The weakest links in the distribution chain, particularly 11 kV feeders, distribution
transformers and the last-mile network, can result in significant differences between the electricity
supplied to a feeder and the electricity actually received by households and businesses.

Distribution infrastructure needs significant strengthening

Inadequate and ageing rural distribution infrastructure emerged as one of the most important barriers
to reliable supply. Several participants noted that much of the rural distribution infrastructure was
designed when household electricity consumption was considerably lower. Rising incomes, changing
lifestyles and the increasing use of appliances such as air conditioners and other electrical equipment
have significantly increased rural electricity demand. As a result, distribution transformers and
feeders are increasingly overloaded, leading to frequent failures and prolonged outages. Participants
emphasised the need for systematic assessment of feeder loading, transformer capacity and network
requirements based on actual and projected demand rather than historical sanctioned loads.

Infrastructure, human resource and inventory must be addressed together

The discussion identified three major areas requiring attention: infrastructure, human resource and
inventory. Even where infrastructure is available, shortages of technical personnel, inadequate field
teams and insufficient stocks of spare equipment can significantly delay restoration of supply. The
geographical spread of rural areas further increases the challenge. A limited number of technical staff
often have to cover large areas, resulting in longer response times to faults and consumer complaints.
Participants therefore called for greater investments in rural field-level human resource, technical
skills and inventory management.



- Event Report: Bridging the Rural-Urban Divide in Reliable and Quality Power Supply

Improving quality of supply can strengthen DISCOM finances

An important theme of the discussion was the relationship between service quality and the financial
sustainability of DISCOMs. Participants argued that financial indicators such as revenue gaps and
payment collection should not be viewed in isolation from the quality of electricity supply. Reliable
and quality electricity can increase consumers’ willingness to pay and improve revenue collection.
Therefore, improving the quality and reliability of supply should be considered a core component
of DISCOM financial reforms rather than treating financial sustainability only as a matter of tariff or
subsidy management.

Digitalisation and smart meters should support reliability, not only revenue collection

The participants discussed the potential of digital technologies and smart metering to enhance the
efficiency, reliability, and overall performance of the electricity distribution sector. While smart meters
are often viewed primarily as tools for improving billing efficiency and revenue recovery, the discussion
highlighted their broader potential in enabling data-driven decision-making. The data generated
through smart meters can help utilities identify outages, monitor voltage quality, understand
electricity demand patterns, and strengthen network planning and management. The participants
also emphasised that the focus should extend beyond household-level smart metering to include
the deployment of smart meters at feeders and distribution transformers, which can provide utilities
with greater visibility of network performance. There was a call for DISCOMs to make greater use of
available digital data to improve reliability and quality of supply. At the same time, participants stressed
the importance of transparency, consumer trust and effective grievance redressal mechanisms when
implementing digitalisation initiatives.

Governance and accountability are critical

The discussion highlighted that the rural-urban electricity divide is not solely an infrastructure issue but
also a governance challenge. Participants pointed to the need for stronger local institutional capacity,
clearer accountability and greater transparency in service delivery. The experience of Kerala was
discussed as an example of how empowered local institutions and technical personnel can contribute
to better delivery of essential services. Participants also emphasised the need for performance-linked
incentives and accountability mechanisms for officials responsible for distribution service delivery.
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Renewable energy, storage and decentralised solutions can support rural supply

The increasing penetration of renewable energy was seen as an opportunity to address some of the
challenges faced by rural consumers. Solar-based solutions and battery storage could provide reliable
electricity to consumers who are unable to access dependable grid supply, particularly in remote
locations or in cases where consumers face disconnection due to payment difficulties. The discussion
also highlighted the growing importance of energy storage and smarter grids as renewable energy
penetration increases. Storage systems at suitable substations and greater integration of distributed
renewable energy could potentially improve supply reliability and help manage peak demand.

Electricity demand is changing with economic development

Participants noted that rural electricity demand is no longer limited to basic household lighting and
appliances. Electricity is increasingly required for rural enterprises, MSMEs, agricultural activities,
healthcare, education and local industries. The expansion of rural industries and the development of
programmes such as the One District One Product initiative further underline the importance of reliable
electricity for rural economic development. The Gujarat experience was discussed as an example of
how electricity-sector reforms, agricultural reforms and industrial development can be integrated into

a broader strategy for economic transformation.

Future electricity planning must respond to changing demand patterns

The discussion also highlighted the need to move away from conventional long-term capacity
planning towards more flexible approaches that account for changing demand profiles. With
electricity demand becoming increasingly peak-oriented, procurement and planning frameworks
should consider flexibility, storage and short-duration requirements rather than relying exclusively
on long-term capacity commitments. The increasing demand from industries, data centres and other
energy-intensive sectors in Uttar Pradesh further reinforces the need for better demand forecasting
and distribution planning to ensure that growing urban and industrial demand does not widen the
rural-urban divide.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

e The focus of electricity policy must shift from access to reliable, affordable and quality supply.
Household connections alone are no longer sufficient indicators of electricity-sector progress.

e The rural-urban divide is increasingly a distribution-sector challenge. Strengthening last-mile
infrastructure, 11 kV feeders and distribution transformers is critical to improving rural reliability.

e Rural distribution networks must be upgraded based on actual and future demand. Infrastructure
designed for historically low consumption is increasingly inadequate as ruralincomes and electricity
use grow.

e Infrastructure, human resource and inventory must be strengthened simultaneously. Reliable supply
requires adequate network capacity, skilled field personnel and readily available spare equipment.

e Quality and reliability of supply are closely linked to DISCOM financial sustainability. Improving
service quality can enhance consumer willingness to pay, revenue collection and overall utility
performance.

e Smart meters and digitalisation should be used for more than revenue recovery. Their data should
support outage management, network planning, voltage monitoring and improvement of quality of
supply.

e Stronger local governance and accountability mechanisms are required. Performance-linked
incentives, transparent reporting and effective grievance redressal can improve service delivery in
rural areas.

e Decentralised renewable energy and battery storage can complement grid supply. These solutions
can help address reliability gaps and provide electricity services to vulnerable and underserved
consumers.

e Electricity planning must account for changing demand patterns. The growth of rural enterprises,
MSMEs, data centres and industrial activity requires more dynamic and flexible distribution
planning.

e The rural electricity agenda must be integrated with broader economic development. Reliable
power is essential not only for household welfare but also for rural livelihoods, healthcare,
education, artisans, MSMEs and inclusive economic growth.

e Uttar Pradesh requires a balanced approach to its rapidly growing electricity demand. The state’s
industrialisation and emerging energy-intensive sectors should be accompanied by parallel
investments in rural distribution infrastructure to ensure equitable access to reliable and quality
power.

e The ultimate objective should be to bridge the rural-urban divide in both electricity supply and
service delivery. Achieving this will require coordinated action by the state government, regulators,
DISCOMs, local institutions, consumers and other stakeholders.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

In his concluding remarks, Mr Abhinav Khansili, Project Consultant, APCO thanked all the discussants,
participants, moderators, and media personnel for joining the discussion and contributing to the
successful deliberations. He expressed his appreciation for their valuable insights and active

participation in the roundtable.
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Reliable Rural Power key to Equitable
Development: Former UPERC Chairman
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