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Durgaiah, Ravi, Veeraiah  – you may not have heard these names at all. They are marginal farmers from Burgupally, a small village in Medak district. Had few acres of land and bore-wells with electrified pumpsets. All died in the past few months due to electric shock in the fields, near the pumpsets. Durgaiah, Ravi, Veeraiah - they belong to a bigger list of about 32  farmers of Medak district who have died in the same way, from January 2006 till now– all martyrs without a cause.

One Tuesday, we went on a day-long trip to Burgupally village with some teacher friends. We visited this village as it had recorded highest number of farmers’ deaths due to electric shock in their fields in a single village in the district. We visited the families of those who had died and went to the sites where the shock ‘accidents’ happened. We talked to many farmers and villagers – including some retired teachers settled in the village, person who handles all repairs of the village distribution system and motor mechanics. We walked through the paddy and sugar cane fields to see how electricity reaches the pumpsets and talked to many farmers on the way. 

It was heart-breaking to meet the families of those who had died. Land has been left idle after the bread winner’s tragic death. Hope has died in the eyes of the widow. She readily falls at our feet expecting that these ‘town wallahs’ have solution to all her problems. We can only offer to follow up their compensation petitions or promise to arrange meetings with some one to speed up relief.

Trekking through the farms and talking to farmers show the utter neglect of power supply to agriculture. The Low Tension lines with bare conductors hang very low (few feet above the field), with long span between poles. Sometimes, two circuits are strung on the same set of poles, one below the other. The lower set of conductors hangs very low. Any one walking with a bundle of grass or a long tool is bound to get a shock. Service cable from the pole to the motor junction box is also very long, some times as much as 100 meters, strung over slender wooden poles or running on the ground. A set of three insulated cables is used, wound around the bamboo poles. Facing the sun and the rain, insulation has cracked open in so many places, exposing the conductor, another source of shock. These are sometimes covered with insulation tapes, but often left unattended. The junction box is a dilapidated iron box with a set of three fuses and a motor starter. Some of them have a single phasing prevention unit.  The iron boxes did not have even a small bulb to help see things in the dark. None had capacitors connected. Most of the junction boxes had one tool – a small screw driver, which is used to remove insulation, twist the wires, cut them and make connections. Earthing arrangement at the junction box and motor was non-existent or pathetic. From the junction box, a three/four core insulated cable connects to the bore well motor. This is also strung over wooden poles or run on the ground. In almost all cases, these cables are warm when the motor is running. The poor quality motor must be taking more current than it is supposed to or the poor quality cable is not capable of carrying the current. This cable is also cracked in many places, exposing the bare conductor – another cause of shocks. 

And what about the quality of power supply? Seven hours is the promised duration of power supply, with the actual hours of supply changing every week. Without exception, all the farmers we met told us that power does not come as scheduled. Rarely do they receive seven hours supply in a day. Whatever power they receive comes with frequent interruptions and low voltage. Because of these, most have resorted to arrangements which ensure that motor runs whenever power is available. This is often done at the cost of by-passing the safety mechanisms which protect the motor in case of overload or single phasing. Overload or single phasing (when one or more phase does not have power supply) speeds up burning of the motor. But farmer has no choice since he cannot keep waiting near the motor starter to turn it ON whenever power supply returns after an interruption. Voltage is good near the transformer and when the number of pumpsets connected to the transformer is less than 20. Else the pumpset farthest from the transformer gets 250-300 Volts supply in place of 400-440 Volts. Farmers get free electricity, but distribution companies do not supply it properly, though they are reimbursed through subsidy and cross subsidy. Companies have the obligation to ensure quality power supply and cannot disown their responsibility on the pretext that farmers are not paying for the power that they are using. Companies do invest thousands of crores on different schemes (indicating that capital investment is possible), but there is very little impact on improving rural supply. One has to question the priority and process of these investments!
And why are things so bad? From the angle of the distribution company, operation and maintenance of the rural distribution is a losing proposition. True, they get the money needed to set up transformers and lines. This is collected from desperate farmers (under ‘own your transformer’ scheme) or from state subsidy for the rural electrification projects. Agriculture power is free and rural household power tariff is very low. Distribution Company gets very low revenue from rural areas and hence has no motivation to maintain it well. There is wide spread corruption, shortage of field staff to the extent of more than 20 percent and many other problems. With all this, Distribution Company attends to problems only up to the 11 kV line. Rest is left to the villagers. The objective of power reforms has been to improve the financial health of the company, not so much to improve the quality of rural supply. 

What about the farmers, who are heavily dependent on these borewells for their very survival? Why do they keep the junction box and connections in such a poor state of repair? Why do they use poor quality motors and cables? Answers are simple. Not much is invested in good housing for junction boxes since the borewells run dry often and new ones have to be dug somewhere else. With rising input costs, uncertain prices, droughts and erratic power supply, agriculture is no more a profitable activity. Farmer buys whatever is cheap and what is just enough to keep things going. Shoe string budget is the norm and there is no breathing time or financial cushion to consider long term viability. Quite often, he ends up spending more money (due to starter failure, motor burnouts etc) in the long run, but still he continues buying cheap sub-standard equipment. The role of dealers in the issue of farmers resorting to cheap motors and components need close examination. The approximate cost difference between standard motor and components (Rs.25,000) and local made ones (Rs. 15,000) is Rs. 10,000, and this is tempting. Dealers give credit in the case of local made ones but not in the case of standard ones.  Villagers have lost faith in the distribution company to maintain the lines. Village has taken charge of the maintenance - from the transformer to the low tension lines to the service cable to the junction box to the motor cable to the motor. Whenever there is the problem, it is left to the ingenuity of the farmer and the village ‘repair man’ to attend and solve the problem. They work on live lines with minimum tools and hardly any protection. The ground may be wet, it may be pitch dark. Don’t they know that danger is around the corner, that death could be few minutes away? They know it well, yet take the risk, since the situation is desperate – power is there for a few hours and field has to be watered.  

Problems, problems, problems - standing in the crowded RTC bus on the way back, we were talking. We have seen so many problems, what about some solutions? The situation in many other villages may be same or even worse. Aren’t there regulations on quality of power supply by the distribution company, with conditions for compensation to the consumer if the company fails to meet the conditions? Are the farmers aware of these? Why is rural supply neglected? Why cannot we prevent sub-standard equipment being sold in the market? Can’t we have local companies preparing equipment suitable for the poor quality of supply? Since the distribution company has any way washed its hands off, why can’t the villagers formally take over operation and maintenance of the distribution system? Why farmers are not considered as consumers and why are they not able to exert pressure on the distribution company to improve the quality of service? 

Many questions, but not so many answers. Agriculture power is free and rains have come after many years of drought. Many more borewells have become operational and many of them have turned out to be potential killers. Power reforms continue to emphasise improving the financial health of the distribution company.  With the massive rural household electrification program (under Rajiv Gandhi Grameen Vidyutikaran Yojana, to electrify 1.25 crore households in few years – compare this with about 20 lakh pumpsets), the same situation may repeat in rural households as well. It is frightening to think that we may have many more ‘martyrs’. Unless there is pressure from the rural consumers to improve things and unless all concerned put their heads together to find a solution, we can expect more such martyrs – martyrs  without a cause. 
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