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LNG imports rise 11% in June

ARUNIMA BHARADWA)
New Delhi, July 18

INDIA'S IMPORT OF liquified
natural gas in June rose by
11% to 2,648 mscm (million
standard cubic meter) as the
country’s consumption of gas
increased by 7% primarilydue
tothe rising demand for power
and increased utilisationof gas
based power capacities, data
from the Petroleum Planning
and Analysis Cell showed.

The country consumed
5,594 mscm of natural gas in
June against 5,224 mscm in
the same period last year.In
the firstquarterof the current
fiscal year 2024-25, natural
gas consumption grew 3.7%to
16,707 mscm.

The natural gas import bill
last month also registered a
significant increase of 10% at
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$1.1 billion compared from
June 202 3.In the first quarter
of current financial year, LNG
imports stood at $3.4 billion,
up 6.2%from the first quarter
of FY24.

In the quarter ended June,
power generation from gas
based power plants rose by
almost 62.5%onyearto 13.49
billion units, data from the
Central Electricity Authority

showed. Plant load factor for
these plants stood at 24.8%
compared to 153% in
Q1FY24. PLF for gas-based
power plantsin June came to
be at 25.8%, up from 17%
June 2023.

The demand for power
surgedtoabout 152.38 billion
units last month, 9% higher
than the same month last fis-
cal. The rise is attributed to
heatwaves in temperatures
across the country. The
demand grew 13% during
April-June over the same
periodin2023.

Power demand in the
northern part of the country
surged by 22% in June com-
paredto lastyear due toa pro-
longed heatwave leading to
considerably higher con-
sumption of power for cooling
appliances.
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Recalibrating privatisation

The bullish valuation of PSU stocks has provided
space for a more non-aggressive strategy

HEAD OF BUDGET 2025, there are indications of a policy

rethink regarding strategic disinvestments or privatisation of

public sector undertakings (PSUs) that was announced with

much fanfare in Budget 2022. In the spirit of the government
having nobusinesstobe in business, it announced thatAirIndia, Neelachal
Ispat Nigam Ltd (NINL), Bharat Petroleum Corporation Limited (BPCL),
Shipping Corporationof India (SCI), Container Corporation of India, IDBI
Bank, BEML, Pawan Hans, besides two public sector banks and a general
insurance company, would be privatised. However, progress has been
somewhat underwhelming with onlyAir Indiaand NINL going to the Tata
Group. Post-elections, the government’s reduced majority in Parliament
may have also dictated a degree of caution regarding the P-word, which is
politically fraught dueto the popular perception that it entails selling the
family silver to pay the butler.

Buta more important reason appears to be the robust performance of
PSUs that have outshone their private sector peersin the last five years due
to their efficient capital management that has rewarded the government
{and minoritystakeholders)withmuch higherrevenues and dividends This
uptick in PSU performance has no doubt provided “strategic space”to the
ruling dispensation to recalibrate its sweeping agenda for privatisation,
whichentailedretaininga minimumpresenceinfour strategicsectorswhile
strategically disinvesting the rest. Exemplifying the newmood on the policy
frontisthefate of thestate-owned fuel-cum-refininggiant, BPCL.The Union
minister of petroleum and natural gas, Hardeep Puri, has clearlystated that
planstosellitwere offthe table as BPCL was making almost as much profit
inayearasthe price it wasto be sold for.

In 2022, the governmentcalledoff the saleprocess as the shortlisted bid-
ders did not putin financial bidsamidst concerns of the lack of pricing power
of state-owned fuel retailer-cum-refining companies. The government
would henceforth pursue privatisation keeping various factors in mind,
incduding the far from conducive prevailing political atmosphere. For such
reasons, the government might pursue the existing pipeline of IDBI Bank
and SCIbutis unlikelyto soontake upanybig-ticket strategicdisinve stments.
Unlike strategic disinvestments — which are complicated exercises and polit-
ically contentious — plain vanilla stake sales or disinvestments are not so
controversial. The P-word entails ashift of management control totheacquir-
ing party in contrast to disinvestments or incremental scrip sales of listed
state-owned entitieswhile the government retains majority control. Given
the booming valuation of PSU stocks, this might indeed be the best time to
partially offload stakes.

Asthemarketcapitalisation of 80listed PSUshasincreased 2.56 timesto
¥59.5 trillion as of July 12, the government can easily raise substantial rev-
enues by sellingminority stakes. Forsuch reasons, the disinvestment targets
in the forthcoming Budget 2025 can be more ambitious to fetch the gov-
emmentsizeable”miscellaneous capitalreceipts”to fund the government's
capex planstoboost overall economic growth. Indications are that the gov-
emmentwillalsoraise considerable resources through asset monetisation,
induding selling parcelsof underutilisedland of state-owned entities. Rely-
ing on market borrowings to finance a public capex push is not desirable
fromafiscal consolidation standpoint. While atsome point the private sec-
tormust dothe heavylifting in terms of investments, the governmentmust
garner resources from disinvestments to complement that effort.
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US-based Protonas to establish plant near Chennai
for low-cost PEM hydrogen fuel cell solutions

—
M Ramesh
Chennai

Protonas, a start-up special-
ising in low-cost PEM hydro-
gen fuel cell solutions, in-
tends to set up a
manufacturing unit near
Chennai. The company re-
cently raised an undisclosed
amount of seed funding from
a group of venture funds led
by Transition VC.

The company, which is
headquartered in Tennessee,
US, has a subsidiary in Chen-
nai. It aims to deploy its solu-
tions to provide cost-effi-
cient backup power
applications in the North
American markets and to
power fuel cell engines for 3-
wheeler transportation and
4-wheeler delivery applica-
tions in India and other Asian
markets.

With this fresh infusion of
capital, Protonas is set to es-
tablish initial manufacturing
operations in Chennai and
build prototype systems. The
start-up has not disclosed the

David DeVries, Founder &
CEO, Protonas

investment in the plant’s
establishment.

GREEN HYDROGEN
Hydrogen fuel cells convert
chemical energy from hydro-
gen to electricity with pure
water and useful heat as
by-products.

The start-up was founded
by David DeVries, a fuel cell
industry veteran since 1996.
Having guided the early-
stage development of the
world’s first commercially
successful cathode air-cooled
fuel cells, sold by ReliOn and
Altergy Systems in the US,
DeVries has held executive

roles across various geo-
graphies, including China,
California and Singapore.

Speaking to businessline,
DeVries said he was confid-
ent that by the time the com-
pany starts manufacturing, a
green hydrogen ecosystem
would have developed in In-
dia. “We think hydrogen fuel
cells, sometimes even in
combmatmn with batteries,
are a great solution to help
out with moving away from
high pollution vehicles in the
cities. So this is a long-term
thing. It will take quite a
while to get implemented,”
he said.

HYBRID VEHICLES

When asked if Protonas was
ahead of its time, DeVries
said, “These things take time.
We don’t want to wait for the
hydrogen to be ready. We aim
to develop fuel cells and work
on cost structures and manu-
facturing in India now, so
that when the time comes,
when the hydrogen is ready,
we're ready with the solution
on the consumption side.”

DeVries believes “the hy-
brid solution is actually the
best combination.” When
asked if hybrid wvehicles
would cost more, he said
when there is a hybrid, “you
don’t need the battery to be
large, heavy and expensive.”
The battery could be used for
acceleration, and the fuel cell
could be used for range.
“They really work well to-
gether, they are not mutually
exclusive,” he said.

Transition VC is India’s
first energy transition-fo-
cused fund, which was
launched by investors Raiy-
aan Shingati and Mohammed
Shoeb Ali. Commenting on
the investment, Raiyaan
Shingati, Co-founder and
Managing Partner of Trans-
ition VC, said in a press re-
lease, “Hydrogen fuel cells
have been a reality for awhile,
but what we are really excited
about is making cost-efficient
hydrogen fuel cells a reality
for multiple sectors includ-
ing mobility, energy storage
and industrial applications by
investing in Protonas.”
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India’s crude oil
import billrises
19%to $38 bnin
April-June

Informist
NEW DELHI

India's crude oil import bill
rose 19% on year to $37.5 bin
in the first three monthsof the
current financial year started
April, the petroleum and
natural gas ministry said in
its monthly report. In volume
terms, the country's crude
oil imports were 3% higher
at 62.0 min m in Apr-Jun, it
said.

Though India imported less
crude oil in June in volume
terms, the import bill rose 11%
on year to $111 bln due to a
rise in crude oil prices. Im-
portsin June fell to 18.5 min tn
from 19.6 min tn a year ago,
the data showed. India is the
third-largest crude oil im-
porter in the world, behind
the US and China.
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NEW DELHI
Moody's
affirms stable
outlook for
BPCL,IOCL

@

-
Moody's Ratings on Thurs-
day affirmed a stable out-
look for state-owned oil
companies Indian Oil Cor-
poration Ltd (IOCL) and
Bharat Petroleum Corpor-
ation Limited (BPCL), the
rating agency said in two
separate statements. The
upgrade reflects the ex-
pectation that the com-
pany's credit metrics will
remain strong over the
next 2-3 years despite a
moderation in earnings
and high capital spending,
said Sweta Patodia, a
Moody's Ratings Assistant
Vice President and Ana-

lyst.
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