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This brief discusses current challenges in electricity access in Jharkhand. New 

survey data suggests that about 13% of rural inhabitants still lack an electric 

connection. To explain this, we highlight Saubhagya’s limitations, and, more 

generally, the challenges faced by distribution companies in the provision of reliable 

and high-quality power. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Jharkhand, a coal-rich but electricity-poor state, made considerable progress toward the goal of 

universal household electrification. Electricity access, which was limited to 10% of the rural 

population in 2001, is now widely available. Yet despite rapid progress, a sizeable share of the 

rural population – an estimated 3 million individuals – still lacks electricity. Furthermore, the 

quality of supply remains a concern, with regular blackouts and few hours of effective access. 

Distributed power may help alleviate the problem, but it itself faces significant obstacles.  

This policy brief (i) offers a brief history of electricity access in Jharkhand, (ii) identifies the key 

challenges faced by the state’s electricity sector, and (iii) offers several actionable solutions to 

tackle them. 

ELECTRICITY ACCESS IN JHARKHAND 

Jharkhand is home to about 32 million inhabitants, three-quarter of whom live in rural areas 

(Government of India 2016, 6). Rural inhabitants tend to be poor, with 41% living below the 

poverty line, according to survey data from 2011 (Desai et al. 2012). The problem is particularly 

acute among the state’s large tribal minority, which represents about one-quarter of the 

population. 

Despite these structural challenges, Jharkhand saw electrification rates grow considerably over 

the last decades (World Bank 2015). Rural access stood at 10% in 2001 and 32% ten years later. 

A recent study by ISEP (2020) finds that access reached 87% in 2019. Lack of access, where it 

still exists, has tended to be concentrated among the more exposed tribal populations (Aklin et 

al. 2020).  

This progress was made possible by several policy interventions that reduced electricity poverty 

across India. Among them, three nationwide programs were key: the Rajiv Gandhi Grameen 

Vidyutikaran Yojana (RGGVY), the Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Gram Jyoti Yojana (DDUGJY), and 

the Saubhagya schemes. RGGVY, launched in 2005, was designed to bring electricity to all 

villages across the country. Ten years later, RGGVY was replaced by DDUGJY, which focused on 

improving electric infrastructures. Saubhagya, which was announced in 2017, sought to provide 

access to the poorer households by offering subsidized connections to the grid, or, alternatively, 

access to off-grid technology. These successive programs enabled Prime Minister Modi to 

announce that India achieved universal electrification.  

In addition to national programs, state initiatives played a major role in transforming the energy 

access landscape of Jharkhand. This includes reforms to improve generation capacity, either by 

upgrading existing facilities or promoting renewable energy. In this regard, the state has 

launched its “Solar Rooftop Policy” in 2018 which aimed to add 500MW of solar rooftop 

generation by FY 2023 (Government of Jharkhand, 2018). To ensure quality of supply, the state 
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is implementing the SAMAST (Scheduling, Accounting, Metering, and Settlement Transaction 

in Electricity) system to provide robust, scalable and dispute free power transmission. The state 

has replaced all burnt and defective distribution transformer in rural areas under “Jyoti Mission 

2016.” These central and state initiatives enabled Jharkhand to supply power to one million 

household that still lacked access in 2017.1  

Yet these announcements mask a complicated reality. First, as a recent study by ISEP (2020) 

shows, electricity remains elusive for about 13% of the rural population. Back of the envelope 

calculations suggest therefore that about 3 million people in rural areas do not have electricity. 

The problem is concentrated among some of the most vulnerable populations, such as 

households belonging to Scheduled Tribes (Aklin et al. 2020).  

Second, quality of supply remains patchy. Among those who have a connection of some kind, 

electricity is only available about 9 hours per day. The typical household had to deal with more 

than 5 days per month in which electricity was entirely unavailable. And unlike connections, 

quality problems are equally shared across all segments of the rural population. As a result, 

electricity access remains an important policy challenge. 

REMAINING POLICY CHALLENGES 

We now briefly discuss current limitations in electricity governance in Jharkhand and discuss 

concrete steps to solve them in the next section.  

In many ways, Saughabya was a success story and helped provide power to many households. 

Yet the scheme also contained important flaws that explain why some households still lack 

electricity. Even though connections are free or subsidized, many households struggle with 

recurring payments needed to maintain a connection. This is particularly a concern in areas 

where supply is poor to begin with and the benefits of electricity therefore limited. As a result, 

some households decided that spending INR 500 (USD 6.70) towards connection cost was not 

worth it in terms of services received.  

A second flaw in Saubhagya’s design comes from the way the scheme handles defaulting 

customers. A household that defaults on its obligations becomes ineligible to resume its 

connection (Ministry of Power 2017, 3). We don’t have official numbers on how many 

households are affected by this. ISEP data shows that among those who don’t have grid 

electricity and where it is technically available, 27% had a connection at some point and lost it. 

But the reasons for this vary. Among those, 18% mentioned payment issues and might have been 

affected by this policy. While this warrants further investigation, this problem is plausible. Rural 

households often face irregular income streams. They are therefore at higher risk of being locked 

 
1 See https://saubhagya.gov.in/ (accessed on June 18, 2020).  
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out of the program and lose their electricity access. Thus, Saughabya, despite its achievements, 

was designed in a way that increases the risks that some households would be left behind. 

Beyond Saughabya-related issues, the fundamental problem comes from the low quality of 

supply, which in turn is worsened by the weaknesses of distribution companies (discoms). Poor 

quality of supply has many causes, such as geographical location and socioeconomic condition of 

consumers. These problems are typically worsened when discoms suffer from financial 

constraints that prevents them from renovating their infrastructure and expanding their 

capacity. Despite availability of surplus generation capacity, discoms are unable to procure 

deficit power from Gencos owing to poor recovery rates due to metering and collection 

inefficiencies. The state-owned discom of Jharkhand, JBVNL, owes more than INR 50 billion 

(USD 676 million) to DVC, one of the generation utility in state (The Pioneer, 2020) 

Discoms’ cash flow problems have several causes. Major among these is the untimely payment 

of electricity bills. One of the main culprits are governmental customers. Indian states 

collectively owed about INR 410 billion (USD 5.4 billion) to discoms for fiscal year 2019 

(Economic Times, 2019). The case of JBVNL, Jharkhand’s discom, is no different where arrears 

from government defaulters stood at more than INR 1.73 billion (USD 22.9 million) (JBVNL, 

2019). In contrast to rural households, governmental customers face little risk of disconnection.  

The second major issue for state-owned discoms is inefficient metering and billing. These 

contribute to an aggregate technical and commercial loss (AT&C) of ~36%, which is 

approximately twice of the national average.2 Metering and billing issues are particularly 

prominent in rural areas. Our survey in rural Jharkhand suggests that only 9% of households 

that have the grid were metered, received a bill, and paid it on time (ISEP, 2020). In response to 

these challenges, discoms are adopting measures like feeder metering, consumer indexing and 

installing smart meters to reduce their losses under the Ujwal Discom Assurance Yojana 

scheme. Yet there still lie gaps in implementation and achievement of targets. 

In light of these problems, distributed power is often perceived as a contributing solution to 

electricity access. While there exists considerable concerns over the viability of distributed 

power and its ability to meet people’s electricity needs (Aklin et al. 2017), it nevertheless offers a 

flexible solution for populations off the grid. This is particularly true in Jharkhand, whose large 

tribal population (about one quarter of the state’s inhabitants) tends to reside in groups of 

sparsely located hamlets (Government of India, 2014). Further, Jharkhand has good potential 

for renewable energy, as it benefits through high levels of solar irradiance and large reserves of 

biomass. Yet challenges exist on this front as well.  

So far, the rate of deployment of distributed generation systems remains low due to 

uncoordinated integration of off-grid systems in energy access planning. Past trends reveal that 

 
2 https://www.uday.gov.in/atc_india.php 
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policymakers’ attention has been focused on centralized grid extension. Even Saubhagya 

includes a provision for SHS installation for remote and inaccessible households, it does not 

include community microgrids installations. Interestingly, there exists a provision for the 

installation of Decentralized Distributed Generation Systems under DDUGJY, but implementing 

agencies need to be state-run utilities. Private partners have weak incentives to collaborate to 

such projects. Very often, the off-grid projects developed by the private players or cooperatives 

lose their very purpose after the penetration of grid access by state discom. Such type of 

uncoordinated planning poses risk against the return of off-grid developers’ investment.  

 

“Saughabya was a success story and helped provide power to many 

households. Yet the scheme also contained important flaws that explain why 

some households still lack electricity.” 

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Policy recommendation #1: Affordable and quality access. Despite its contribution, 

Saubhagya’s design failed many households. Defaulters, who are forced out of the scheme, 

are a category of people at risk. As a result, reconnection campaigns that waive off penalties 

would help reconnect these households. Delayed or flexible payment options can reduce the 

risks for discoms to accommodate these households. Likewise, households facing short-term 

payment challenges can be helped with bill payment delays. 

• Policy recommendation #2: Ensure timely bill payment by authorities. States are among 

discoms’ worst customers. More transparency can increase pressure on government officials 

to pay bills in a timely fashion. Since majority of them are willful defaulters, a “naming and 

shaming” campaign that publicizes which state organs have poor payment discipline may 

reduce losses. However special care needs to be taken for sensitive organs like schools, 

hospitals, and other short-term defaulters while following this approach. Discoms can also 

introduce prepaid metering for government consumers and execute service level agreements 

to curtail its services for defaulters during non-essential hours. 

• Policy recommendation #3: Integrated energy policy. Jharkhand needs an integrated 

planning framework incorporating both grid and off-grid energy access modes in a single 

fabric. This is particularly significant in context of Jharkhand where one type of energy 

access solution might not be effective due to versatile geography, population distribution 

and categorization. Integrated energy policy is required to avoid duplication efforts in 

electrification and saving the interest of off-grid entrepreneurs by de-risking their 

investment while providing transparency in grid extension plans. Coordinated planning 

framework integrating both grid and off-grid initiatives could provide sustainable energy 

access solution to the remote and least electrified pockets of Jharkhand.  
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About ISEP 

The Initiative for Sustainable Energy Policy (ISEP) is an interdisciplinary research program that 
uses cutting-edge social and behavioral science to design, test, and implement better energy 
policies in emerging economies. 

Hosted at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS), ISEP identifies 
opportunities for policy reforms that allow emerging economies to achieve human development at 
minimal economic and environmental costs. The initiative pursues such opportunities both pro-
actively, with continuous policy innovation and bold ideas, and by responding to policymakers’ 
demands and needs in sustained engagement and dialogue. 

ISEP Policy Briefs 

ISEP policy briefs are short pieces that use high-quality research to derive important and timely 
insights for policy. They are posted on the ISEP website and distributed through our large network of 
academics, NGOs and policy-makers around the world. If you are a scholar or policy-maker 
interested in submitting or reviewing an ISEP policy brief, email ISEP at sais-isep@jhu.edu. 
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