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Wednesday, June 2, 2010, Chandigarh, India
Gas from Turkmenistan possible
by Bhaskar Balakrishnan 
Turkmenistan’s President Berdymuhamedov’s recent visit to India has turned the spotlight on the proposed natural gas pipeline (TAP or TAPI) to transport natural gas from Turkmenistan to Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. The Asian Development Bank has financed a study for this project, and a ministerial steering committee of Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Turkmenistan has been working on this project. India should join this project as a full member for several very sound reasons.
The proposed pipeline of length 1500 km (56 inch diameter) would run from the Daulatabad gas field in Turkmenistan with proven reserves of over 1 trillion cubic metres (TCM), going via Herat- Kandahar (along the highway), then on to Quetta- Multan and finally to Fazilka. The gas pressure envisaged is 100 bars, to be maintained by six compressor stations en route, and the capacity would be 30 billion cubic metres per year (BCM/yr). 
The project would be under a holding company and one subsidiary in each of the three countries. The utilization of the gas is expected to be 20% for Afghanistan, 40% for Pakistan and India each, assuming India agrees to buy the gas. A safer northern route was proposed by the consultants, but the ministerial committee preferred the southern route, although it lies deep in Taliban-held territory. An option to build a link to Gwadar port for LNG exports was also dropped. The projected cost of the pipeline is around $ 3.5 bn.
Turkmenistan is rich in gas resources, with a large number of identified gas and oil fields. The determination of gas reserves has been the subject of some controversy, with some claiming that it could be more than Russia even. But all agree that with more exploration the proven reserves will go up substantially. At this point, it has 8 trillion cubic metres (TCM) of proven gas reserves, which at the production rate of 100 BCM/yr would last for 80 years. Much of this production is available for export. However, geography has been harsh to Turkmenistan, isolating it from the sea and making gas transport via pipelines the only option.
Turkmenistan has signed the Energy Charter Treaty (ECT) developed by the Council of Europe to give a solid legal framework for oil and gas transport across Europe. The various options before Turkmenistan for gas export are – through Russia to Europe, which was the preferred route in the past; to Iran/Turkey/Europe; to Afghanistan/Pakistan/India; and China. The UAE has also shown keen interest in accessing Turkmen gas. All these options are being pursued.
For India, the gas delivery at Fazilka would enable supply to go direct to northern India, especially Punjab, which faces severe energy shortages, and lies far from the coast. A 1000 MW combined cycle power plant would need 1.3 BCM/yr of gas, and the TAP pipeline could supply nearly 12 BCM/yr, enough for nearly 8 power plants of 1000 MW!
As the pipeline would traverse Pakistan, the issues of security of supply would arise. However, the involvement of the Asian Development Bank and solid legal framework would give some comfort against politically motivated disputes being raised. A parallel can be drawn with the Indus Waters Treaty in which the World Bank played a key role, and which has remained intact despite the ups and owns of India-Pakistan relations. Pakistan has the potential to become an energy transit country, like Turkey, but this cannot be achieved if it makes energy transit a victim of Indo-Pakistan political differences.
Politically several positive factors are worth noting. The US supports this project as it would support the development of, and foster cooperation among Afghanistan, Pakistan and India, while reducing Iran’s role as an energy supplier to these countries. Financing the pipeline would also be relatively easy due to the involvement of the Asian Development Bank at the project feasibility stage.
There has been much talk about a “peace pipeline” which, through a common gas supply system would give India and Pakistan a stake in promoting peace and friendly relations. The TAPI project would serve this end, while also promoting cooperation between Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. All four participating countries can work together under the aegis of the Asian Development Bank, which would provide comfort that the pipeline would operate in a purely commercial manner free from political pressures. It is indeed hard to find a good reason why India should stay out of this project. Indeed by remaining out of it, the opportunity to influence certain parameters of the project have already been lost.
There does not seem to be any convincing reason for choosing the riskier southern route for the pipeline passing through Herat-Kandahar-Chaman. For reasons not clear, the ministerial committee overruled the recommendation of the consultants and rejected the alternative northern route – Dauletabad- Mazar-e-Sharif-Kabul-Jalalabad-Peshawar-Rawalpindi-Lahore-Amritsar, which would seem to be much more secure. This will certainly add to the difficulties of the project.
For India, this project offers a relatively low cost, secure arrangement for gas purchases delivered right at its doorstep, with assurances that international commercial and legal regimes would be applied. It would also give it a stake in access to future gas discoveries in Central Asia.
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