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When the |ights go out
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THE California energy crisis |oons over the power sector |like a fearsone
t hundercl oud. A quagmire of crippling blackouts, staggering | osses, and
i nept political and business decisions, the crisis serves as a high-

vol tage cautionary tal e about how deregul ati on can go terribly wong.

It is the bogeyman in Mal aysia too. The authorities and Tenaga Nasi ona
Berhad routinely point to the power problens in California to justify
their wariness over the restructuring of the local electricity industry.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad, for exanple, did so in
May when he announced a policy shift. ~W have different ideas about
privatisation now. Previously, there was this idea that the distribution
and generation of power would be split... but what happened in California
is a big lesson to us.'

There is certainly much to be learnt. The crisis was largely the result
of haste and mi scal cul ati ons. The San Franci sco Chronicl e newspaper calls
it “one of the nbst costly public policy mstakes ever nade'.

But few woul d have predicted this back in 1996, when a | aw was
introduced to restructure California's electricity market.
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