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Morepower, wider scope: Amended PNGRB Actin the offing

SUBHAYAN CHAKRABORTY
New Delhi, 29 March

The Petroleum and Natural Gas
Regulatory Board (PNGRB) Act,
2006, islikelytobe amended after
theelections. If so, itissetto give
the regulator (PNGRB) moreclarity
onhow todeal withabarrage of
litigations by city gas distributors
(CGDs) against its orders tonotify
them ascommon carriers, officials
told Business Standard.
Anamended Actwill alsogive
the PNGRBawiderscopetodeal
withnew fuelssuch as biogas, and
green hydrogen. These are
increasingly becoming key parts of
the energy ecosystem, they added.
The government currently
recognises natural gaspipelinesas
either contract carrierswhere

capacityismade availabletoany
otherentityunderafirmcontract.
Or,ascommon carrierswhere the
original licensee hasto permit
about 20 per cent or more of its
network capacity for use by other
suppliers normally for a period of
lessthan oneyear.

Naturalgas pipelines are a
widely accepted mode of bulk
transportation for natural gas from
asource toadelivery pointovera
particular route. The concept of
natural monopolyin transport-
ation of natural gas is universally
accepted, given itscapital
intensiveness and safety factors.

“Butthe government has
increasingly pushed for the
‘common carrier’ principle, which
will allow all producersand
consumersaccess to fuel transport

infrastructure by appointing
independentgas pipeline
operators. Thisisrequired to
ensure the speedy growth of
CGDs,” an official said.

Aspartofthe plan, atransport
systemoperator (TSO) would be
incorporated to manage the gas
pipeline infrastructure's common
carrier. The TSOwill beentrusted
with thetaskofbooking pipeline
capacity for gas transport from
producers to consumers on
paymentofa fee, tobedecided by
theregulator.

Anamended PNGRB Actwill
also provide morelegal backing for
settingup the TSO, the official
mentioned abovesaid.

City gascompanies have stated
thatany moveinfringingon their
infrastructure exclusivity will

severely harm their businesses,
while also allowing third-party
marketersand shippersto cherry
pick customers and chargemuch
higher for gas, often tothe highest

paying buyer.

Legal tussle

Backin 2015, the process of
declaring certain CGD areasas
common carriers had begun. But
since the process was not
automatic, the regulator had in
2020 created guiding principle
regulations based on which
individual areas have been
declared ascommoncarriers. The
Guiding Principles for Declaring
Cityor Local Natural Gas
Distribution Network as Common
Carrieror Contract Carrier)
Regulations, 2020, had been

notified inSeptember of that year.

Thenew regulations aimed at
ending monopoliesof citygas
distributorsin 54 urban areas
wherethey had already exceeded
theirexclusivity period.

For cities like Delhi and
Mumbai, the exclusivity period
had expired backin 2012. However,
thecourtshave called the action
‘ultra vires’and pulled up the
regulator for acting beyond itslegal
power and authority, officials
pointed out.

“Many of the noticessent to gas
entities mandatingcommon
carrier statusunder the
regulations have resultedin
litigation. This has held up the
process significantly,” an official
said. Some of the notices have been
stayed as well. Key among them

have been the Delhi High Court
staying PNGRB notices issued to
AdaniTotal Gasforits CGD
network in Ahmedabad, Daskroi,
and Khurjain Gujarat, as well as
notices sent to GAIL'ssubsidiaries.

New molecules

Launched inJanuary 2023, the
National Green Hydrogen Mission
hasan outlay 0f19,744 crore up to
FY30 with the nodal agency being
the Ministry of New and
Renewable Energy.
Butrecognising the potential
impactofhydrogen blendingin the
natural gassector, in December,
2023, the PNGRBinitiated astudy
todevelop pathways for Hydrogen
transmissionin natural gas
pipelines and CGD networks in
collaboration with the World Bank.



