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Blackouts, so watch out  

 

As you are already aware there were three nationwide blackouts within the last six months, 

the last one was on Sunday, 13 March 2016. The total system failure on 13 March  has 

initiated with the failure of tap changer of one of the 220/132/33kV transformers in 

Biyagama Grid substation which has activated the bus bar protection making the Grid dead. 

The subsequent collapse of Norochcholai coal power plants triggered the system failure. The 

complete system restoration was taken almost seven hours and hence the impact was 

immense. Even though the system was restored, load shedding of about 7 1/2 hours had to 

be imposed for about four days due to the non-availability of Norochcholai coal power plants 

after the system failure. Unfortunately tap changer of a similar transformer in Kotugoda GSS 

also blasted and caught on fire on 18 March and some localized power outages were 

experienced.      

This has lead to a widespread criticism of Ceylon Electricity Board and specially the Electrical 

Engineers in CEB. Some of the other trade unions in CEB also charged that engineers should 

take the responsibility of these failures. There were several adverse media reports in print 

and electronic media targeting engineers as culprits. Several committees have been 

appointed to report on this incident. A cabinet subcommittee chaired by the Minister of 

Power & Renewable Energy which includes few of former P&E ministers is to submit their 

report on 22 March. The minister is to deliver a special statement in the parliament on 23 

March on this incident. Another committee comprising of technical experts including some 

university lecturers have also been appointed to study and make recommendations to avert 

similar incidents in future. Police investigation is also on the card as government authorities 

suspect that there could be a sabotage. This situation has allowed the authorities to deploy 

security forces in critical generating plants and GSS. The president of CEBEU participated live 

TV discussions and also made some statements to the media  and clearly explained that the 

incident was due to technical reasons and ruled out the possibility of a sabotage.  

CEBEU had a Special EXCO meeting on 17 March to discuss this issue. It was pointed out that 

this kind of situations could happen considering the nature of isolated and small scale 

electricity network of the Island. Engineers in CEB have always acted in good faith and 

dedication to maintain the electricity supply throughout the country. Sri Lanka being the only 

country in South Asian region which has 24hr electricity and almost 100% electrification level 

and one should keep in mind the immense contribution of engineers in CEB to achieve this 

target. It was also pointed out that several parties with vested interests have taken this 

opportunity to achieve their desired targets by fishing in troubled water.  
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They have initiated a campaign on criticizing CEB long term generation expansion plan by 

merely hanging on promoting renewable energy. The government may resort to obtain 

emergency power to bridge the generation gap. A proposal has already been placed on the 

table to buyout several power plants operated by private sector the contracts of which were 

terminated during the recent past. We also note that there are some moves to reintroduce 

the unbundling / reform process to CEB noticeably with not so genuine intention taking the 

advantage of the situation. It is learnt that some business tycoons with ulterior motives in 

unison with some top level decision makers are promoting this move. CEB has already 

undergone a restructuring process several years ago. CEBEU is vigilant on these moves and 

will take appropriate measures as and when required. Members are also requested to be on 

alert about these hidden agendas.               

CEBEU is having a dialog with the management on short term & long term measures which 

CEB management intends to take to mitigate this situation. There will definitely be drastic 

recommendations by the several committees appointed. CEBEU will support the 

management to take whatever the measures which are appropriate and absolutely required 

to solve the problem. We pointed out to the management that it is better to take proactive 

approach  rather than waiting for outsiders to dictate terms on us. We all should embark on 

a collective effort to come out this situation rather than pointing fingers to individuals.      

CEBEU request the members not to get disturbed due to the prevailing situation and the 

need of the hour is to focus and continue on performing duties sensibly as done always. 

Assessing the situation and taking timely and prompt actions collectively would serve the 

purpose better. Team-up with associated branches with proper coordination would deliver 

desired results for the benefit of the organization. 

A special committee was appointed by the CEB management for making recommendations 

to manage the emergency situations in the Network. Mr. Sripal Gunaratne is the chairman of  

the committee. Mr. Janaka Aluthge, Mr. J. Nandakumar, Mr. Kusum Shanthi, Dr. H.M. 

Wijekoon and Mr. Lakshita Weerasinghe are the other members of the committee. Members 

are kindly requested to give fullest corporation to this committee. It is also requested to 

submit your suggestions in this regard to the Jt. Secretaries of CEBEU (Reply to 

eehvkccp@ceb.lk)so that the same could be forwarded to the above committee.  

Members are also requested not to confront with members of few of other trade unions in 

CEB, who have accused engineers in derogatory remarks to take the responsibility of the 

recent  total power failures. They will understand in not so distant time, that we all as trade 

unions in CEB will have to fight as a joint front against the common enemy to protect the 

CEB and its employees from impending danger.       

 

Editor, CEBEU 


