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introduction
subsidies are one of the most powerful policy tools in the hands of the government. In India, as
elsewhere, they have been used for decades to achieve a range of economic, social and environmental
objectives. Indeed, one of the most important and challenging responsibilities of a government is
allocating financial resources to achieve public good.

There are a number of criteria by which a subsidy policy may be assessed. Is it serving a public,
rather than a private interest? Is it achieving its intended objective efficiently? does it have any
negative, unintended consequences, such as corruption or environmental degradation? only when
citizens are in possession of this information can they make an informed decision on whether their
government is spending money wisely. 

The focus of this guide is energy subsidies in India. In addition to forming a large part of
government expenditure in India, subsidies for energy have a tremendous impact on the lives of
citizens. at the most immediate level, these subsidies affect how much people pay for energy. but
digging deeper reveals that they have a profound effect on the environments in which people live
and the economies in which they earn their living. 
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1. A Brief overview of india’s energy subsidies
India has historically subsidized energy with the objective of protecting its consumers from
international price volatility and providing energy access for its citizens, especially the poor.
however, energy subsidies place a heavy burden on government budgets, while often failing to
reach their targeted beneficiaries. 

The petroleum sector is one of the most heavily subsidized energy sources in India. The pricing of
petroleum products has changed over time, alternating between free market and regulated regimes.
until 2010, the central government controlled the prices of petrol, diesel, kerosene1 and liquefied
petroleum gas (lPg)2. In June 2010, the Indian government deregulated the price of petrol. however,
prices for diesel,3 Pds kerosene and domestic lPg continue to be regulated. even in the case of
petrol, omcs can only change prices every fortnight, and only after seeking approval from the
government. In contrast to fuel subsidies, electricity subsidies in India are disbursed by the state
governments, at considerable cost to state budgets.

1.1 what is an energy subsidy?
a number of definitions of subsidies exist. one internationally agreed definition has been adopted
by the World Trade organization (WTo), which identifies four main types of subsidy:4

(a) direct transfer of funds (e.g., grants, loans,  and equity infusion), potential direct transfers of
funds or liabilities (e.g., loan guarantees);

(b) government revenue that is otherwise due is foregone or not collected (e.g., fiscal incentives
such as tax credits);

(c) Provision of goods or services other than general infrastructure, or purchase of goods; and

(d) Income or price support.

india has historically subsidized energy with the objective of
protecting its consumers from international price volatility and

providing energy access for its citizens, especially the poor.[ ]
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Direct Financial 
Transfers
• Grants to consumers 
 and/or producers
• Low interest or 
 preferential loans
• Government loan 
 guarantees

Preferential Tax 
Treatment
• Tax credits
• Tax rebates
• Exemptions on royalties, 
 duties or tariffs
• Reduced tax rates
• Deferred tax liabilities
• Accelerated depreciation

Trade Restrictions
• Tariffs
• Import quotas
• Non-tariff trade 
 barriers

Energy Related 
Services at 
Discounted Rates
• Energy infrastructure
• Public research and 
 development

Regulation of the
Energy Sector
• Demand guarantees
• Mandated deployment 
 rates
• Price controls
• Environmental 
 regulations
• Market-access 
 restrictions

Source: GSI & IESR (2011) 

Figure 1 » examples of energy subsidies

subsidies for energy can be broadly classified as producer subsidies or consumer subsidies. Producer
subsidies are provided to companies to encourage investment and increase output. consumer
subsidies, as the name implies, support the consumption of energy, by lowering prices at which
energy products are sold. This guide looks only at subsidies for energy consumption.

as for subsidies on energy in particular, the International energy agency (Iea) has a widely accepted
definition (Iea, 1999): 

“any government action that concerns primarily the energy sector that lowers the cost of energy
production, raises the price received by energy producers or lowers the price paid by energy consumers.”

The different forms that energy subsidies can take are shown in figure 1.
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1.2 why subsidize energy?
energy subsidies aim to improve energy access by making prices more affordable, shielding domestic
consumers from international price volatility, and supporting energy-intensive industries. although
energy subsidies do have the potential to generate benefits in the short term by addressing these
goals, they have been criticized for leading to unintended adverse consequences. These
consequences—and the challenges in addressing them—are discussed in detail in this guide. 

1.3 energy subsidies in india: A snapshot
In India, subsidies are provided for petroleum products and electricity. These products are retailed
at prices that are often kept artificially low compared to market rates5. While subsidies on both
electricity and petroleum products are provided in the form of lower prices for the final product,
the methods of subsidy delivery and the amount of the subsidy itself varies widely across the
different products. The following sections take a closer look at subsidy regimes for petroleum
products and electricity.

1.3.1 Petroleum Products

Three petroleum products, namely Pds kerosene, domestic lPg and diesel are sold for less than
international market prices6, with the government providing a fiscal subsidy on lPg and kerosene.
The subsidy, however, covers only a part of the difference between the cost price (including
marketing costs) and the selling price of these three petroleum products, thereby resulting in
“under-recoveries” for the omcs. under-recoveries are calculated as the difference between the
cost price and the regulated price at which petroleum products are finally sold by the omcs to the
retailers after accounting for the subsidy paid by the government (figure 2).
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a large part of these under-recoveries is compensated for by additional cash assistance from the
government (over and above the fiscal subsidy), while another portion is covered by financial
assistance from upstream nocs.7 The remaining portion remains uncompensated to the omcs.
Table 1 below shows the quantities of these figures for the year 2010–11.

Cost
Price

Depot
Price

Fiscal
Subsidy

  Under-
recovery=– –

Cost
Price

Depot
Price

  Under-
recovery=–

Adapted from the price build-up published by Petroleum Planning and Analysis Cell (PPAC).

Figure 2 » Calculation of Under-recoveries

three petroleum products, namely Pds kerosene, domestic LPg and
diesel are sold for less than international market prices, with the

government providing a fiscal subsidy on LPg and kerosene. [ ]

domestic LPg and Pds Kerosene

diesel
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table 1 » Quantum of subsidies and Under-recoveries (2010–11)

inr crore (million Us$8)

Fiscal subsidy Under-recoveries

Pds Kerosene 931 (204) domestic LPg 21,772 (4,777)

Pds Kerosene 19,484 (4,275)

domestic LPg 1,974 (433) Petrol 2,227 (489)

diesel 34,706 (7,614)

total 2,904 (637) total 78,190 (17,154)

government 
Cash Assistance
41,000 (8,995)

Upstream 
Assistance

30,297 (6,647)

Borne 
by oMCs

6,893 (1,512)

Source: MoPNG (2011)

cash assistance is provided by the government as partial compensation for the total under-recoveries
incurred by omcs. The amount of cash assistance is determined on an ad hoc basis and is usually
more than half of the total amount of under-recoveries. given the total size of the under-recoveries,
the amount of cash assistance exceeds the fiscal subsidy provided on Pds kerosene and domestic
lPg. cash assistance is allocated from the fiscal budget and is accounted for under the expenditure
category “compensation to oil companies for under-recoveries on account of sale of sensitive
petroleum products” (union budget, 2011-12).
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The cash assistance to the omcs is paid on an ex post facto basis, i.e., after the under-recoveries
have been incurred. The payments are made at the end of each quarter. Therefore, the omcs often
face a shortage of investible funds in the short term. In case of such shortages, these companies
have to take additional loans to finance their investments.

The provision of cash assistance to omcs began after 2008–2009. In the period between 2005–2006
and 2008–2009, the government partially compensated the omcs’ under-recoveries by issuing oil
bonds instead of providing cash assistance.

figure 3 shows how the government’s share of compensation of the under-recoveries (through
issuance of oil bonds or cash assistance) has varied from 2008–2011.

2008 – 2009 2009 – 2010 2010 – 2011
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0

Government Assistance Upstream Assistance Borne by OMCs
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Source: MoPNG (2011)

Figure 3 » Compensation for Under-recoveries by government and 
Upstream Companies from 2008–2011
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PDS Kerosene

INR 
42.31 / litre

INR 28.50INR 0.82

Burden sharing 
by upstream 

NOCs 

Under-recovery 
to downstream 

OMCs

Price subsidy 
provided by 
government

INR 
12.99 / litre

DESIRED 
PRICE

REALIZED 
PRICE

Domestic LPG

INR 
721.58 / cylinder

INR 325.56INR 22.58

Burden sharing 
by upstream 

NOCs 

Under-recovery 
to downstream 

OMCs

Price subsidy 
provided by 
government

INR 
373.43 / cylinder

Diesel

INR 
46.42 / litre

INR 12.95

Burden sharing 
by upstream 

NOCs 

Under-recovery 
to downstream 

OMCs

INR 
33.47 / litre

Source: PPAC (January 16, 2012)

note: The data pertains to prices applicable on January 16, 2012. “Desired price” refers to the sum of refinery gate prices,
transport charges and marketing margins paid by OMCs. “Realized price” refers to the price charged to dealers (depot price)
by the OMCs. Retail prices in each city are calculated by adding excise duty, wholesalers’ and retailers’ commission and value-
added tax on the “realized price.”

Figure 4 » Breakdown of Per Unit Under-recovery on diesel, Pds Kerosene 
and domestic LPg

figure 4 shows a detailed breakdown of the under-recovery compensation mechanism and
government subsidies for the above three products at the retail price applicable in new delhi as of
January 16, 2012.
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The total size of under-recoveries on petrol, diesel, kerosene and lPg in 2010–2011 was Inr 78,190
crore (us$17.15 billion)9 (PPac, 2011a), which is a significant 1.07 per cent of gdP (rbI, 2011a). In
contrast, total expenditures of both central and state governments on health and education were
1.27 per cent and 2.98 per cent of gdP, respectively (ministry of finance, 2011).

figure 5 shows how total under-recoveries to oil marketing companies and specific under-
recoveries on petrol, diesel, kerosene and lPg have varied over the last six years (2005–2011).

2008 – 092007 – 082006 – 072005 – 06 2009 – 10 2010 – 11
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Source: PPAC (2011a)

Figure 5 » total Under-recoveries on sensitive Products
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figure 6 shows the trends in consumption and in the government’s fiscal subsidy burden on
kerosene and domestic lPg from 2006–2011.
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Figure 6 » Consumption and Fiscal subsidy Paid for LPg and Kerosene

owing to a fall in the allocation of kerosene by the central government to the states, the
government’s budgetary subsidy for kerosene has decreased. The total under-recoveries on this
fuel have, however, gone up to Inr 19,484 crore (us$4.27 billion) in 2010-11 (PPac, 2011a) due to
rising international prices of petroleum. 
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1.3.2 electricity

The system for providing electricity subsidies is more complex than that of petroleum products,
since policies and tariff rates on electricity differ among states and between consumer categories
in each state. moreover, state governments not only provide subsidies on tariff rates (by providing
electricity to consumers at discounted rates), but also grant capital subsidies to the state utilities.

consumers in each state are divided into five broad categories: domestic (residential), agriculture,
commercial, industry and railways. each of these categories is further divided into sub-categories
based on consumption levels. The categories and sub-categories vary from state to state. even
within these sub-categories, some states have different tariff rates for consumers in urban and
rural areas.

state electricity utilities compute electricity tariffs on the basis of revenue required and the sales
forecast. The utilities then approach the state government and the respective state electricity
regulatory commissions for approval of the tariff rates. The final seal of approval is provided by the
regulatory commissions. The approved tariffs are often lower than those petitioned for by the
utilities. This markdown is done with the aim of meeting social and development objectives for
different consuming categories.10

The state governments then announce a lump sum amount of subsidy to be disbursed to the
utilities as compensation. This amount is termed as “subsidy booked” in the accounts of the state
utilities. according to section 65 of the electricity act, 2003, the state governments should make the
subsidy payment in advance to the state utilities for the following financial year. more often than
not, however, the governments actually make the payment later. The actual subsidy payment to
the utilities is termed “subsidy released” and is often lower than the amount of subsidy booked.

according to a report by the Power finance corporation ltd (Pfc, 2010), 89 major utilities in the
country earned revenues equalling Inr 1,90,948 crore (us$ 40.27 billion) (excluding subsidies) in
2009–2010, while their total expenditure was higher, at Inr 2,52,125 crore (us$53.17 billion). This
essentially implies a 75.74 per cent cost recovery for these companies.

The electricity subsidies booked and released over the last three years are shown in figure 7.
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Source: Power Finance Corporation Limited (PFC), (2010)

note: This report covers State Power Utilities and State Power Departments in all the States as well as Union Territories of
Puducherry and Private Distribution Companies created as a result of reform measures (distribution companies in Delhi &
Orissa). It covers 90 utilities for the years 2007–2008, 93 utilities for 2008–2009 (including successor utilities of Chhattisgarh
State Electricity Board (CSEB) unbundled with effect from January 1, 2009) and 89 utilities for the year 2009–2010. The three
distribution utilities of Assam and the trading company Assam State Electricity Board have been bundled together to form a
single distribution utility for the year 2009–2010.

Figure 7 » electricity subsidies in india



ARE ENERGY SUBSIDIES
GOOD FOR INDIAN CITIZENS?



16

SECTION TWO | ARE ENERGY SUBSIDIES GOOD FOR INDIAN CITIZENS?

2. Are energy subsidies good for indian Citizens?
out of India’s 1.2 billion people, approximately one-fourth live below the poverty line.11 energy
access and affordability play an important role in ensuring socioeconomic development of this
segment of the population. since poor households typically spend a larger share of their income
on energy needs (nsso, 2010), changes in fuel prices affect them much more than the rich. It is
therefore imperative for the government to take into account the impact that any policy on energy
subsidies can have on these citizens. With this in mind, the following sections look at the impact of
energy subsidies on the economy as a whole, on poor households in particular, as well as on the
environment. finally, this guide outlines the government’s current plans for energy subsidy reform.

2.1 what is the impact of energy subsidies on the economy?

2.1.1 impact on government Finances

subsidies have multiple effects on the government’s budget. The first and easiest to identify is the
impact on the fiscal balances of the country.

The fiscal subsidy to the petroleum companies in 2010–11 was Inr 2,904 crore (us$637 million). In
addition to the fiscal subsidy, the government also grants assistance to the omcs in the form of cash
and oil bonds (see box 1) to share the under-recovery burden. In 2010–2011, this assistance amounted
to Inr 41,000 crore (us$8,995 million) (moPng, 2011).

since poor households typically spend a larger share of 
their income on energy needs, changes in fuel prices 

affect them much more than the rich.[ ]
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oil bonds were issued by the government of india to partly
make up for the under-recoveries of the oMCs. 
These bonds have a maturity of up to 20 years and interest rates ranging between 6 and 9 per cent
and were issued in several tranches each year between 2005–2006 and 2008–2009. although fully
transferable, these bonds do not satisfy the short term cash requirements of the companies which
are forced to sell these bonds at discounted rates to meet their cash and liquidity needs. 

although the bonds themselves are off-balance-sheet items, the interest on these is to be paid by
the government and forms a part of the fiscal outgo. further, once these bonds become due for
repayment, the government will face a huge expenditure. however, in the budget speech for 2010–
2011, it was announced that oil bonds would no longer be used as a way of compensating oil
companies for subsidies. Instead of issuing bonds, the government now provides support in the
form of cash assistance to oil companies.

Box 1 » oil Bonds

In its third quarter review of the macroeconomic and monetary developments, the reserve bank of
India (rbI) stated (rbI, 2012):

“The centre has already exhausted its budgetary provision for petroleum subsidies and has
indicated additional provisions (rs. 300 billion) in the second supplementary demand for grants
presented in november 2011. It is estimated that the higher expenditure on petroleum subsidy
could drive up the fiscal deficit by around 0.8 percentage points of gdP for 2011-2012.”
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While subsidies and under-recoveries in the petroleum sector are a huge burden on government
finances and on oil companies, it should be kept in mind that petroleum products are also heavily
taxed by the central and state governments. In 2010–2011, the total contribution of the sector to the
central and state exchequer was Inr 2,25,494 crore (us$49,472 million) (PPac, 2011d). The total
contribution comprises of customs duty, excise duty, cess and royalty, dividend, corporate tax, tax
on dividend, profit petroleum and others (including service tax) paid to the central government,
and sales tax, royalties, dividends, octroi duties (including electricity duty), entry tax and others
paid to the state governments.

Box 2 » the Petroleum sector’s Contribution
to government treasury

The electricity subsidies that are disbursed by the state governments put significant pressure on
their budgets. In addition to this, the shortfall between cost and revenue has adversely affected the
finances of the state owned-electricity utilities. over the period 2006–2010, subsidies accounted for
16 per cent of the total revenue of electricity distribution companies and, even after accounting for
the subsidies, the net losses of the distribution companies amounted to Inr 82,000 crore
(us$18,269 million) (Planning commission, 2011).12

2.1.2 diversion and Misuse

subsidies also encourage diversion and malpractice in the energy sector. for example, kerosene is
diverted to adulterate more expensive transport fuels. since kerosene moves throughout the supply
chain at subsidized rates, almost 40 per cent of the allocation for Pds purposes is diverted towards
non-Pds and non-household usage (ncaer, 2005). In the past few years refineries have made large
investments in improving the quality of diesel which gets negated once the fuel is adulterated with
kerosene. This not only contributes to leakage, but also impacts the quality of ambient air, engine
efficiency of vehicles, and tailpipe emissions of hydrocarbons, carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxide and
particulate matter. It also negates the substantial investments made by the refiners in improving
fuel quality and moving towards producing cleaner and more efficient grades of auto fuel. 
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In case of lPg, although the subsidised lPg cylinders are meant only for household usage, the
substantial gap between the price of domestic and commercial lPg has led to large-scale diversion
for commercial usage. further, subsidized lPg cylinders are also being diverted for use as an
automobile fuel. This not only exacerbates the already rampant misuse but is also hazardous and
can lead to accidents (rIs, 2010). 

The provision of free electricity has also led to wasteful consumption in the agriculture sector. even
in regions where electricity is not provided free of cost to farmers, tariffs are set at flat rates which
leads to excessive usage of irrigation pumps and depletion of the water table. 

In order to check black marketing and diversion of domestic lPg cylinders, the government enacted
the “liquefied Petroleum gas (regulation of supply and distribution) order, 2000,” which prohibits
unauthorised diversion of lPg and also formulated the “marketing discipline guidelines, 2001,”
which provide for penal action against such offences. raids on commercial establishments and lPg
distributorships are conducted with the authorisation of the central government, and omcs perform
refill audits on distributors. state governments are also empowered to take action against black
marketing/diversion of domestic lPg. between april and september 2010, 1,939 raids were conducted
on commercial establishments, in which 11,557 domestic lPg cylinders were seized (rajya sabha,
2010). however, the fines imposed on such distributors may not be acting as an adequate deterrent
against such offences (Praveen, 2008).

While these policies may help in preventing the diversion of fuel in the short term, the long-term
pricing policy of the government needs to be re-examined to address the inherent problems.

further, the large cost of monitoring the distributors to check leakages presents a regressive
solution which only adds to the overall cost of subsidies.

Box 3 » efforts Made by the government to 
Check diversion of LPg
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2.1.3 impact on Public sector oil Companies

since the under-recoveries are shared by both the upstream and downstream companies, they have
an impact on the petroleum sector as a whole. upstream oil companies, namely oil and natural gas
corporation (ongc) limited and oil India limited (oIl), sell crude oil to downstream refineries at
discounted rates13, and the downstream companies also bear a portion of the under-recovery burden.
In 2010–2011, the burden borne by upstream and downstream companies was Inr 30,297 crore
(us$6.65 billion) and Inr 6,893 crore (us$1.51 billion), respectively.

This not only adversely affects the cash flow and profitability of oil companies but also hinders the
upstream sector from investing in improving and expanding their exploration and production
operations. among the upstream companies, ongc bears the largest burden of the total subsidy
followed by oIl and gas authority of India limited (gaIl) (figure 8).
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Figure 8 » Crude oil Under-recovery Burden shared by Upstream oil Companies

The subsidy and cash assistance is provided only to public sector companies, and private companies
are free to market these products at competitive market prices. however, higher market prices make
it uncompetitive for private companies to retail these products; therefore, while private participation
is increasing in the refining of petroleum products, there is limited private participation in marketing
these fuels (petrol, diesel, lPg and kerosene). 
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2.1.4 impact on Private oil Companies

In 2002, the marketing of transportation fuels (petrol and diesel) was opened to private sector
players as well as other nocs, and licenses were given to private companies such as reliance, essar
and shell to market these fuels. however, these companies have not been provided a level playing
field as they continue to compete with the public sector omcs which market the fuel at subsidized/
government-controlled rates.14 consequently, a large number of petrol pumps owned by private
players are currently sitting idle.

2.2 do Poor People Benefit?
The effectiveness of energy subsidies hinges in part on the extent to which subsidized fuels reach
the intended beneficiaries, primarily the poor. The following sections consider how poor citizens
benefit from subsidies for lPg, Pds kerosene, diesel and electricity. 

2.2.1 LPg

In 2007–2008 only around 8 to 9 per cent of the rural population consumed lPg as a primary fuel
for cooking, compared to 62 per cent in urban areas. (nsso, 2010).15 although lPg is subsidized to
meet the fuel requirements of the poor, a larger share of lPg is consumed by economically well-off
urban households (goI, 2010b).
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note: “Others” includes households which use no cooking arrangements, gobar gas, charcoal and electricity.

Figure 9 » distribution of Households by Primary source of energy 
for Cooking in rural and Urban india (2007–2008)
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according to an earlier study by The energy and resources Institute (TerI), 76 per cent of the lPg
subsidy goes to urban areas and nearly 40 per cent of the lPg subsidy is enjoyed by the wealthiest
6.75 per cent of the population (chawla et al., 2005). In short, the subsidy for lPg, even in urban
areas, is inefficient and regressive.

2.2.2 High speed diesel

While no explicit fiscal subsidy is provided to high speed diesel (hsd), the final prices of the product
at the petrol pumps operated by the omcs are controlled by the government and the under-recovery
on diesel as of January 16, 2012, stood at Inr 12.95/litre. 

almost 60 per cent of the diesel consumed in India was in the transport sector (figure 10) of which
54 per cent was consumed in the road transport sector (goI, 2010a). 

Transport 
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Source: MoSPI (2011)

Figure 10 » Uses of High speed diesel in india (2009–2010)

Within the road transport sector, the consumption of subsidized diesel by private vehicles has
increased substantially; a trend that is further exacerbated by the price difference between petrol
and diesel.

Prices of diesel are controlled primarily to keep a check on the cascading inflationary impact of
higher freight and transportation charges on the prices of essential commodities. although this is a
channel through which diesel prices affect the poor, the exact causal relationship between diesel
price and inflation is yet to be quantified conclusively.
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2.2.3 Kerosene

Pds kerosene has been subsidised to increase its accessibility to the poor. In rural areas this fuel is
used primarily for lighting purposes—only 1.3 per cent of rural households use it for cooking (nsso,
2010). however, in urban areas, 8 per cent of the households use kerosene for cooking. In 2007–
2008, 39 per cent of rural and 5.1 per cent of urban households used kerosene as the primary fuel
for lighting. however, kerosene is an inefficient and more expensive source of lighting when
compared with electricity and causes indoor air pollution. cell-based led lanterns and solar power
based lanterns also provide an alternative to kerosene-based wick lanterns.
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note: “Others” includes households which use no lighting arrangements, other oils, gas and candles.

Figure 11 » distribution of Households by Primary source of energy for 
Lighting in rural and Urban india (2007–2008)
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2.2.4 electricity subsidies

electricity is provided free of charge to farmers in some states. however, since a significant number
of farm connections are unmetered, quantifying the benefits of power subsidies to farmers is
complicated and may even be misleading. In the domestic (residential) sector too, electricity is
provided at subsidised rates which vary according to different categories16 of consumers. Tariffs are
typically higher for those households that consume more electricity. In a study of electricity
subsidies for urban residential consumers in 15 states in India, Komives et al (2005) found that
although the subsidies are generally regressive,17 they are less regressive than overall levels of
income distribution. In other words, the distribution of electricity subsidies is more equitable than
income distribution in these states.

2.3 what About the environment and Health?
subsidizing fuels can encourage consumption and discourage investment in cleaner forms of energy.
The logical consequences of high fossil fuel consumption are greater greenhouse gas emissions,
local air pollution and resource depletion. based on data from the International energy agency
(Iea), phasing out consumption subsidies for fossil fuels between 2011 and 2020 would cut global
carbon dioxide (co2) emissions by 5.8 per cent, compared with a business as usual scenario (Iea,
2010). The organisation for economic co-operation and development (oecd) estimates that
emissions reductions could be as high as 10 per cent by 2050 if the same subsidies for fossil fuel
consumption are removed by 2020 (Iea, oPec, oecd & World bank, 2010).

The regulation of retail prices of diesel has affected the private passenger vehicle market. The price
differential between petrol and diesel has led to an increase in the demand for diesel-based personal
vehicles (goyal, 2011) which, although more efficient, are more polluting than petrol-based vehicles.

more than 80 per cent of electricity generated in India in the year 2010–2011 was from fossil fuels
(figure 12). any wasteful consumption of electricity thus puts undue pressure on fossil fuel supplies
and is bad for the environment. 

The provision of free electricity to the agriculture sector in some states has also led to overuse of
ground water through tube-wells and agricultural pump sets, which has in turn resulted in lowering
of the water table (siddhanta, 2010).
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Figure 12 » Percentage share of Various Fuels in overall electricity generation,
2010–2011

2.4 who would be the winners and Losers from 
energy subsidy reform?

abolishing price controls and dismantling subsidy programs would lead to an improvement in the
government’s finances. It would also free up public funds which could then be used for other
development-related expenditures. 

a reform of prices will also have an overall positive impact on the oil sector. It will reduce the
borrowing and interest expenditure of refining and marketing companies and at the same time will
increase funds available for upstream companies to invest in exploration and production activities.
The downstream companies will be encouraged to invest in producing better and cleaner grades
of automotive fuels. market-based pricing of fuels will also facilitate and encourage private
players to enter the retail market for petroleum products, which in turn will lead to a more
competitive market.

efficient pricing of fuels will also create a competitive market between different types of fuel and
may even encourage a shift towards cleaner and more efficient forms of energy. 

notwithstanding the clear benefits to oil companies and the government’s finances, removal of
subsidies would lead to an increase in fuel prices which, in turn, will have an impact on the budgets of
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all households, at least in the short run. There is expected to be both a direct impact through higher
fuel prices and an indirect impact through the effect on prices of other commodities. In a review of 20
countries from africa, asia, middle east and latin america, del granado et al., (2010) have estimated
that an increase of 25 cents per litre in fuel prices would decrease household real incomes by about 5.9
per cent.18 however, owing to differences in economic status, changes in fuel prices are likely to affect
the poor and the rich differently. any change in prices would have a greater impact on the household
budget of the poor vis-à-vis the richer households. It is thus critical that any step towards reforming
the subsidies be coupled with adequate measures to mitigate the impact on poor households.

due to the indirect impact on other goods and services, energy subsidy reform, especially in case
of diesel and electricity19 will also affect the inflation rate. according to the rbI (2011c) “empirical
estimates show that every 10 per cent increase in global crude prices, if fully passed through to
domestic prices, could have a direct impact of 1 percentage point increase in overall Wholesale Price
Index (WPI) inflation and the total impact could be about 2 percentage points over time as input
cost increases translate to higher output prices across sectors.”

2.5 what Plans to reform subsidies Have Been Announced 
by the government?

Petrol has been deregulated . . .

based on the recommendations of the expert group on a viable and sustainable system of Pricing
of Petroleum Products headed by dr. Kirit Parikh (goI, 2010b), the government decided to reform
the subsidy regime for petroleum products. Petrol prices were liberalized from June 2010 and it was
reported that diesel prices would soon follow suit. 

. . . diesel prices have not followed suit

The government announced on november 24, 2011 that diesel price deregulation had been put on
hold owing to the rise in the level of food inflation. a rise in diesel prices would result in an increase
in freight charges levied by transport companies. This would, in turn, feed into higher prices of food
commodities. recently, the Indian rupee has also depreciated to an all-time low of Inr 53/us$
thereby increasing the import bill and also the final prices of petroleum products which are priced
at par with international rates. This has exacerbated the challenge of reforming fossil fuel subsidies
(mahajan, 2011). 
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reduction in taxes

In an effort to reduce the burden of high fuel prices on final consumers, the central government has
reduced basic customs duties on crude from 5 per cent to nil from June 2011. customs duties on petrol
and diesel were also reduced from 7.5 per cent to 2.5 per cent and on other petroleum products from
10 per cent to 5 per cent.  similarly, the basic excise duty on diesel has been reduced to nil from Inr
2/litre. moreover, in June 2011, the finance minister urged state governments to reduce levies on
diesel, kerosene and domestic lPg (Press information bureau (PIb), 2011a).

Better targeting

To better target subsidized lPg as a clean cooking fuel in rural areas, the government introduced a
distribution scheme called the rajiv gandhi gramin lPg vitrak yojana (rgglvy). This program was
launched in october 2009 and initially covered eight states and 1,200 distribution centres. The scope
of the program has increased since then, with the omcs undertaking to set up 2,428 distributors in
23 states and union Territories (uTs). as of september 2011, letters of Intent (loIs) had been issued
for 1,062 locations, of which 581 distributors had already been commissioned (moPng, 2011).

Linking subsidies to the Uid?

The government has long contemplated a move towards direct transfers of kerosene and lPg
subsidies through a smartcard/unique Id framework. a task force chaired by nandan nilekani, and
which includes representatives from multiple government ministries and departments, was
appointed to develop a suitable mechanism for direct subsidies to individuals and families who are
entitled to kerosene, lPg and fertilizer (PIb, 2011b).

Initially, the task force was mandated to develop the framework for direct transfer of subsidies and
to design the necessary IT systems, but the terms of reference of the group were extended (in July
2011) to include:

I. Identifying and suggesting required changes in the existing systems, processes and
procedures, IT frameworks and supply chain management; 

II. recommending institutional mechanisms to implement the IT strategy for Pds; and

III. examining and suggesting an implementable solution for direct transfer of subsidies on food
and kerosene to intended beneficiaries with the use of aadhaar numbers (unique Identification
numbers), aadhaar enabled transactions and aadhaar authentication infrastructure.
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an interim report by the Task force was released in July 2011. The report recommended the
development of a core subsidy management system to assist in targeted subsidy delivery through
aaadhaar enabled bank accounts. 

regarding lPg, the Task force envisioned three phases: phase I would see a cap on subsidized
cylinders coupled with an authentication framework; phase II would introduce direct transfers to bank
accounts of the beneficiaries; and phase III would involve segmenting and targeting customers and
direct transfer to these customers alone. In the case of kerosene, the Task force recommended direct
transfers through state governments/uT administrations in Phase I and direct transfer to the account
of the beneficiaries in Phase II. Pilot projects on validation of domestic lPg sales through aadhaar
accounts are currently underway in the cities of hyderabad and mysore. 

The uId scheme has, however, been criticized on issues relating to adaptability of technology,
security and identity theft, costs of the program and legal issues pertaining to the voluntary
participation in the program.20

direct transfer of LPg subsidy 
notably, the state government of andhra Pradesh has already introduced a direct transfer scheme
named “deepam” for increasing access to lPg for bPl families. under this scheme, which was
launched in 1999, the state government waived the initial fee of Inr 1,000 for obtaining a new lPg
connection to women who were part of self help groups (shgs) (undP/esmaP, 2003). 

electricity subsidy reforms remain largely unexplored . . .
electricity subsidy reforms need to be addressed at the state level. electricity tariffs are often a major
electoral issue and lower tariffs are often used by the state governments to placate the public and
garner support before the elections. While the electricity act of 2003 was introduced with the aim of
improving efficiency in the sector, state-owned electricity utilities continue to face heavy losses. 

rural electricity scheme
government schemes like the rajiv gandhi gramin vidyutikaran yojana (rggvy) are also facilitating
the connection of more poor households to the electricity grid. The increasing pace of rural
electrification could also provide an alternative to kerosene.
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3. what do we Know About reform of energy subsidies?
although many fuel subsidies help the rich more than the poor, we should not lose sight of the fact
that some poor households depend on subsidies to make energy affordable. for these people,
expenditure on energy takes up a larger portion of their budget than it does for the wealthy. an
increase in energy price and possible inflation can put poor households under severe financial
stress. as has been already mentioned, a large percentage of India’s population lives below the
poverty line, and any increase in energy price is bound to affect these households adversely. energy
prices therefore also form an important political issue. any effort to reform prices of petroleum
products and electricity has been met with opposition that has deterred government from taking
strong and consistent measures on price reform.

but subsidy reform can be designed and implemented in a way that minimizes the negative impacts
on poor households. a suite of policies have been used by countries around the world to ease the
transition away from fuel subsidies. The policies can be grouped into two categories: those that
provide assistance to poor households and those that help the broader community to understand
and support reform. The best chance for successful reform (which can be defined as the long-term
elimination of subsidies with minimal negative impacts) requires a comprehensive strategy drawing
on a range of transitional support policies (laan, beaton and Presta, 2010). research into the nature
of the subsidy, how its costs and benefits are distributed and identification of those most likely to
be impacted by its removal will help design the reform strategy. 

subsidy reform can be designed and 
implemented in a way that minimizes the negative

impacts on poor households.[ ]
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3.1 Policies to support Poor Households
reducing energy subsidies would free up government funds for other purposes. by allocating these
funds to programs that directly target the poor, the government would redirect money from fuel
subsidies (that mostly benefit the rich) to those most in need. There are two main ways that
governments can do this: cash transfers or increased social spending. 

lessons for both of these approaches can be drawn from Indonesia’s experience. In 2005 and 2008,
the Indonesian government used the cash Transfer assistance program (bantuan langsung Tunai or
blT) to reduce opposition to fuel price increases and help poor families cope with higher energy
costs. The program provided two payments of Inr 300,000 (around us$30) directly to poor families
(Widjaja, 2009). The blT was accompanied by short-term measures referred to as the fuel subsidy
reduction compensation Program (Program Konpensasi Pengurangan subsidi bahan bakar minyak
or PKPs-bbm). These programs provided targeted support for affected groups by increasing social
spending in the areas of education, health and rural infrastructure (beaton & lontoh, 2010).

In a review of these policies, beaton and lontoh (2010) considered that they were reasonably
successful in assisting poor households and reducing opposition to fuel price increases. according to
various reviews of the 2005 blT program, mistargeting is thought to have been relatively low, and the
majority of households did actually receive the funds they had been promised (hastuti, et al., 2006). 

however, there were problems. some cash transfers were misappropriated and some deserving
recipients did not receive payments, which resulted in social unrest (cameron & shah, 2011). Those
missing out on payments vented their frustration on the local administrators of the scheme, leading
to violence in some cases. any future implementation of the blT would need to take into account
lessons learned from previous experience such as the need for better targeting, stronger oversight
and greater support for village officials. 

an alternative approach would be to link cash payments to behaviours that assist community
development. conditional cash Transfers (ccTs) require recipient families to commit to certain
activities, generally related to children’s health care and education. mexico’s oportunidades
program is one such scheme. It started with approximately 300,000 beneficiary households in 1997
but covered 5 million households by 2009 (fiszbein & schady, 2009). significant data collected over
the years indicate that the program has been successful in assisting the poor. mexico’s program was
not coupled with reductions to fossil-fuel subsidies, but it nonetheless provides an example of a
social safety net that could be used to compensate for fuel price increases while maximizing
development outcomes. 
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In India too, various cash transfer schemes have been implemented to support education and
health. most of these programs are directed towards empowerment of women and child
development. at the central level, programs like the dhanalakshmi scheme (2008), Janani suraksha
yojana (2005) and balika samridhi yojana (1997) have been introduced. at the state level as well,
schemes have been introduced in Tamil nadu, gujarat, West bengal, delhi and Kerala. however,
none of these address the issue of energy poverty.

alternative avenues for social spending (funded by subsidy elimination) can also be observed in
other countries. Jordan, for example, supported subsidy reform in 2008 by increasing the minimum
wage and providing a salary increase to low-paid government employees. a one-time bonus was
given to low-income government employees and pensioners and electricity tariffs were maintained
at low levels. In the same year, Thailand initiated a six-point, six-month Thb46 billion (us$1.3
billion) program to help the poor in response to high international oil prices. The plan offered free
electricity to those consuming less than 80 kilowatt-hours a month (and half the cost for
households consuming less than 150 kilowatt-hours), free rides on the 800 ordinary buses operated
by the state-run bangkok mass Transit authority and on third-class trains, free water for the first 50
cubic meters, excise exemptions on ethanol-gasoline blends and diesel, and a ceiling on lPg prices
(Kojima, 2009). 

The best options for transitional support measures will be country-specific, depending on the
administrative capacity of the country and coverage of services. Targeted cash transfers require that
the poor can be identified and a cash delivery mechanism established. a prerequisite to providing
cheap access to electricity is comprehensive electricity coverage. Where such infrastructure does not
exist, governments can increase social spending through publicly funded health clinics, schools,
roads, public transport, and water and sanitation infrastructure. 
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3.2 good Processes to support reform: Lessons from
international experience

The way in which subsidies are eliminated can also ease the transition to market prices and build
public support for reform. good practice includes a clear communications campaign, stakeholder
consultation, transparency about fuel prices, a gradual phase-out of subsidies and monitoring of
the impacts of implementation with adjustments if necessary. 

3.2.1 Communication

Information campaigns are an important element of any successful subsidy reform strategy. for
example, in 2005 the Indonesian government implemented a public relations campaign alongside
cash transfers and social spending as a means for building support for reform. In contrast with
previous attempts to increase fuel prices, the 2005 reforms met with no substantial opposition
(beaton & lontoh, 2010). 

Public understanding and acceptance of changing fuel prices can be encouraged by regularly
publishing information such as price surveys, comparisons of domestic and international prices,
historical and current prices, and the composition of each key petroleum product price (such as
import prices, refining and distribution costs and taxes) (World bank, 2009). 

chile, for example, has strong transparency arrangements for its fuel subsidies and pricing policies.
The national energy commission determines fuel price structure, monitors prices set by national
Petroleum company and provides weekly media briefings about pricing. While chile still has some
fuel subsidies, transparency has helped the public to understand price fluctuations and pave the
way for liberalization of the domestic fuels market. 

clear communication with stakeholders and the public is a key element of an effective reform
strategy. If stakeholders participate in the decision-making process from the beginning, opposition
to subsidy reform can be addressed early and taken into account in designing policies to ease the
transition. Public awareness campaigns help citizens to understand why reform is necessary and
how their money can be redirected to other services or returned to them in the form of lower taxes. 
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3.2.2 gradual Phase-out

a gradual phase-out of subsidies can give recipients time to adjust. The longer a subsidy has been
in place, the more difficult it will be to remove and the longer the likely timeframe required for
reform. subsidies have a tendency to become perceived as entitlements and any attempt to reduce
them can be politically hazardous (steenblik, 2007). In december 2010, the bolivian government
made sudden and dramatic increases to the price of subsidized fuel, raising prices by over 80 per
cent, with few supporting measures to ease the transition. The result was a major public backlash
and a rapid reinstatement of subsidies by the government. In early 2012, the nigerian government
also slashed fuel subsidies steeply and with little forewarning. This led to riots and a general strike,
prompting the government to backtrack. The deutsche gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit
(gIZ, the german development agency) recommends that governments should avoid price jumps of
over 10 per cent per adjustment when instituting reform; gIZ recommends governments implement
small increments on a regular (e.g. monthly) basis, over a clear timeframe.

however, there can be opportune moments to deregulate quickly. falling oil prices in the second
half of 2008 provided an opportunity for several governments to undertake price subsidy reforms,
including china, ethiopia and vietnam (Kojima, 2009). 

3.2.3 Monitoring and Adjustment

monitoring and adjusting reform on an ongoing basis is necessary to assess whether measures have
been effective, check whether there have been unintended negative consequences, and adapt
policies over time (laan, beaton & Presta, 2010). Temporary assistance policies also require careful
monitoring in order to ensure that the assistance is reaching the target groups and that support
does not continue for so long that it becomes entrenched. 

finally, strong governance practices must be put in place to prevent the government from becoming
enmeshed in fuel pricing again in the future. governments will always be called upon by the public
to intervene when fuel prices are high. market-based pricing overseen by independent bodies that
regulate competition and transparency regarding fuel prices allow governments to demonstrate to
citizens that fuel prices are dictated by international forces, not the government.
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3.3 Conclusion
The current regime of energy subsidies in India is a heavy burden on the government’s resources
and has had only limited success in reaching the intended beneficiaries. In case of Pds kerosene,
large-scale leakages are rampant, with close to 40 per cent of the fuel being diverted towards non-
Pds usage. In the case of lPg, a large portion of the subsidies accrue to richer households, which
can afford to pay market prices for the fuel. 

energy subsidies also have significant ecological ramifications due to overuse of fossil fuels and
electricity. Increases in emissions due to overuse of petroleum products and over-exploitation of
groundwater resources caused by inefficient consumption of free electricity are genuine and
urgent concerns. 

subsidies also put a lot of pressure on national oil companies and power sector utilities, which face
heavy financial burdens under the current system. entry into the electricity and oil marketing sector
is difficult for private companies, which cannot afford to undercut the artificially lowered prices at
which these energy sources are sold to consumers.

at the same time, however, subsidy reform has to be approached carefully. changes in fuel prices affect
the poorest sections of the population the most. experience from around the world demonstrates that
energy reform will face strong opposition if the public is not properly consulted and informed, and if
compensatory policies are not introduced to protect the poor. Target groups which are to receive
subsidy benefits need to be identified accurately and appropriate measures to compensate for the loss
of welfare from rising fuel prices should be designed carefully. a prerequisite to reform is the presence
of a high degree of awareness among the people regarding the plethora of issues surrounding energy
subsidies, including an understanding of their overall costs and benefits. 
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4. endnotes
1 subsidies are provided on kerosene distributed through the public distribution system (Pds) where the fuel is sold only to ration

card holders through government designated fair Price shops (fPss). Wheat, rice and sugar are also distributed through the Pds.
2 subsidies are also provided on 14.2 kg lPg cylinders which are sold to households. subsidized lPg is termed as “domestic lPg” and

is sold only to households, i.e., for residential usage.
3 an in-principle approval for deregulating the diesel prices was also given, but that has not happened due to the persisting volatility

in international crude oil prices.
4 detailed text available at <http://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/24-scm_01_e.htm>
5 since neither petroleum nor electricity markets are perfectly competitive, the term market price has a different connotation in these

markets.
In petroleum product markets these refer to trade and import parity prices. Trade Parity Price (TPP) is a weighted average of import
and export parity prices in a ratio of 80:20. Import Parity Price of a good is set equal to the domestic price of an equivalent
imported good – which means that it is the sum of world price, transport cost and tariff. similarly, export parity price of a good is
equal to the price that a producer gets or can expect to get for its product if exported. 
In electricity markets, prices are determined on a cost-plus basis.

6 Internationally competitive market prices are based on trade parity in case of diesel and import parity in case of lPg and Kerosene.
7 upstream nocs are those companies which are involved in exploration and production of oil and gas.
8 at an exchange rate of Inr 45.58 = us$1 for 2010–2011 (source: rbI, 2011c).
9 This refers to residential consumers (i.e., households) in India. 
10 for instance, in the states of Tamil nadu and Punjab, electricity is provided free of cost to the agriculture sector.
11 There are a large number of definitions and methodologies that exist to determine the extent of poverty and inequality. The

approximation made here is based on the Planning commission’s estimates and the national poverty line estimates as reported in
the economic survey 2010–2011.

12 This report compiles information on the distribution companies in 15 states.
13 between april and June 2011, the gross price of crude oil was us$120.58/bbl of which the upstream companies realized only

us$49.96/bbl: the rest was offered as discounts to the refineries (moPng, 2011).
14 for instance, essar oil maintains diesel prices at rates higher than the regulated noc prices and this also affects the volume of sales.
15 The household-level energy usage patterns reflected in this guide are based on the household-level sample survey data available

in the reports of the national sample survey organization (nsso).
16 The definition of these categories (and therefore the level of subsidies) varies from one state to another.
17 a regressive subsidy implies that the share of subsidy received by poor households is lower than their share in the total population.

similarly, regressive income distribution implies that the share of income earned by poor households is lower than their share in
the total population. 

18 It should be noted that these estimates are based on cross-country studies done by the authors and are not specific to India.
19 These are both used as intermediate goods for production of other commodities and diesel is also used for freight transportation.
20 The uId bill which was introduced in the Winter session of Parliament has been rejected and the Parliamentary standing committee

has demanded that the bill be redrafted. The mandate of the uIdaI has, however, been extended to collect biometric data of an
additional 40 million residents taking the total number of people enrolled to 200 million.
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