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Development (DFID), Oxford Policy Management (OPM) and the UK Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office (FCO). 

 Executive summary 

•  The climate crisis can be addressed significantly by renewable energy 

generation capacity on a large scale to replace a fossil fuel dominated energy 

system that currently contributes 60% of global GHG emissions. 

•  The energy transition is particularly urgent in the Asian continent, which is 

experiencing unprecedented growth in energy demand in the near future. 

•  Integrating large scale renewable energy into conventional grids  is 

technologically difficult due to the intermittent nature of renewable energy, but 

international trade of electricity through cross border grids connecting areas of 

rich renewable energy resources to high demand hotspots can address the 

issue of variability.  

•  In addition to balancing demand and supply, electricity trade has the potential 

to significantly lower electricity prices and aid the sustainable development of 

countries across Asia. 

•  The European energy grid and ASEAN power grids are have showcased the 

opportunities and benefits of regional and international energy cooperation. 

The maturity of HVDC and UHVDC technologies, used in long distance 

transmission grids, further justifies the call for international grids. 

•  However, there remain significant challenges to the establishment of high-

volume cross border electricity trading. Political will and a stable policy regime 

have been identified as the key barrier to such efforts. 

•  Lack of harmonised technical specifications (known as ‘grid codes’), existing 

fossil fuel subsidies, lack of uniformity in legal and regulatory frameworks, and 

high investment requirements form the other major challenges to international 

cooperation on energy. 

•  Visible socioeconomic benefits accruing to pioneer markets could lead to rapid 

generation of the political will that is currently lacking. Long term framework 

agreements and contracts could be used to signal stable political frameworks 

and attract investors in such pioneer interconnection projects 

•  Pilot projects and research studies by politically neutral organisations that 

clearly demonstrate the benefits and opportunities of cross border electricity 

trade in the region need to be established quickly if regional electricity grids are 

to help avert the climate crisis.  

•  Asia can draw lessons and best practices from more mature regional power 

markets in Europe and ASEAN. Building on existing frameworks and 
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institutions like SAARC can also help in accelerating initial discussions. 

•  Legislators from several countries present at the Wilton Park dialogue pledged 

to establish cross-party parliamentary efforts to expedite action towards 

establishing such proofs of concept. 

 Introduction 

Cross-border electricity trading is the new imperative for the global energy sector to 

enable large-scale integration of renewable energy in the grid, which is critical for 

addressing climate change. Building robust regional energy markets is also expected to 

address issues of increasing electricity demand, affordability and security. The Green 

Grid Initiative, launched by Climate Parliament in Mexico in 2018, is an informal global 

leadership forum comprising states, industry and legislators designed to advance 

dialogue on grid interconnection in critical regions in order to facilitate the transition to a 

fully renewables-based energy sector. 29 energy or environment ministers have so far 

committed to support the Green Grid Initiative. This first Wilton Park gathering on the 

Green Grid Initiative  meeting was aimed at bringing together legislators, academic 

researchers, industry, and development agencies active in South Asia to discuss the 

specific challenges and opportunities associated with grid interconnections and to 

suggest a next steps towards the realisation of this vision. 

 The threat of climate change 

1. Participants at ‘Green grids: connecting Asia’ began by establishing consensus that 

climate change (now increasingly called climate crisis) is a serious threat facing the 

countries of Asia, with participants particularly alarmed by risks to coral reefs, to 

glaciers in the Himalayan region and impacts on food and water security across the 

Subcontinent. Countries represented in the meeting included some of the most 

vulnerable in the world, such as Bangladesh and Nepal. The participants discussed 

the IPCC special report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5 °C, which underlines 

the urgency of the climate action by all countries over the next couple of decades. It 

was agreed that rapid transition to a low carbon economy powered by renewable 

energy has become necessary. Experts highlighted that 60%-70% of global 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are due to global energy consumption. This is 

increasing rapidly in developing countries and especially in the South Asian and East 

Asian context. The Asia-Pacific region is projected to experience an energy demand 

growth of 2.4% each year for the next 20 years. It was, however, also discussed that 

there is an increasing political consciousness around the issue of climate change, 

with the most vulnerable nations urging the global community to take immediate 

action. The government of Nepal, for instance, held a cabinet meeting on a 

Himalayan Glacier while the former President of the Maldives convened a cabinet 

meeting underwater to highlight the growing threat.  

 Renewable energy – the key enabler of climate change mitigation 

2. It was widely agreed that large-scale renewable energy is one of the key solutions 

necessary to address the climate crisis, as well as local environmental issues linked 

to the burning of fossil fuels. Renewable energy technology has come a long way in 

recent years in terms of both technological development and price. Apart from the 

already established technologies like solar, onshore wind and large-scale hydro, 

there has also been significant development of new technologies like offshore wind, 

small hydro, pumped storage and concentrating solar power (CSP). An increasing 

number of countries is investing heavily in renewable energy to meet the multiple 

goals of climate change mitigation, energy access for all and large-scale energy 

demand. India, one of the countries leading in renewable energy capacity, has, along 

with France, established the International Solar Alliance, an intergovernmental body 

aiming to promote solar energy technologies by mobilising financial and technical 

assistance for member countries. East Asia and South Asia are bestowed with some 
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of the world’s richest natural energy resources, The Indian subcontinent being 

particularly rich in solar and hydro. China too has significant resources for both large 

and small hydro, while Central Asia and Mongolia lead on wind energy resources. 

The participants also presented the existing projects and roadmaps to utilise local 

renewable energy resources in each country. Particularly notable was the successful 

installation of 5.5 million solar home systems in Bangladesh to deliver reliable and 

affordable energy to rural and remote households. The large-scale shift towards 

renewable energy is made possible through the rapidly declining prices of renewable 

energy technologies. This trend has enabled even the fossil fuel exporting nations to 

meet their peak electricity demand with the help of solar energy. Participants also 

discussed the gradual development in storage technologies, which promises further 

reduction in energy prices and helps grid operators to efficiently balance demand and 

supply. 

3. Despite the encouraging picture, high upfront costs, variability in power generation 

and entrenchment of fossil-based systems still pose formidable challenges in the 

respect of expanding renewable energy development rapidly enough to meet the 

climate challenge. 

 Cross border interlinking of green energy sources – green grids 

4. It was broadly agreed that the pace of renewable energy installations – and thereby 

replacement of conventional fuel-based energy supply  - is nowhere near fast enough 

to meet critical climate goals, particularly in light of the recent Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, which indicates a timeline of just 12 years to 

halve current annual emissions in order to avoid exceeding global temperature rise 

by 1.5 degrees above pre-industrial levels. The report recommends achieving net 

zero emissions at the global scale by 2050.  

5. Keeping this in mind, it was proposed that cross-border interlinking of sites of high-

density renewable energy resources through HVDC grids is a compelling 

technological proposition to meet the challenges of pace and scale.  

6. Electricity generated by renewable energy resources is inherently intermittent, and its 

geographical availability is uneven. Interlinking grids can enable the linking of 

locations rich in renewable energy resources with areas of high demand, thereby 

helping to balance the high supply-demand variability. A simplified illustration was 

also provided to further explain the technology: when the solar power plants located 

in the Thar desert of the Indian subcontinent stop generating electricity after sunset, it 

will be possible for the Indian grid to draw power from the wind farms of China or 

hydro-electric plants in Nepal and Bhutan. The complementarity of solar and wind 

energy resources often eliminates or reduces the need for back-up power generation 

such as diesel generators. Participants representing countries in South Asia, 

Southeast Asia and North Asia reflected that all these regions are expected to 

experience a heavy increase in energy demand in the coming years. This is likely to 

put pressure on domestic power capacities. Even currently, these areas are 

chronically affected by the challenges of availability, affordability and security. 

Presenters posited that a regional approach towards interconnecting domestic 

renewable energy-based power generation can address these challenges 

systematically by attracting investment, creating jobs and making power more 

affordable.  

7. A comparable equivalence to cross-border energy transmission can be found in the 

Information Technology (IT) sector, where inter-regional fibre optic connections 

transformed the industry. As with the progression of the IT industry, the global power 

industry is moving towards decentralisation and increasing interconnections. This will 

be increasingly managed through digitised power management systems that can also 

help in remotely managing the variety of inputs and outputs.  
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 Existing examples of regional grids 

8. Some nations in the region have already begun to see the value in large-scale 

interconnections. A number of bilateral or trilateral agreements have begun to 

emerge over the last two to three years.  The progress in the ASEAN power grid 

initiatives in Laos, Thailand and Malaysia (LTM) Power Integration Project (PIP) and 

the Great Mekong subregion grid interconnections and trade agreement provide 

cases in point. India too has started to implement its Green Energy Corridors plan, 

which entails domestic transmission lines that exclusively connect areas of high 

renewable energy generating capacity to areas of high demand.  It was also 

suggested that the European electricity market could serve as an example for the 

proposed regional grids in terms of regulatory harmonisation and intergovernmental 

cooperation.  

9. The Chinese Government, keen to leverage these opportunities, has proposed its 

plan for a ‘Global Energy Internet’ or Global Energy Interconnection (GEI). The 

framework for the GEI rests on three pillars: 1) Smart grids; 2) UHVDC technology 

and; 3) Clean Energy. 

 Key drivers of cross border grid interconnections  

10. The economic case for interconnected grids lies in the benefits of trading the 

cheapest source of electricity in at any particular point in time with the centres of 

greatest demand. For instance, 15% of Bhutan’s GDP comes from selling power to 

India this is likely to increase hugely increasing power demand in India.  

11. There is significant interest amongst multilateral and international organisations in 

supporting regional grids. Techno-economic analyses by reputed organisations have 

concluded that an Asian ‘super grid’ would be financially viable, though it will entail 

significant upfront investment. With the slowing power capacity markets, typically 

used to counter the variability of renewable-generated electricity, the importance of 

interconnections has become more pronounced in the recent years. There was 

assurance from the technical experts present that UHVDC transmission technology is 

now mature and therefore that this ambition is technically feasible. However, there 

was also a warning that such grid infrastructure needed long-term planning and 

implementation and hence entails some capital risk.  It was estimated that at least 

1% of investment in power generation should be dedicated to power distribution 

infrastructure. 

12. Another suggestion that emerged was that efforts towards regional grids need to 

build upon existing bilateral agreements and frameworks. This was thought to be 

especially relevant in case of the South Asian, region where bilateral agreements 

already exist between certain countries, such as India, Nepal, Bhutan and 

Bangladesh. The South Asian region has attempted to initiate cooperation on the 

regional energy supply through the South Asian Association for Regional 

Cooperation organisation (SAARC) through an energy framework agreement on 

energy cooperation, though it was noted that implementation of this agreement has 

lacked pace. Similarly, the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 

Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), which recently held a large summit, has already 

initiated discussions on planning for grid interconnections around the Bay of Bengal. 

Such initiatives and foundations need to be leveraged towards more systematic and 

comprehensive regional co-operation on green grids. 

 Challenges to grid interconnection: political will 

13. Several challenges towards the realisation of regional and international electricity 

grids were also debated during the meeting. Political will was acknowledged as the 

biggest barrier to such a regional initiative. While a number of international bilateral 

electricity trade agreements are currently operational, the scale at which expansion of 

renewables is currently envisaged will require international cooperation on a much 
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larger scale, with all the geopolitical challenges that such cooperation poses. 

Acrimonious and volatile diplomatic relationships between certain countries in the 

region will be seen as an investment risk in respect of grid interconnection. It was 

also argued that the current economic structures and political mechanisms put 

domestic interests at the forefront. Differential negotiating power among countries will 

impact approaches to regional infrastructure planning, with smaller countries wary of 

more dominant trading partners. Participants expressed scepticism about the 

willingness of some developing countries to sell electricity internationally whilst their 

domestic populations still lack access to energy; these concerns might be overcome 

by including a strong poverty alleviation and energy access aspects in large-scale 

renewable energy developments.  The lack of recent progress in implementation of 

the SAARC initiative was pointed out as an example of such political challenges by 

several participating. However, recent developments show that there are renewed 

signs of political interest on cross border electricity trade. Initial discussions between 

countries like Japan, Korean and China for an ‘Asian Super Grid’, together with a 

recent policy paper by India on the need for cross border import and export of 

electricity, were cited as evidence of this.  

 Challenges to grid interconnection: incumbents’ advantage 

14. The political economy of the existing conventional energy sector is likely to pose a 

challenge of a different nature to the vision of complete energy system 

transformation. Transformation on this scale is likely to disturb or displace incumbent 

actors, institutions and structures. Recent reports have shown that the fossil fuel 

industry continues to spend huge sums on direct and indirect lobbying to promote 

fossil fuel, refuting the potential of renewable energy or delaying rollout of policies to 

facilitate greater integration of renewables. Participants discussed the need to 

incorporate social and environmental ‘externalities’ in cost of fossil fuel-based 

electricity prices in order to counter the fossil fuel lobby. In addition, policies to 

promote energy transition need to be sensitive to the potential for certain 

communities to lose out in the short term. This highlights another important role for 

the parliamentarians as public educators of the harmful effects of fossil-fuel based 

power systems and need for inclusive energy transition policies. 

 Challenges to grid interconnection: techno-economic challenges 

15. Despite the rapidly decreasing prices of renewable energy and increasing maturity of 

HVDC technologies, other technological challenges need strategic attention. Barriers 

such as differential developmental states of domestic power industry, varied 

regulatory frameworks and different grid operating procedures in the countries to be 

interconnected will need to be overcome to begin any such large-scale infrastructural 

projects. An even bigger challenge is that of mobilising affordable financing for 

projects of this scale, which will in some cases be perceived as a high-risk 

investment. Model regional grids at much smaller scales were proposed to 

demonstrate the feasibility of these projects and instil confidence in investors.  

 Green Grid interconnections: the way forward 

Market dynamics, and establishing empowering political frameworks 

16. It was suggested that the economic benefits expected to accrue to the countries 

involved in such a project can potentially attenuate the current political and economic 

challenges. Researchers have shown that the North East Asian grid, when 

implemented, could lead to annual savings of 24 billion US dollars, with an additional 

65 GW of renewable energy generation capacity leading to an annual GHG reduction 

of 9%. 

17. Establishment of a competitive power market is key to the success of interlinked 

power grids. This will require regulators to move beyond government-to-government 

considerations to develop policies that attract private investors and project 
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developers.  

18. The prospect for large-scale investment and job creation may not only encourage 

countries to join hands for cross-border projects, but also help to facilitate 

rapprochement between hostile nations. 

19. A stable policy framework and long-term commitment is a prerequisite for the wide - 

scale participation of the private sector and investors. In the example of the Green 

Energy Corridor in India, more than one billion US dollars of investment was attracted 

only after the Government of India announced its commitment to a long-term 

investment incentive framework.  

20. There needs to be active efforts towards resolving domestic infrastructure issues and 

improving the bankability of the projects. Higher risk perception increases the cost of 

credit, making new projects more expensive. Striking research partnerships in 

cooperation and coordination with industry is another way to mitigate domestic 

challenges and boost investment potential. Lastly, it was proposed that lessons and 

best practices need to be learnt from the European and ASEAN regional grids in 

respect of market mechanisms and regulatory reforms. 

Further research and demonstration through pilot projects 

21. There is a need for further scientific studies by reputed and neutral organisations on 

the economic and technical benefits and requirements of green grids, especially in 

specific sub-regional contexts. As economic benefits were thought to be a potential 

antidote to the political resistance that exists currently, this would help in garnering 

the attention of policy makers. The need for independent research bodies was 

particularly underlined to avoid the potential capture of the findings by vested 

interests. 

22. It was felt that some existing regional power markets could be studied further to look 

at the market dynamics, best practices and processes. In particular, the European 

regional market was thought to be a useful case study.  

23. Successful implementation of a few pilot projects was thought to be a logical 

extension of the above studies. Pilot projects will serve to demonstrate the feasibility 

and benefits of this infrastructure and throw light on the challenges and required 

steps towards scaling up. 

Creating institutional support 

24. It was suggested that an independent regional intergovernmental institution with a 

framework mandate for planning and financing of grids, convene and facilitate cross-

government discussions, and act as a hub for managing funds for the initial phases of 

such projects, needs to be set up. Such an institution could also draft model 

agreements, manage conflicts and support negotiations between countries.  

25. In this context, participants also proposed that the existing frameworks and 

institutions should be revived and built upon. In the example of SAARC, the 

Framework Agreement for Energy Cooperation and the Energy Ministers’ Forum 

needs to be leveraged. Other recent and active cooperation fora were raised, 

including the Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal (BBIN) platform and BIMSTEC. 

Similarly, participants proposed that existing bilateral agreements can be built upon 

to establish trilateral agreements and gradually encompass more countries in the 

region to build such a regional institution.  

26. More frequent dialogues and knowledge exchanges between expert researchers, 

industry and policy experts are required to keep the policy makers abreast of the 

latest findings and techno-economic developments in this field. Currently, an 

information deficit prevents appropriate policy responses and causes further delay in 

global climate mitigation efforts. Energy policy decision-making entails an inherent 

path dependence, so strategic and long-term decision-making is crucial. 
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Initiate fossil fuel subsidy reforms 

27. Participants agreed that both explicit and implicit subsidies to fossil fuels should be 

identified and removed in order that renewable energy and fossil fuels are subject to 

a level playing field in the power market.  It is only in this scenario that the true 

competitiveness of renewable energy will be apparent.  

 Action points and commitments 

The meeting concluded with a round of action commitments from participants, who 

identified next steps towards setting up an enabling environment for large scale capacity 

addition of renewable energy and step wise implementation of green grids. These have 

been broadly categorised into parliamentary actions and other actions. 

 Parliamentary Actions 

• Parliamentarians representing a number of countries felt that there is an urgent 

need for further awareness amongst fellow legislators and other policy makers, 

as well as general public on the issues of climate change and clean energy. 

Unless citizens and their representatives acknowledge the scale and the gravity 

of the issue, there will always be political resistance to such large scale structural 

transformations as green grids warrant. Legislators undertook to educate their 

compatriots and to concomitantly raise awareness is of the immediate negative 

impacts of fossil fuels. 

• Parliamentarians undertook to initiate discussions on green grids within the 

parliamentary committees responsible for reviewing energy or climate change 

policy. These committees, responsible for critically examining energy or climate 

change policies of their respective governments, serve as an important platform 

for demanding accountability from the executive branch of government. These 

committees can recommend corrective actions and new directions in energy 

policy.  

• In parliaments and beyond, cross party or bipartisan groups need to be 

established with the objective of advocating for green grids. A large scale agenda 

driven by a single party or few parties is often viewed with suspicion in 

democratic electoral politics. There is also a risk of policy decisions being 

overturned when opposition parties are elected to power. Cross party 

commitments on the issues of climate change and green grid will facilitate a 

stable and long term policy outlook irrespective of the elected party ideologies. 

This will further aid in instilling a sense of confidence in the investment 

community. 

• Specific to the North East Asian Grid, participants committed to prepare a 

proposal on green grids, in coordination with the industries represented in the 

National People’s Congress (NPC) and submit this to the Government of China. 

• The Paris Agreement led to the creation and submission of Nationally 

Determined Contributions (NDCs) by all signatories. However, the current 

cumulative impact of NDCs fall short of the required climate mitigation targets by 

a great extent. Parliamentarians committed to making sure that the ambitions as 

part of the NDCs are significantly revised or ratcheted upwards to meet climate 

targets. Strong domestic mechanisms are required to ensure that the 

implementation of NDCs is strengthened and adequately monitored. NDCs can 

be an effective mechanism that could facilitate actions linked to green grid 

development. 

Other Actions 

Participants representing development organisations, research organisations and 

industry joined the parliamentarians in committing to specific actions to advance the 
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principles espoused. They committed to the following steps: 

• Mobilise academic and private sector research on green grids examining specific 

interconnections in details and carrying out cost benefit analyses. 

• Support capacity-building amongst parliamentarians and governments on this 

issue. 

• Support pilot projects to demonstrate to policy makers and parliamentarians the 

benefits of grid interlinkages and to identify the potential issues and barriers that 

can be expected in larger scale iterations. 

• Work towards a regional roadmap for Asia grid connectivity in Asia, to be 

prepared by a neutral body and presented to parliamentarians and governments 

of the countries involved for further review.  

• Invest in developing relevant technical skills in the workforce, which will help in 

maintaining sustained and fast paced growth in this crucial emerging sector. 
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Wilton Park reports are intended to be brief summaries of the main points and 

conclusions of an event. Reports reflect rapporteurs’ accounts of the proceedings and do 
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