TNCs as Aid Agencies?
Enron and the Dabhol Power Plant

In an era of structural adjustment,
liberalization and privatization,
multinationals are now claiming that,
through their business ventures and
capital, they rather than bilateral and
multilateral aid programmes are the ones
providing effective development assistance

and relief to the developing world, and that

therefore public aid money should be
provided as loans to these “pioneering”
companies instead. The attempt by TNCs,
long viewed as appropriators of public
wealth, to recast themselves as public
benefactors and as “development
agencies” is well illustrated in the
arguments used by Enron, the US energy
multinational, to justify its involvement in
the controversial Dabhol power plant in
India. Far from “bringing development”,
the TNCs are standard bearers for a new
colonialism.
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Development in many Third World countries has failed,
claim many TNC representatives, because of the active role of
the state. They contrast the inefficiencies, corruption and
wastage resulting from state involvement in development
projects with their own efficiency, productivity and techno-
logical sophistication. They point to additional benefits they
confer on host countries — improved infrastructure, sophis-
ticated industry and a strong and vigorous economy. And they
assert that, in future, official development aid should be
diverted from the state to the private sector.

This was the core argument presented by Linda Powers, the
Vice President of Global Finance for Enron Development
Corporation, a Texas-based gas company and one of the
world’s largest handlers of Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG), in
her testimony at the US House of Representatives in J anuary
1995 before the Committee on Appropriations, which was
meeting to evaluate the US international aid policies. Powers
told the Committee:

“Private parties, like our company and others, are now
able to develop, construct, own and operate private infra-
structure projects in these countries. In the process of
doing so, private parties are able to achieve the two things
which US foreign assistance efforts are long been trying
to achieve:

(1) the projects are serving as action-forcing events that
are getting the host countries to finally implement the
legal and policy changes long urged upon them; and

(2) as an adjunct to these projects, to win local support, the
private developers are installing substantial amounts of
medical facilities, schools and the like to alleviate current
problems in these countries.”!

To support these claims, Powers referred to Enron’s contro-
versial Dabhol power plant in Maharashtra, India. A closer
look at Enron’s involvement with the project, however, belies
her claims.

Enron’s Dabhol Power Plant

Enron’s involvement in Dahbol dates back to June 1992 when
the electricity board of Maharashtra, India’s leading industri-
alized state, initiated plans to build a 2015-megawatt gas-
fired thermal power station at Dabhol in the coastal district of
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