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Distribution Automation for Indian DISCOMs 2026:
Reclosers, RMUs and Sectionalising ROI

By Sudarshan Karweer - 27 August 2026 - growthifye.com

A 2026 guide to distribution automation in India: reclosers, RMUSs, sectionalising, reliability gains, loss
reduction and bankable ROI.

India’s utility digitalisation conversation often centres on AMI, MDM, SCADA and enterprise analytics. Those
are important layers, but many DISCOMs still leave a large reliability and commercial-value opportunity
unaddressed in the field: distribution automation at the feeder and ring-main level. In practical terms, that
means automated reclosers, remotely operated ring main units, sectionalizers, fault passage indicators,
motorised air-break switches and the control logic that isolates a faulted section in seconds rather than
hours.

For Indian utilities in 2026, this is no longer a pilot-only topic. Urban demand density, rooftop solar growth,
higher customer expectations, and regulator focus on service quality are making field automation an
operational necessity. For C&l consumers, fewer and shorter outages translate into lower diesel genset
runtime, reduced process losses and better power-quality confidence. For lenders and policymakers,
distribution automation offers measurable reliability improvement with traceable capex-to-outcome logic. For
RE developers, it can reduce interconnection uncertainty on stressed urban and peri-urban feeders.

This article focuses on the business case, architecture and implementation strategy for distribution
automation below the substation level, with a specific India 2026 lens. It is intentionally different from generic
SCADA or smart-metering guides and goes deeper into field devices, communications and feeder-section
economics.

Why feeder-level automation matters in India in 2026

Most Indian DISCOMs already know their broad problem statements: high technical losses on overloaded
sections, prolonged outage restoration times, weak fault visibility, and limited sectionalising capability on 11
kV and sometimes 33 kV networks. In many towns, a single permanent fault still trips an entire feeder or
large consumer block because switching remains manual, geographically dispersed and dependent on crew
travel time.

That operating model is increasingly expensive.
* Industrial consumers lose production when restoration takes 45 to 180 minutes instead of 30 to 120
seconds for healthy sections.

» Commercial districts rely on backup diesel during utility interruptions, raising energy cost far above grid
tariffs.

« Utilities face higher SAIDI and SAIFI, even where the regulator is tightening service standards.
» Repeated fault stress and poor network visibility increase transformer burnout and maintenance cost.

* Rising distributed generation, including rooftop solar and behind-the-meter assets, complicates fault
location and feeder restoration.

In states with dense urban networks, even a modest reduction in outage duration can create significant
economic value. Consider a mixed urban-industrial 11 kV feeder serving 8 to 12 MVA peak load. If a typical
permanent fault currently causes a 90-minute outage for the entire feeder and occurs 8 to 12 times a year,
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field automation that isolates only the affected section can reduce customer interruption minutes by 60% to
85% for downstream healthy areas. For a C&l-heavy service area, the avoided economic loss for consumers
may far exceed the direct utility capex.

For DISCOMs, the more immediate utility-side gains come from:

Lower truck rolls for patrol and manual switching

Faster fault localisation

Better reliability metrics for regulatory reporting

Reduced stress on upstream breakers and substations

Improved feeder loading visibility for planning and maintenance

This is especially relevant under the 2026 utility modernisation agenda where RDSS-funded or
RDSS-aligned investments are expected to show measurable outcomes, not just equipment installation
counts.

What distribution automation includes beyond SCADA

A common mistake in India is to assume that once a substation SCADA screen is live, automation is
achieved. In reality, distribution automation requires coordinated field intelligence and switching capability on
the network itself.

A practical distribution automation stack may include:

» Pole-mounted auto-reclosers on overhead 11 kV feeders

 Sectionalizers coordinated with upstream reclosers

» Motorised load break switches and gang-operated switches

» Ring main units with remote terminal units in urban underground systems

 Fault passage indicators for directional fault detection

» Feeder remote terminal units or bay controllers

* Reliable communications using RF, 4G/5G, fibre or hybrid links

» Control centre applications for topology, alarms, switching and restoration workflow

* Integration to outage management and sometimes GIS/network models
The objective is not simply remote switching. It is selective isolation and rapid restoration.
A simple example illustrates the value. On a 20 km radial feeder with four sectionalising points, a permanent
fault at the far end should not black out the first 15 km for the full restoration period. With a correctly

coordinated recloser and sectionalizer scheme, the healthy sections can be restored automatically or through
operator-confirmed switching in under a few minutes.

In underground urban networks, remotely operated RMUs can provide a similar benefit. Instead of
dispatching crews to identify and isolate a faulty cable segment, the control centre can sectionalise the ring
and restore supply from an alternate source if network loading permits.

This is where capabilities such as [SCADA / ADMS
integration](/coreservices/utilitiesautomation/scadaadmsintegration) and [FLISR & self-healing
networks](/coreservices/utilitiesautomation/flisrandselfhealingnetworks)  become  important, but the
field-device strategy must come first. Software alone does not sectionalise a feeder.
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The strongest use cases: where utilities should deploy first
Not every feeder deserves immediate automation. In 2026, the best-performing DISCOM programmes are
prioritised using a feeder segmentation approach.

Start with feeders that have at least three of the following:

» High consumer density and high outage cost

* Significant C&I load with revenue concentration

» Repeated transient or permanent faults

» Long restoration times due to access constraints or cable complexity

» Network topology suitable for sectionalising or alternate back-feed

e Existing SCADA-ready substations or communications backbone

» Rooftop solar or embedded generation creating operational complexity

In Indian conditions, top-priority segments often include:

» Urban 11 kV underground cable networks with multiple RMUs

Industrial feeders supplying estates, IT parks and large commercial clusters
 Peri-urban mixed-load feeders with chronic fault incidence during monsoon
* Ring-fed municipal and central business district networks

» 33 kV sub-transmission corridors feeding high-value load pockets

For many DISCOMs, 10% to 20% of feeders account for a disproportionately high share of outage
complaints, high-value revenue risk and diesel substitution at customer sites. Automating those feeders first
usually yields the best first-wave ROI.

Capex, opex and ROI: what the numbers look like
Costs vary by topology, ratings, vendor and communication choice, but decision-makers need realistic
planning ranges.

Indicative 2026 India project-level ranges are often as follows:
» Pole-mounted auto-recloser with controller and installation: roughly Rs 12 lakh to Rs 25 lakh per
location

» Motorised air-break switch or load break switch retrofit: roughly Rs 5 lakh to Rs 15 lakh per location
depending on civil and actuator needs

» Remote-enabled RMU with RTU and communication package: roughly Rs 18 lakh to Rs 40 lakh per
unit, depending on configuration and fault indication

» Fault passage indicators: roughly Rs 40,000 to Rs 2 lakh per point depending on functionality and
communication

» Communication backbone upgrades and integration: highly site-specific, often 10% to 30% of total
project cost in brownfield networks

» Control centre software extensions, testing and engineering: depends on existing platform maturity and
integration scope

A mid-sized city package covering 40 to 80 critical field devices across 20 to 30 feeders can therefore move
into the Rs 15 crore to Rs 50 crore band fairly quickly. The business case must be built feeder by feeder, not
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justified vaguely at circle level.
A robust ROl model typically includes:

* Reduction in customer interruption duration and frequency

» Lower field crew dispatch and fault patrol cost

* Reduced unserved energy during outages

» Lower equipment damage and asset stress from repeated fault exposure

» Avoided diesel generation at critical consumer clusters, where relevant for policy analysis

Better ability to maintain supply continuity for premium or high-revenue consumers

lllustratively, if field automation cuts average restoration time for healthy sections by 60 minutes across 1,000
outage events annually in a utility zone with 50 MW average interrupted load exposure, the avoided unserved
energy impact is material even before assigning wider consumer productivity value. Even using conservative
utility-side assumptions, simple payback for targeted feeders can fall in the 3- to 6-year range, while broader
economic payback may be faster in C&I-dense areas.

For regulated utilities, the more persuasive framing is often not only rupee payback but outcome certainty:

» SAIDI improvement by 20% to 40% on targeted feeders
e SAIFI reduction where transient faults are better handled
¢ Mean time to isolate faults cut from tens of minutes to a few minutes

» Better complaint resolution and regulator-facing service metrics

Communications, protection and integration pitfalls to avoid
Many Indian utility automation projects underperform not because the equipment is wrong, but because
interfaces, protection settings and operating philosophy are weak.

The most common pitfalls are:

» Device deployment without reliable communications uptime

 Protection coordination not updated after adding reclosers and sectionalizers

* RMUs installed with remote capability but no operational integration to the control centre
e Poor naming conventions, asset registry and GIS mismatch

» Vendor-locked protocols that make future expansion costly

 Inadequate cybersecurity zoning for OT field devices

» Lack of switching SOPs and operator training

Protection coordination is especially important. A recloser on an 11 kV feeder is not a plug-and-play reliability
fix. Curves, sectionalizer counts, fuse-saving philosophy and downstream device behaviour must be
engineered for actual feeder conditions. The spread of rooftop solar and captive generation also means
utilities must review fault current assumptions, directional sensing and islanding risks where relevant.

This is one reason DISCOMs increasingly ask for Vendor-neutral specifications rather than proprietary
architectures that limit interoperability. In brownfield India, multi-vendor realities are unavoidable.
Communications may involve fibre at substations, 4G/5G for field devices, and legacy serial links in some
transition nodes. Unless integration is specified rigorously from the outset, the utility ends up with islands of
automation rather than a scalable programme.
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Testing discipline also matters. The gap between FAT and field performance can be large if telecom latency,
signal mapping and sequence-of-operations logic are not validated under realistic scenarios. Programmes
should treat FAT to SAT as an engineered process, not a documentation milestone.

How this links to AT&C loss reduction and renewable integration
At first glance, distribution automation is a reliability topic, not a loss-reduction topic. In practice, the two
overlap more than many procurement teams assume.

First, repeated feeder outages and weak sectionalising often mask technical stress points. Better switching
visibility helps utilities identify overloaded sections, abnormal voltage conditions and recurrent fault zones
that correlate with elevated technical losses.

Second, field automation improves network observability in areas with high rooftop solar, open-access
consumers and changing load profiles. A feeder with 20% to 40% midday net-load swing behaves differently
from a conventional urban feeder. Faster switching and clearer fault location reduce the operational penalty
of managing bidirectional or highly variable sections.

Third, outage management affects commercial performance. Where consumers experience poor supply
continuity, metered consumption can decline, backup generation increases and billing/collection quality may
suffer indirectly. While distribution automation is not a direct theft-control tool, it helps stabilise supply to
honest paying consumers and strengthens service quality in high-revenue pockets.

For renewable developers and C&I buyers, the practical relevance is clear. Better feeder automation can
improve evacuation confidence for distributed clean energy, reduce nuisance outage exposure and support
grid-edge flexibility over time. In selected advanced deployments, this becomes a stepping stone toward
[DER management systems](/coreservices/utilitiesautomation/dermanagementsystems), especially where
rooftop solar, battery systems, EV charging and controllable demand are beginning to affect local operations.

A phased implementation roadmap for Indian DISCOMs
The most credible 2026 strategy is phased and evidence-led.

Phase 1: diagnostic and feeder prioritisation

» Map feeder-wise outage incidence, restoration times, load criticality and network topology
« Identify feeders with alternate back-feed potential
* Review communications availability and substation control readiness
» Build feeder-level techno-economic cases rather than generic utility averages
Phase 2: standards and pilot package design
 Define device classes, protection philosophy, communications protocols and cybersecurity
requirements
 Align engineering with existing utility roadmaps for substation and control centre systems
» Prepare interoperable specifications and acceptance criteria
» Select 10 to 20 feeders with clear diversity: urban cable, overhead, industrial and mixed-load

Phase 3: deployment and operationalisation

« Install field devices with proper asset indexing and GIS alignment

» Complete interface testing, control logic validation and telecom failover checks
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 Train operators, protection teams and field crews on revised SOPs
e Track baseline versus post-commissioning KPIs monthly

Phase 4: scale-up and automation maturity

» Extend automation to additional high-value feeders and ring sections
» Use observed fault and switching data to refine investment prioritisation
* Integrate with outage systems, planning analytics and eventually more advanced network applications

Utilities should resist the temptation to chase headline device counts. Fifty well-engineered field automation
points on the right feeders often deliver more value than 200 devices deployed without protection discipline,
communications quality or operator readiness.

For policymakers and lenders, the procurement and monitoring framework should ask straightforward
questions:

Which feeders are being targeted and why?

* What baseline SAIDI, SAIFI and restoration time metrics exist?
» What alternate feeding paths are available?

» How will interoperability be maintained across vendors?

e What is the post-commissioning KPI verification plan?

In 2026, the Indian power sector has enough pilot experience to move beyond generic automation language.
The next level is targeted field automation that produces auditable reliability outcomes, especially for urban
and C&l-heavy networks where outage costs are highest.

Distribution automation is not a substitute for metering reform, data platforms or substation modernisation. It
is the operational bridge between those investments and actual feeder performance. Utilities that get this
layer right can improve reliability faster, use assets more efficiently and prepare their networks for a more
distributed electricity future.

If your utility, project team or investment platform is evaluating feeder automation, ring-main remote control,
or a bankable rollout strategy for urban reliability improvement, contact Growthifye’s advisory desk. Our team
supports technical due diligence, programme design, Vendor-neutral specifications and implementation
oversight for practical, outcome-linked utility modernisation.

Explore Growthifye's related capabilities
This analysis connects directly to our advisory practice: [IEC 61850  substation

automation](/coreservices/utilitiesautomation/iec61850substationautomation) - [FLISR & self-healing
networks](/coreservices/utilitiesautomation/flisrandselfhealingnetworks) . [DER management
systems](/coreservices/utilitiesautomation/dermanagementsystems) . [SCADA / ADMS

integration](/coreservices/utilitiesautomation/scadaadmsintegration).

Sudarshan Karweer — Chief Executive Officer, Growthifye
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Over 23 years in management consulting — concept to scale — building and scaling new-age digital and energy businesses.
An EY alumnus, Sudarshan leads Growthifye's renewable energy & storage advisory, EPC, transmission engineering and
green-financing practices for developers, utilities and C&l consumers across India.

Contact: info@growthifye.com - +91 84510 99371 - growthifye.com

This article is for general information only and does not constitute engineering, financial or legal advice. © Growthifye. Sharing with
attribution is welcome.
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