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ACCESS TO ENERGY FOR THE POOR

Abstract

Paper dealing with the topic “Energy consumption and economic development (in 
developed / wealthy and undeveloped / poor regions; energy price, social infl uence and 
energy effi ciency.

“Brothers and sisters, I want to tell you this. The greatest thing on earth is to have the love 
of God in your heart, and the next greatest thing is to have electricity in your house.”

In the early 1940s a farmer, who had just been connected to the electric grid, gave witness 
in a rural church in the United States of America.1

PRISTUP ENERGIJI ZA SIROMAŠNE

Sažetak

Teme ovog rada su potrošnja energije i gospodarski razvoj u razvijenim/bogatim i 
nerazvijenim/siromašnim područjima; cijena energije, socijalni utjecaj i energetska 
učinkovitost

“Braćo i sestre, želim vam kazati ovo. Najbolja stvar na svijetu je kad imate ljubav prema 
Bogu u svom srcu, a sljedeća najbolja stvar na svijetu je kad imate struju u svojoj kući.”

Izkaz američkog farmera koji je upravo bio priključen na električnu mrežu, uz propovijed u 
seoskoj crkvi početkom 40-tih godina 20. stoljeća.

1. INTRODUCTION

Although electrifi cation commenced some one hundred years ago, currently still about 
40% of the world’s population have neither access to electricity, nor to suffi cient other non-
traditional energy forms. Some 2,4 billion people depend almost exclusively on biomass 
for their energy supplies and 1.6 billion people do not have access to electricity. 

 1 A.N. Zomers – Rural electrifi cation, 2001, Twente University Press
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 This lack of electricity means that those people have no access to basic necessities such 
as refrigeration, lighting and communications.

Energy is a key requirement for development. Providing these people with access to 
modern energy services is therefore one of the most important challenges of the 21st 
century. It also provides us with a very complex challenge, not only because of its 
magnitude, but also because of the many different yet integrated issues that play a role in 
promoting energy access worldwide.

For example, from the energy point of view, there are major differences between urban and 
industrialised areas and rural areas. Urban and industrialised areas feature a substantial 
higher energy density and market opportunities for both heat and power relative to rural 
and remote areas. Grid extension and/or grid densifi cation might be the way to increase 
access here.

But most of the people without access to electricity live in thinly populated rural areas in 
developing countries and the extension of the grid to these areas is for economic reasons 
not feasible. Here, sustainable use of locally available resources (renewables) would be 
the preferred option.

In addition, in many developing countries, most of the fuel and many of the technologies 
are imported. The economic risk of relying on imported energy has grown in recent years 
as oil prices have become less stable, and even doubled in less than two years. Many 
developing countries spend a very large part of their government budgets on importing 
fossil fuels.

Energy contributes to all 3 pillars of sustainable development – economic, social and 
environmental.

 Economic by contributing to poverty alleviation as will be set out in this paper. But also    
by introducing local, affordable energy supplies, a country will become less dependant on 
the import of oil and gas, and less vulnerable to price fl uctuations;

 Social: energy can contribute to education by providing electricity to schools, improving 
attendance and powering educational media. Improved stoves reduce the health problems 
from indoor air pollution. Energy can also contribute to improved health by providing 
energy to refrigerate medicine, sterilize medical equipment and incinerate medical waste. 
And it can provide power for supplying fresh water and sewer services needed to reduce 
the burden of infectious disease.

 Environmental: reducing deforestation for traditional fuels, reducing erosion.

In this paper we will mainly focus on the link between the availability of energy and 
economic development. We will start with a brief description of the relation between 
energy and the Millennium Development Goals and between energy and development. 
We continue with discussing the Dutch/German programme Energising Development for 
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energy access. We will give the aims and objectives of the programme, the approach and 
some examples of projects that are currently implemented.

2. ENERGY AND MDGS

At the start of the new millennium, the international community decided that it was time to 
get serious about poverty reduction. The United Nations formulated eight goals that must 
be achieved by 2015, known as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)2.

Although not included as one of the targets, the provision of energy is a precondition for 
meeting these goals that all United Nations Member States have pledged to do by 2015. 
Energy plays e.g. a vital role in

 The reduction of poverty and hunger. Energy is essential to generate jobs, industrial 
activities, transportation, communication, etc.;

 The provision of universal primary education. Energy services reduce the time spent 
(mainly by women and girls) on basic survival activities (gathering fi rewood), lighting 
permits home study and enables the use of educational media in schools;

 The improvement of health. Energy is a key component of a functioning health 
system;

 Environmental sustainability by improved energy effi ciency and use of cleaner 
alternatives.

2.1. Energy and development

The most pressing world problem is poverty. The poor are considered to be those people 
who earn insuffi cient to provide a minimum quantify of food and accommodation. The 
majority of the extremely poor people (with incomes < US $ 1/day) are living in rural 
areas.

In most cases, “general poverty” and “energy poverty” are linked. The lack of access to 
modern energy means e.g. 

 That individuals have to spend a lot of time and effort on securing their energy 
supply.

 A signifi cant health risk from the traditional use of biomass for cooking or heating 
– according to the World Health Organisation, 1.6 million people, most of them women and 
children, die each year as a result of indoor air pollution.

 2 For more information on the MDGs see http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
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 A lack of access to valuable information.

 A lack of access to effi cient production technologies, which are a major incentive for 
the migration into cities.

In rural areas of developing countries, modern energy opens development opportunities 
that affect a multitude of people in different sectors. For example, if used for productive 
purposes, modern energy can increase the income of individuals, households and villages 
and thus strengthen local economies. In the fi eld of social infrastructure, modern energy 
contributes to substantial improvements regarding e.g. health and education. Modern 
energy is essential for information and communication. In private households, modern 
energy services address people’s basic needs with respect to cooking, heating and 
lighting.

Affordable energy services are among the essential ingredients for economic development, 
including eradication of extreme poverty. Modern energy services are essential for building 
enterprises and creating jobs.

Economic growth is inhibited, and many economic activities are simply not possible if 
modern energy is unavailable. In many sectors of the economy, such as manufacturing, 
transport, the construction industry, agriculture and commerce, modern energy is essential 
for process mechanisation. Petroleum fuels are needed for motorised transport that 
enables the transportation of goods to areas that are otherwise out of reach.

 Energy also assists agricultural production through mechanisation, resulting in higher 
crop yields.

 Electricity and modern fuels enable poor households to engage in activities that 
generate income. It provides lighting, enabling the extension of the workday, and powers 
machines that increase output.

 Electricity is also an essential input for telecommunications, ICT services and health 
care, and permits other after-daylight activities such as studying. As an example, lighting 
gives children the opportunity to do school homework in the evenings.

3. ENERGISING DEVELOPMENT – A DUTCH-GERMAN INITIATIVE

At the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 Governments agreed to 
improve access to reliable and affordable energy services for sustainable development, 
so as to facilitate the achievement of the MDGs.

At the International Conference for Renewable Energies (Renewables 2004) in Bonn a 
large number of stakeholders committed themselves to initiatives that could provide an 
estimated 1 billion people with access to modern energy.
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In December 2004, the Netherlands hosted the World conference Energy for Development 
(E4D). The conference produced a strong call for commitments from the international 
community. Specifi cally, it called for action to broaden access to modern energy services 
for the poor, to make energy an integral part of development policy, and to contribute to 
improving health, education and other social services and productive authorities, reducing 
environmental degradation and enhancing governance. It also urged parties to promote a 
market-oriented approach in the energy sector and generate the very substantial funding 
that will be needed3.

The Netherlands have pledged to provide access to modern forms of energy to 10 million 
people in developing countries by 2015. One of the means to achieve this goal is the 
programme Energising Development.

Energising Development is the implementation of a Dutch-German partnership on access 
to energy. Its goal is to actively promote and realise sustainable access to modern energy 
services for 5 million people in developing countries. It is implemented by the Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) GmbH in co-operation with the 
Dutch agency for sustainability and innovation, SenterNovem. GTZ contributes its vast 
experience in energy programmes as well as its infrastructure in developing countries. 
SenterNovem contribute its expertise in monitoring and evaluation. Monitoring is an 
instrument for project managers that help to achieve the intended results since it enables 
to keep track of progress and results in a structured way and to readjust activities if 
necessary. Based on monitoring data, experiences and lessons learned can be shared. 
Monitoring also provides reliable and verifi able information to governments on the results 
of interventions.

3.1. Areas of Activity of Energising Development

Activities under Energising Development will focus on signifi cantly expanding energy 
access in the following four areas:

(1) Energy for cooking; 

Around 2.4 billion people worldwide still rely on the traditional use of biomass 
energy for cooking, baking and heating. Mostly cooking is done on a 3-stone-fi re, 
a technology that wastes around 90% of the biomass energy.  In addition the open 
fi re causes a lot of smoke emission, which is hazardous to the health. Energising 
Development aims at establishing self-sustaining markets for production and sales 
of more effi cient (improved) cook stoves, tailor-made to suit the purchasing power of 
the targeted households.

3 For more information www.energyfordevelopment.org
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(2) Energy for lighting / household applications;

Electricity for lighting is perhaps the most appealing form of modern energy. 
Energising Development aims to establish economically sustainable electricity 
production and distribution schemes for e.g. isolated rural communities through e.g. 
micro-hydropower or solar PV.

(3) Energy for social infrastructure;

Here it is aimed to provide electricity for schools, clinics and hospitals and community 
centres, e.g. for lighting of schools or operating theatres, for cooling of medicines, but 
also where appropriate thermal energy for cooking of school meals.

For a school without electricity delivering quality education is diffi cult. There will be a 
lack of bright light for reading, modern technologies for education like computers and 
photocopiers cannot be used, and the most experienced and skilled teachers might 
shy away from schools without electricity. Without good teachers and good technology 
resources, students under-perform, drop out and ultimately remain unemployed.

Energy provides better medical facilities and contributes to improved rural health.

(4) Energy for productive use / income generation.

Productive use in the end probably contributes the most to poverty alleviation by 
generating additional income to a community. Many (not all) productive activities 
require some form of energy, whether it is for driving motors, or for drying and 
packaging agricultural products.

3.2. Sustainability

The core criterion for projects to be supported under the Energising Development 
partnership is long-term sustainability. Projects will focus on those energy services and 
resources that are reliable, affordable, economically viable, socially acceptable and 
environmentally sound.

This means that projects are guided by the notion of self-sustaining markets for affordable 
energy technologies. To guarantee the functioning of the self-sustaining markets, all 
interventions will be designed to overcome existing market barriers, such as:

 On the energy user level access:

 Low ability to pay for energy services;

 Lack of awareness or knowledge about the benefi ts of access to energy;
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 Missing credit infrastructure

 On the energy provider level:

 High costs in remote and sparsely populated rural areas

 Lack of established institutional sales and after sales service infrastructure;

 Lack of credit institutions

 Lack of business skills

To overcome the barriers local commitment and involvement is crucial, therefore 
ownership and participation of the target group will be guaranteed and the capacity of 
partner countries, organisations and individuals in the fi eld of sustainable energy will be 
strengthened.

4. PROJECTS

The programme started in January 2005. Meanwhile the fi rst 10 projects have been 
started in 11 countries. In its fi rst phase, the programme uses the project concepts that 
have been developed by GTZ and proven successful over the years. We will describe 
some projects, which deal specifi c with energy for productive use. All projects have a tailor 
made approach to ensure that access to energy supports economic development.

4.1. Country: Mongolia 

4.1.1. Background:

Most of the rural population centres are not connected to the central energy grid or to stand 
alone alternative energy supply systems. In order to ensure a sustainable development 
the Mongolian government recognizes the importance of energy. Mongolia is rich on 
renewable energy sources. Due to the absence of a centralised supply system, the low 
demand and lack of other energy sources, renewable energies are the optimal and in most 
areas the only option for rural electrifi cation.

One of the objectives is providing access to electricity for households by constructing 
2 small hydro power plants including the grids. An other objective is initiating electricity 
based local economic activities to create jobs and income opportunities. To reach this 
objective, activities like business training for village people who have a business idea, 
technical training for entrepreneurs and providing access to micro credits for fi nancing of 
machinery and equipment for business activities, will be implemented.
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4.1.2. Sustainability

 Local involvement is ensured:

 Local people can contribute in kind in the construction of the power plant;

 The communities are encouraged to participate in the power plant by taken shares in 
the plant.

 Access to energy provides the basic condition for economic activities.

 Local people will be trained in starting their own business is part of the project.

 Micro credits for the fi nancing of new businesses will be available through a local     
bank.

The same approach has been successfully applied several times in Tibet. Lon g-term 
monitoring fi gures show substantial increase of income of individuals and communities.

4.2. Country: Bangladesh

4.2.1. Background:

About 80% of the population of Bangladesh live in rural areas. The rural economy 
is characterised by slow growth, high unemployment, insuffi cient infrastructure and 
widespread poverty. Only one-third of the population has access to energy; and access in 
the rural areas is even lower (22%).

The objective is to provide access to energy for productive use / income generation. Past 
experiences have learnt that 10% of the households with access to energy use the energy 
for additional productive use.

4.2.2. Key interventions:

Contribute to the commercialisation of Solar Home Systems dissemination the following 
interventions are intended by the Partnership Project

 Provision of funds for buy-down grants and institutional development grants for 
participating organisations for the sale of SHSs (50 Wp, four lamps)

 Provision of funds for management and monitoring of the use of the refi nancing loans 
and grant components by a local NGO
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 Funding of capacity building and business development support for participating 
organisations like NGO and micro-fi nancing institutions to widen their outreach capacities 
in rural areas

 Facilitation of provision of electricity for schools and clinics

To guarantee sustainability local organisations are involved and play an important role in 
the project. These organisations will provide micro credits for new businesses and they will 
implement awareness raising and promotion campaigns.  

 Micro credits are available through micro-fi nance institutions.

 Awareness raising and promotion campaigns are part of the project.

 Past experience in the existing SHS market shows that the buyers of SHSs can afford 
the recurrent cost for replacement of system components. And an expanding network of 
supply and maintenance services and spare parts is developing. 

4.3. Country: Ghana

4.3.1. Background

15 years ago the Ghanaian government has started a massive electrifi cation program 
focusing on connecting all major cities to the grid. Because of the access to electricity 
cities have expanded and problems on the quality of the electricity supply occurred. Due 
to the growth of the cities most of the small and medium sized enterprises are located in 
residential areas causing environmental, social and technical problems.

District and Municipal Assemblies want to move the entrepreneurs to new areas outside 
the cities. One of the conditions set by the entrepreneurs for moving to those new areas is 
the connection to the electricity grid. Neither the Ghanaian government nor the electricity 
company have enough fi nancial means to modify substations and to invest in the necessary 
hardware, although the new areas are not too far from the existing distribution lines.

The objective of the project will be improving access to energy for productive use of rural 
entrepreneurs in Ghana   by connecting new industrial zones in 9 capital cities in the Brong 
Ahafo Region.

Local parties will execute the technical part of the electrifi cation projects; they have the 
know-how and expertise. The support from the programme Energising Development 
will be 40% of the costs. The remaining 60% has to be made available by the electricity 
companies.

Important interventions will be the consulting and training of VRA staff on fi nancial 
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management, tariff setting, etc. And awareness raising and assistance for entrepreneurs 
in solving environmental problems connected to industrialisation.

4.3.2. Sustainability

Ghanaian entrepreneurs are willing and able to pay for energy consumption, because 
they pay already for it. Entrepreneurs are aware that energy is an unavoidable part of their 
operational costs. Prices to be paid by entrepreneurs cover the operational costs of the 
utility company.

5. CONCLUSIONS / LESSONS LEARNED

Tailor made solutions are not available. As stated before, it is important that the access 
to energy is long lasting. For that reason the technology chosen to provide energy must 
be reliable, socially acceptable and affordable for the costumers, and at the same time 
economically viable for the producers. This means that in each and every situation it has 
to be considered which solution fi ts best.

Modern energy services that support income-generating activities are important for 
rural development.  Income-generating activities are needed to create employment 
opportunities. Nevertheless, access to energy is just one input, at the same time activities 
like training in business skills, the availability of a credit system, to help develop income-
generating uses of modern energy services are important.

Involvement of local communities is important, especially to guarantee long-term 
sustainability. Local communities should participate in various decisions to be taken: 

 To identify the energy service demand

 To identify appropriate technologies, also in relation to ability and willingness to pay

 To discuss ownership (organisational and institutional set up).

Energy service provider’s staff must be well educated technical and fi nancial. This 
concerns staff of various technologies; stove producers, managing personnel of micro 
hydro power system, the sales persons of PV lamps. In almost all projects implemented 
under the Energising Development programme, training of staff plays an important role. 
It is recognised that technical and fi nancial skills are essential to guarantee the long-term 
sustainability.

If individuals can make their living thanks to the access to energy, sustainability is in most 
cases guaranteed.
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