










wider uptake of options that could provide 
energy access for the poor.  In urban areas it is 
frequently the case that after just a few 
months of connection to electricity, poor 
people stop using it.  Despite the regular 
supply of kerosene, natural gas and LPG, 
people continue to use wood or biomass 
residues or charcoal.  In rural areas, small 
energy generation systems, installed to provide 
electricity to small villages or communities, 
frequently last a few months before being 
abandoned.  Similarly, large numbers of 
projects for the dissemination of efficient 
stoves have not changed the use of three 
stones from being a common practice.  Such 
situations have been understood as 
‘unsustainable energy access for the poor’, and 
are caused by the original programme not 
addressing the underlying problems associated 
with poverty and household cash flow, lack of 
technical capacity and institutional support. 

Climate change agenda by-passes 
the poor 

For the billions of people struggling with 
energy poverty, access to clean, affordable 
energy services is a higher priority than climate 
change.  There has been a tendency to exclude 
some energy mixes and technology options on 
the basis of carbon emissions and their impact 
on climate change, promoted mainly by those 
who are unaware that providing access to 
energy for the poor would entail a low level of 
emissions. In the worst case scenario for 
energy supply – using fossil fuels for 100% of 
electrification and 100% of cooking for the 
poor – the total increase in emissions would be 
as little as 2% of present world emissions.  
Therefore developing countries should have an 
allowance to provide energy access for the 
poor, and that allowance should be divided 
within each country according to the energy 
needs of the poor, excluding other energy 
needs such as transport, commerce, industry, 
and mining. 

Access to modern energy 

Access to basic modern energy services means 
the ability to satisfy basic energy needs 
through the use of reliable, efficient, 
affordable and environmentally friendly 
modern energy services. 

It is important that a full energy mix should be 
considered for poor communities, such as grid 
and non-grid solutions for electricity supply, 
liquid and gas fuels for cooking, and biomass 
wherever it is appropriate; with different 
emphasis according to location and 
opportunities.  For urban inhabitants, grid 
extension for electricity supply and liquid and 
gas fuels for cooking are the most appropriate 
solutions, though in many cases biomass for 
cooking in smaller towns may still be required.  
For rural inhabitants, the most appropriate 
options may be a combination of grid for those 
living close to the transmission lines, with 
decentralised renewable energy options 
(including micro hydro, solar PV and small 
wind) for off-grid electricity supply.  For 
cooking in rural areas, biomass is likely to 
remain the main fuel option for the majority,  
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but using more efficient and cleaner cooking 
devices. 

Modern energy services include electricity from 
the grid, decentralised renewables or diesel 
generators, and efficient cooking methods 
including improved biomass cook stoves, 
biofuels, kerosene or LPG.   

Practical Action has shown there are 
sustainable models for energy service delivery 
to the poor, which require a clear focus on 
those people in energy poverty with long-term 
programmes involving capacity building, 
appropriate technologies and affordable 
financing.   

Available and possible energy 
options   

Simple and effective technologies are available 

to deliver clean and efficient energy to energy 

poor communities, both in remote rural 

settings and in towns and cities.  Alongside 

conventional means of rural electrification and 

fossil fuels (such as LPG or diesel generators), 

decentralised technologies which use local 

energy resources – technologies such as micro 

hydro power, improved cook stoves, wind 

turbines and solar power – can effectively 

supply the energy necessary for poverty 

reduction.  Over the past thirty years Practical 

Action has pioneered these technologies, and 

demonstrated how they can change the lives 

and economic opportunities for some of the 

world’s poorest people. 

While solar PV is useful for some specific 

applications, such as battery charging, lighting 

and communications, it should be noted that 

solar PV is not the only solution for off-grid 

electricity access.  It can also be costly and 

provide a limited power supply.  Over-

emphasis on the provision of solar PV, driven 

by international multilateral corporations, has 

meant that other viable and cost-effective 

technologies – such as small scale wind, micro 

hydro and biomass, which can be locally 

developed and manufactured – are hugely 

neglected and seem to ‘fail’ because there are 

limited resources available for their 

development beyond the pilot phase. 

Sustainable solutions 

Reaching the poor with basic modern energy 
services to help deliver the MDGs would 
increase global commercial energy 
consumption by about 900 TWh (terrawatt-
hour) each year, which is less than 1% of 
global energy demand.  However, achievement 
of the MDGs is not just a question of 
increasing the quantity of energy produced in a 
country, but the delivery of that modern energy 
to the people who need it most. 

The long-term sustainability of energy access 
programmes for the poor has been one of the 
most important issues during the last three 
decades, especially with regard to small 
decentralised energy systems for rural 
electrification and access to efficient biomass 
cook stoves.  Practical Action has used a 
straightforward strategy of identification of 
barriers, and the proposition and 
implementation of solutions.  Through this 
strategy Practical Action has addressed the 

Wind turbine in Kailali, Nepal 
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issues of affordability and sustainability of 
energy services and technologies for the poor.  

Practical Action believes that besides the 
conventional involvement of the private sector 
in energy businesses, there is a good 
opportunity for the mobilisation of small 
private resources and local capital towards 
increasing energy access for the poor.  As well 
as companies, the private sector is made up of 
small farmers and local traders, who are 
looking for investment opportunities in small 
local businesses.  If a level playing field 
existed, they could also consider the potential 
business opportunity of energy supply, and 
they could reach the poor and the isolated 
more effectively than conventional private 
energy investors or government. However the 
mobilisation of local capital is only possible 
with strong, long term commitment from 
governments and development agencies, 
enshrined in regulations, incentives 
(subsidies), and support for local capacity and 
energy literacy amongst energy consumers. 

Strategy for delivering access to 
basic modern energy for the poor 

The strategy for energy access should focus its 
attention on energy access for the poor as a 
global issue, necessary for the attainment of 
the MDGs.  The main issues to be tackled on 
energy promotion for the poor are: 

• Recognising the right to energy 
Despite the common acceptance of 
multilateral, bilateral agencies, 
governments, academia and civil society 
that energy is critical for development, 
energy is not a high priority issue in 
policy debate.  There are no specific 
objectives or targets within the MDGs on 
energy access.  Therefore modern 
energy, being a critical issue for human 
development, should be considered a 
basic right, and should be provided on 
the basis of justice for the poor. 

• Political willingness from governments  
There is sufficient evidence that 
important changes will only be possible 
with political willingness at the highest 
level.  The market approach is not the 
right one for energy access for the poor -
governments have to consider it as their 
responsibility. 

• The funding gap on energy access for the 
poor  
It is clear that there is a huge funding 
gap, which could not be paid by the 
poor, especially for initial investments. 
Comparing this with the huge investment 
on energy security, reducing energy 
poverty represents only 2.85% of the 
total investment required on energy 
security by 2030; however compared 
with the real money currently available 
for energy access this amount is large.  
New funding mechanisms and sources 
need to be found. 

• Clear and specific pro-poor policies and 
strategies 
The experience of the last three decades 
shows that neither  global nor  country 
strategies have been clear enough to 
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