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Introduction

Come September 2001, world governments will gather in Johannesburg, South Africa for the World Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD), also dubbed the Rio+10 conference, and sustainable development will be the key phrase at the heart of the conference’s theme. The purpose of this summit will be to review the progress so far made by nations in implementing the Agenda 21, identify the key challenges faced in the implementation process, and to map out the way forward towards a sustainable future. One of the key reasons why sustainable development was not achieved in anticipated levels in sub-Saharan Africa over the past decade was the poor access to cleaner commercial energy by the majority of its population. 

It is imperative that most of the population gains access to this form of energy as a prerequisite for sustainable development. Unfortunately, the people in the region cannot achieve this on their own and must be assisted in various aspects by the international community. One appropriate forum where Africa could present its case is the WSSD, through the African Ministerial Statement—which will be the official channel for bringing the continents concerns to world attention. In their recent preparatory committee meeting
 (PrepCom) for the Summit held in Nairobi, the African Ministers noted this general energy concern. However, their arguments tended to be biased, focusing more on RETs such as Solar PV, wind, and increased development of hydro, failing to explicitly recognize the role of biomass—frequently implied in the meetings as synonymous with technological backwardness. 

However, it is unlikely that a significant fraction of sub-Saharan African households will gain access to modern, cleaner forms of energy (mainly electricity for lighting and kerosene for cooking) as sustainable substitutes to fuelwood in the short or even medium terms. Most will continue depending almost exclusively on biomass. This situation is not strongly highlighted in the ministerial report and it is unlikely that—in its current state—it will elicit world attention on the energy poverty status of the region. 

Significant Increase in Access to Cleaner Commercial Energy is Unlikely

Africa starts the 21st Century as the poorest, the most technologically backward, the most debt distressed, and the most marginalised region in the world
. Drought, disease, civil conflict and poor governance make the situation worse. Consequently, Africans’ quality of life continued to erode over the last decade. In sub-Saharan Africa, 52% of people live on less than US$1 per day and urban poverty is increasingly severe, with about 43% of urban dwellers living below the poverty line of US$47 per month per capita
. Opportunities for employment and household level income generating have diminished—hence the family savings to facilitate transition to modern energy are minimal.

High urbanization rate—mainly increasing the urban poor population—is putting more demand for charcoal, and by extension the forests and other biomass sources. Although the cost of renewable energy technologies (RETs) have fallen over the past decade
, the magnitude of the drop has not been significant enough to compete kerosene—the commonly used liquid fossil fuel. Significant awareness of RETs has, however, been raised in many countries in Africa. It is therefore reasonable to infer that biomass (mainly firewood and charcoal) will remain the key sources of energy for most of the population in sub-Saharan Africa for several decades to come. This observation is shared by various institutions including the World Energy Council
, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
, and the UNDP
. 

Therefore little change, if any, will occur in as far as increasing the percentage of the population (both the rural and urban poor). Our pessimism in this regard is shared by the African Union which proposes a modest 25% increase in the number of households with access to cleaner commercial fuels by the year 2025 (from the current 10% to the projected 35%). This is part of the proposed objectives of the Union’s widely accepted pathway towards sustainable development, the New African Initiative (NAI). 

Despite these scenarios, the African Ministers give no special attention to biomass energy in their draft common position to the WSSD. One can therefore assume that it is generalized under renewable energy. That the majority of Africans will not have their livelihoods (in general and energy poverty in particular) improved is not good news for a continent in dire need of sustainable development. This concern deserves strong recognition by the world leaders meeting in Johannesburg in order to deliver special and focused responses towards energy poverty reduction in the region.

Towards Sustainable Energy Biomass Energy Production and Use

The realistic picture that emerges from the preamble implies further suffering by the majority (at least 65% of the population, using NAI’s projection as best case reference) of Africans as we enter the new millennium. Biomass will remain the major source of energy for rural populations, coupled with niche renewables such as Solar PV, provided they are affordable, reliable and a proper payments system is established
. These sources themselves are under threat from overuse, creating additional environmental challenges
. The increasing distances to the biomass sources in many regions
 and the number of households that are increasingly being conditioned to purchase their needs from markets, as well as the ever-increasing fuelwood costs demonstrate this
.

The message of this brief is that whereas efforts to promote access by all to modern commercial energy technologies must be encouraged, concurrent agendas should be in place for the sake of the majority who will not have the means to gain access to cleaner energy. For the short and medium terms, any sustainable development solutions in the household energy sub-sector in Africa must focus on biomass energy technology development and dissemination. This includes sustainable fuelwood production and its efficient consumption through adoption of improved energy technologies, with sustained efforts to eliminated barriers to access to commercial energy. Many opponents to this school of thought do exist, who argue that nothing but leapfrog by Africans to cleaner commercial energy should be promoted. Whereas this could be necessarily true, it is neither practical nor realistic on a short or medium term. 

It is from this realization that some institutions including the UNDP
 and the G8
 have been proactive at offering solutions towards accelerated cost-efficient adoption of improved efficiency biomass conversion technologies. Others such as International Energy Agency
, the Shell Foundation
 and the World Bank-ESMAP do finance studies aimed at identifying barriers to the large-scale adoption of existing biomass technology innovations. The objective is usually the attainment of environmentally sound and cost-competitive bioenergy on a sustainable basis to make a substantial contribution to meeting future energy demands. These institutions provide a framework upon which future work in the region may be built upon through appropriate institutional linkages with many indigenous organizations. 

Conclusion

The energy poverty situation in Africa is serious and worsening, and the majority of the population will continue depending on biomass for many decades to come. The African Ministers recognize this well. Ironically, however, the energy section in their joint message to the WSSD is weak on this message, hence unlikely to trigger the world’s interest and attention, significant enough for the Summit to deliver a special deal on alleviating energy poverty on the continent. There is still a chance, however, for interested stakeholders to enrich the Ministerial Statement through submissions at subsequent preparatory meetings or during the Summit itself. An urgent regional roundtable on the plight of the majority of Africans that will still not gain access to commercial energy for many decades to come is therefore recommended to generate a number of balanced positions for presentation to the WSSD.

� African Preparatory Conference for the World Summit on Sustainable Development, Nairobi, 18 October 2001. 


� ECA (2001) Transforming Africa’s Economies. Economic Report on Africa 2000, Economic Commission for Africa, 85p. Addis Ababa. 


� ECA (2001) Ibid.


� WEO (2001) World Energy Outlook 2001. International Energy Agency, � HYPERLINK http://www.iea.org/ ��http://www.iea.org/�


� World Energy Council in its WEC Statement 2000.


� Gustafson, D. (2001) The role of woodfuels in Africa, Food and Agriculture Organisation In Proceedings of the African High-Level Regional Meeting on Energy and Sustainable Development (N. Wamukonya, Ed.) 10–13 January 2001, Nairobi, Kenya. pp 99–101.


� UNDP (2000) World Energy Assessment, UNDP/UNDESA/WEC. 


� WEC (2000) Energy for Tomorrow’s World—Acting Now! WEC Statement 2000. World Energy Council. 146p.


� Statement by Dr Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director, UNEP at the African High Level Regional Meeting on Energy and Sustainable Development for CSD 9.


� Gustafson, D. (2001) Op Cit.


� Kituyi, E. et al. (2001) Biofuel consumption rates and patterns in Kenya, Biomass and Bioenergy 20:83–99.


� See various projects at UNDP Bioenergy page at � HYPERLINK http://www.undp.org/seed/eap/Projects/biomass.html ��http://www.undp.org/seed/eap/Projects/biomass.html� 


� G8 Renewable Energy Task Force Report. Corrado Clini and Mark Moody-Stuart (Co-Chairmen) 2001. 61p.


� See website on bioenergy at � HYPERLINK http://www.iea.org/impagr/imporg/iadesc/bioener.htm ��http://www.iea.org/impagr/imporg/iadesc/bioener.htm� 


� See website at http://www.shellfoundation.org/ for details on project types.





1
1

