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Introduction
The UK can rightly be proud of its record on providing support to developing
countries to reduce poverty and cope with the impacts of climate change. Evidence
from the 42 countries where CAFOD’s partners work shows how intertwined these
global challenges are – a changing climate is undermining hard-won poverty gains
and threatening countries’ ability to develop sustainably, and in some cases their
very survival.
While the impacts of climate change are hitting the poorest countries and groups
hardest, they are being felt globally, including in the UK. At the Paris Climate Summit
in December 2015, the UK joined almost 200 other governments in agreeing to limit
average global warming to “well below” 2°C, signalling a new era for international
cooperation on climate change.
Given that around two thirds of emissions globally are from the energy sector,
principally from burning fossil fuels, a global shift to sustainable and efficient energy
systems is essential to implement the Paris Agreement. It is also crucial for many
areas of poverty reduction and sustainable development, as the new Sustainable
Development Goal on access to “affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy
for all” by 2030 (SDG7) recognises.
The UK has promised to support the SDGs, including SDG7 as a priority for DFID.
UK support must be targeted, joined-up - and all of it must be consistent with
climate change and poverty reduction objectives - if we are to help countries shift
or “leapfrog” to more sustainable energy systems that leave no-one behind, and
more widely protect the poorest communities and countries from the impacts of a
changing climate.
Understanding energy poverty and how to end it – including busting a number
of myths – is important if we are to achieve SDG7 in the next 15 years. These
FAQs are part of CAFOD’s contribution to building this understanding among UK
decision-makers.
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1 What is energy poverty?
Affordable, reliable and safe energy is crucial for human development. Electricity
powers lighting, telephones, fans and refrigerators. Clean and safe cooking and
heating can improve health and productivity.
When people lack reliable, affordable, legal and safe access to energy services, they
live in ‘energy poverty’. This does not mean they have no energy. They may cook on
open flames or simple wood- or charcoal-fuelled stoves and light their homes with
candles and kerosene lanterns.
Yet they are ‘energy poor’ because they are forced to rely on fuels that are expensive
and often damaging to health. Indoor air pollution from cooking smoke contributes
to 4.3 million deaths each year. It is the biggest environmental killer, ahead of unsafe
water and sanitation and diseases like HIV/AIDS and malaria. Women are more at
risk because they tend to do the cooking, while 13% of deaths related to household
air pollution are children under five.
Energy-poor households also pay more, over time, for worse lighting through oil and
kerosene lamps than electric lighting.
Energy poverty tends to be measured in terms of individuals and households.
However, some of the most important development benefits are delivered to people
through community energy services, like health clinics and schools, or by improving
the productivity of businesses and farms.
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2 How many people live in energy poverty worldwide?
There are 1.1 billion people lacking modern electricity. 87% live in rural areas and
88% live in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.
Almost 3 billion people lack access to modern cooking services. 84% live in rural
areas, and 96% are in sub-Saharan Africa and developing Asia.
While Asia has the highest number of energy poor people in absolute numbers, in
sub-Saharan Africa two out of every three people lack electricity and four in five do
not have clean and efficient cooking. Sub-Saharan Africa is also the only region where
the number of energy poor people is expected to increase because electrification is
not keeping up with population growth.
To put this in context: the number of people living without electricity in sub-Saharan
Africa is equivalent to almost the entire population of Europe (excluding Russia).
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Sub-Saharan Africa
Biomass usage: 727 million
Without electricity: 603 million

Latin America
Biomass usage: 68 million
Without electricity: 23 million

North Africa
Biomass usage: 1 million
Without electricity: 1 million

Population without electricity = 10 million

Key:
Population relying on traditional use of biomass for cooking = 10 million

India
Biomass usage: 795 million
Without electricity: 263 million

Transition economies & OECD
Biomass usage: 0 million
Without electricity: 1 million

Population by region of traditional use of biomass for cooking and without electricity

Global map of energy poverty 2012

Southeast Asia
Biomass usage: 280 million
Without electricity: 62 million

Rest of developing Asia
Biomass usage: 332 million
Without electricity: 130 million

China
Biomass usage: 605 million
Without electricity: 3 million

Middle East
Biomass usage: 8 million
Without electricity: 18 million

3 What is the cheapest and quickest way to give people
access to energy?
There are three main ways to deliver electricity to households: extending the grid,
stand-alone mini-grids for communities and off-grid systems for households.
Grid extension is cheapest for urban households. However, given 87% of those
without electricity live in rural areas, extending the grid is expensive and politically
challenging. For an estimated 70% of rural households, decentralized solutions
(home systems or mini-grids) powered by renewables or diesel generators (or a mix)
are the cheapest.
The cost of decentralised renewable technologies like solar is going down fast, while
the cost of generating centralized grid power from fossil fuels is rising. In most areas
where energy-poor people live, for instance, coal power is not the cheapest option
for centralised electricity. Also new generating capacity does not automatically
translate into new connections for poor people. Usually this requires investment in
transmission and distribution of electricity.
Even once a community has electricity, poor households often face connection costs
that they cannot pay. In Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, Burkina Faso, and the Central
African Republic, connection fees are more than the average monthly income.
Finally, increasing electricity supply has little to do with access to modern cooking.
Other methods are cheaper, such as advanced biomass cook stoves, liquid petroleum
gas stoves or biogas systems.

4 What about power for economic development – don’t
we need more coal plants for this?
Power sector planning is rarely driven by cost alone. Nevertheless, there are
numerous alternatives to coal power that are increasingly cost-competitive and less
damaging to local environments and human health. Which energy source is the most
attractive depends on location.
From the USA to South Africa to India, unsubsidised wind and solar power is now
cost-competitive against conventional coal-fired power plants - and cheaper than
more advanced coal technologies. As wind and solar continues to scale up, costs
are projected to keep falling – while more polluting fossil fuel energy sources could
become more expensive as further environmental regulation is introduced.
Once a wind or solar project is built, the marginal cost of generating electricity is
almost zero, allowing them to outcompete other forms of power in electricity markets.
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5 What about China? Wasn’t coal vital to drive rapid
economic growth?
China’s experience of industrialisation and rapid economic growth is often used to
argue that other countries wanting to pursue a similar development path will also
need coal. But the decisions that drove China’s rapid expansion were made decades
ago, and things have changed a great deal since then. For one thing, coal is no longer
clearly the cheapest source of energy in China.
In fact, it probably was not even when China’s industrialisation took off in the 1990s:
nuclear power was, on average, cheaper than coal. Coal’s dominance was more
likely to do with it being a large, available, state-controlled resource, rather than
considerations about the cost of electricity.
Coal power continues to be added in China, but the pace has halved since its peak in
2006. This is partly due to the declining costs of renewable energy, and partly due to
mounting public concern about the social, environmental and human impacts of coal.
Deaths from air pollution in China (mainly from coal-burning) are valued at 10% of
its GDP. The government has now adopted more stringent air pollution laws, three
Chinese cities have banned new coal plants and all major plants in Beijing are being
closed down.
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6 But wasn’t China’s industrialisation the main reason
they pulled so many people out of poverty?

Research also shows that two-thirds of the decline in extreme poverty in China
occurred between 1981 and 1987 - before the industrial boom and the large-scale
expansion in coal power (see figure above). It was also less to do with urbanisation,
combined with growth in export-orientated manufacturing (responsible for less than
a quarter of the poverty reduction between 1981 and 2004), and more to do with
increases in agricultural productivity.

7 Can renewable energy provide sufficient and
affordable power for economic development?
In industrialised nations, like the UK, growth in the manufacturing sector was
historically extremely important for creating jobs for the urban poor and building
a middle-class. Coal was often the energy source of choice. Some argue that
similar growth models powered by similar energy sources will be needed in poor
countries today.
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However, firstly, poor nations need growth in sectors that create decent jobs for poor
people. In most of the least developed countries, small-scale agriculture remains the
primary employer. In sub-Saharan Africa, this sector employs seven times as many
people as industry.
Agriculture requires energy, but the cheapest way of meeting smallholder farmers’
needs is usually decentralised energy, including off-grid or mini-grid electricity
powered, in many cases, by renewable energy.
As economies develop, however, labour tends to move away from agriculture into
other sectors.
Whether this growth should be powered by coal and other polluting fuels, as happened
in the UK, is a different question. Especially since there are cost-competitive and less
polluting energy sources available today and because of the risks associated with
burning fossil fuels in terms of climate change and environmental pollution.
Finally, the potential global supply of energy using existing renewable technologies
is many times greater than current energy consumption. Solar, wind, biomass,
geothermal and ocean energy is so abundant that each source could potentially
supply the entire world’s electricity demand (see below).

The technical potential for renewable energy sources to meet global energy
demands (Source: IPCC, 2011. Special Report on Renewable Energy and Climate
Change Mitigation) Ranges of global technical potentials of renewable energy
sources. Technical potential is the total amount of energy that could be obtained using
demonstrated technologies or practices.
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8 Isn’t renewable energy too unreliable to supply our
electricity systems?
Developing countries often have extremely unreliable electricity systems, so some
people argue that to make them more reliable, what is needed is to add more supply
and more power plants. Many unreliable electricity systems do need more supply
but, as above, there are now usually better options than polluting fossil fuels for
filling the gap.
In other cases, adding more power supply – from whatever energy source - will not
improve the reliability of the system. India, for example, added more electricity
capacity in 2014/15 than any other year on record, yet continued to suffer chronic
blackouts. This was more down to distribution companies imposing blackouts to
manage demand from non-paying consumers than to supply shortages.
Another common misconception is that because ‘intermittent’ energy sources like
wind and solar only generate electricity on windy or sunny days, they must be
supplemented by a ‘baseload’ energy supply - like coal - that can provide power all
of the time.
In fact, most countries do not yet have enough wind and solar in their electricity
mix to worry about the intermittency of supply. As the share of renewable energy
capacity grows, there are many options to balance mismatches between supply
and demand. Hydropower, pumped storage, geothermal, nuclear and natural gas
plants generally offer more responsive options than coal, i.e. they can be turned
off and on at any time to back up renewables like wind and solar. Eventually, these
will also be replaced by other technologies and approaches to manage demand by
matching consumption to times of maximum supply, interconnected grids and new
storage technologies.
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9 How much is the UK currently spending on support
for energy in developing countries?
The UK spent US$8.23 billion (£5.23 billion) on energy in developing countries (2009-13).

Climate Funds

$106.448

(£67.67)

1%

UK Bilateral ODA

$1124.237

(£714.71)

14%

UK Bilateral Other

$1823.331

(£1159.14) 22%

EU Institutions

$786.802

(£500.19)

MDBs

$4392.90

(£2793.69) 53%

10%

Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org
£ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1

The UK spent an estimated total of $8.23 billion (£5.23 billion) on support for energy in developing countries from 2009-13,
an average of $1.65 billion a year (£1.05 billion). This includes all upper middle-, lower middle- and low income developing
countries (as defined by the World Bank, 2014).
Almost two-thirds (64%) was spent through multilateral channels (EU institutions, multi-lateral development banks and
international climate funds). The official development assistance (ODA) support for energy in developing countries by the
UK increased as a proportion of total UK ODA over this period. In 2009, 1% of UK ODA disbursed was for energy. In 2013,
this was almost 2.4%.
Note: The UK total spend is equivalent to 36% of the ODA for the energy sector spent by all members of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). An estimated 22% of the support from the UK was not ODA, however. ODA for energy
development from the UK accounted for 28% of the DAC total.
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10 What kind of energy sources is the UK supporting?
43% of total UK energy support went to fossil fuels and 19% to renewable energy.

Renewables
19%

Fossil fuels
43%
$8.23 billion

Unspecified/
Mixed
37%

(£5.23 billion)

Nuclear
1%
Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org

UK support for energy in developing countries (2009-13)

Four of the top five energy projects supported by value involved fossil fuels.

Project

Channel

UK support
$ million

UK
support
£ million

1. Petrobras offshore oil and gas exploration and production facilities in the
South Atlantic

UKEF

920.7

585.3

2. Medupi Power Project [Eskom Investment Support Project - coal plant]

AfDB

227.9

144.9

3. Climate Investment Funds: Clean Technology Fund (CTF

DECC

169.8

107.9

4. Petrobras exploration

UKEF

147.4

93.7

5. Medupi Power Project [Eskom Investment Support Project - coal plant]

IBRD

128.3

81.6

6. The Eastern Electricity Highway Project under the Eastern Africa Power
Integration Program

IDA

76.2

48.4

7. Public-Private Partnership for Renewable Energy Development (India)

AsDB

60.7

38.6

8. International Carbon Capture and Storage (research)

DECC

55.5

35.3

9. Vietnam Distribution Efficiency Project

IDA

50.0

31.8

10. Tarbela Fourth Extension Hydropower Project (Pakistan)
IDA
49.0
31.2
The top ten projects which received the most support from the UK by value, through all channels (2009-13). Four out of the
top 5 were concerned with fossil fuels.
UKEF funded the top project by value, support for Petrobras oil and gas exploration in the South Atlantic.
Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org £ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1
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11 Which are the most important channels for UK energy
support?
Almost two thirds of UK support goes through multilateral channels.

Climate Funds

$106.448

(£67.67)

1%

UK Bilateral ODA

$1124.237

(£714.71)

14%

UK Bilateral Other

$1823.331

(£1159.14) 22%

EU Institutions

$786.802

(£500.19)

MDBs

$4392.90

(£2793.69) 53%

10%

Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org
£ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1

The UK spent an estimated total of $8.23 billion (£5.23 billion) on support for energy in developing countries from 2009-13,
an average of $1.65 billion a year (£1.05 billion). This includes all upper middle-, lower middle- and low income developing
countries (as defined by the World Bank, 2014).
Almost two-thirds (64%) was spent through multilateral channels (EU institutions, multi-lateral development banks and
international climate funds). The official development assistance (ODA) support for energy in developing countries by the
UK increased as a proportion of total UK ODA over this period. In 2009, 1% of UK ODA disbursed was for energy. In 2013,
this was almost 2.4%.
Note: The UK total spend is equivalent to 36% of the ODA for the energy sector spent by all members of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). An estimated 22% of the support from the UK was not ODA, however. ODA for energy
development from the UK accounted for 28% of the DAC total.

UK Export Finance (UKEF) is also an important source of funding. Most of the energy
support through UKEF went to fossil fuels. Around half of total UK support for fossil
fuels in developing countries went through UKEF.

43%

of UK support for
energy in developing
countries was for
fossil fuels ($3.54
billion/ £2.25 billion).

UKEF

Almost half went
through UKEF ($1.82
billion) £1.16 billion.

Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics
& www.shiftthesubsidies.org

UK Export Finance support for fossil fuels in developing countries - the Elephant in the Room?
($/£ million, 2009-2013)
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12 Which developing countries is the UK giving most energy
support to?
Most of UK support (43%) goes to upper middle income countries and low income
countries receive the least. Brazil, India and South Africa are the top 3 recipients.

Country

$ million

£ million

1. Brazil

1750.566

1112.884

2. India

495.648

315.097

3. South Africa

481.357

306.012

4. Turkey

453.150

288.080

5. Vietnam

259.989

165.282

6. Nigeria

247.547

157.373

7. Egypt

230.040

146.243

8. Pakistan

214.834

136.576

9. Ukraine

214.495

136.360

10. Romania

198.561

126.231

Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org £ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1

Low income countries

$961.683

(£611.369)

12%

Lower middle income countries

$2649.914

(£1684.624)

32%

Upper middle income countries

$3732.385

(£2372.781)

45%

Regional and unspecified

$889.740

(£565.633)

11%

Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org
£ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1

Upper middle-income developing countries received the most support provided by the UK for energy between 2009 and
2013 - 45% of the total. Low-income countries received the least – 12%.
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13 How much UK support went to tackling energy poverty?
8.5% of the $8.23 billion total UK energy support went to support energy access.

Access

$699.462

(£444.668)

8.5%

Other

$7534.258

(£4789.738)

91.5%

Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org
£ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1

Between 2009 and 2013, the UK provided an estimated $699 million (£444 million) to improve access to energy services in developing
countries. This was 8.5% of the total support for energy of $8.23 billion (£5.23 billion).
Note: This figure may be an underestimate as “energy access” per se is not used as a reporting category in published aid statistics. UK support for energy access has thus been
based on an assessment of individual projects. Projects financed by the MDBs and bilateral non-ODA support were assessed by Oil Change International (OCI) for their Shift the
Subsidies dataset, using criteria developed by OCI.

Fossil fuels

$46.745

(£29.717

7%

Renewables

$245.772

(£156.224)

35%

Efficiency

$37.794

(£24.027)

5%

Mixed and unspecified

$369.130

(£234.666)

53%

Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org
£ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1

For over 50% of the support, the source of energy involved was either unspecified or covered a mix of energy sources (this
figure includes UK support for access policy and research). Renewable energy accounted for 36.6% of the total support for
energy access between 2009 and 2013, while fossil fuels accounted for 7%.
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14 Which countries does the UK give most support to for
energy access?
Low income countries receive over half of UK support (53%). Ethiopia, Kenya and
Bangladesh are the top 3 recipients.

$ million

£ million

Proportion of country’s support from the UK for energy

1. Ethiopia

Country

82.893

52.697

99.7%

2. Kenya

73.693

46.849

53.8%

3. Bangladesh

69.921

44.451

37.5%

4. Vietnam

44.468

28.270

17.1%

5. India

35.538

22.592

7.2%

6. Afghanistan

28.681

18.233

78.0%
16.4%

7. Morocco

22.833

14.516

8. Nepal

19.253

12.240

43.1%

9. Rwanda

19.031

12.099

65.9%

10. Mali

18.955

12.050

89.0%

Over 70 countries received support for energy access from the UK. These 10 countries accounted for 61% of the total UK
spending on energy access between 2009 and 2013. In five of these countries (Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Kenya, Mali and
Rwanda), energy access projects accounted for more than half of the total UK support received for energy.
Source: Estimate from OECD aid statistics & www.shiftthesubsidies.org £ conversion at average rate (2009-13) of US$1.573 = £1
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Recommendations to the UK on its future support for
energy in developing countries
1. The UK should ensure that all its support for energy in developing countries through bilateral and multilateral channels – is consistent with its climate and
poverty reduction objectives. All UK support should promote the shift away
from polluting fossil fuels to sustainable and efficient energy systems with
100% renewable energy no later than 2050, and achieving universal access to
affordable, reliable, safe, sustainable and modern energy by 2030 in line with
SDG7 and ensuring no-one is left behind.
2. The UK should urgently phase out support for all stages of energy delivery
involving coal and ensure meaningful implementation of the 2015 OECD
agreement on export credit for coal.
3. The UK should substantially increase the share of its energy support going to
energy access. In addition, it should ensure two thirds of its access support goes
to the decentralized renewable electricity and clean cooking solutions needed to
achieve SDG7.
4. The UK should develop transparent and “fit-for-purpose” monitoring and
reporting frameworks so that the development and poverty reducing impacts of
its energy support can be clearly tracked.

For further information:
See the CAFOD, Christian Aid and ODI FAQs on Coal and Poverty (2016).
(http://www.odi.org/projects/2822-faqs-coal-poverty)
For all our climate and energy work, including our research on the UK’s support
for energy in developing countries, see: http://cafod.org.uk/Policy/Climateand-energy.

CAFOD, April 2016
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