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Energy access has far reaching implications for rural development in India. Lack of access to sufficient and 
sustainable energy supplies affects majority of the rural population in India. Some 77 million rural households do 
not have access to electricity; almost twice these numbers remain dependent on biomass fuels to cook their daily 
meals. Without reliable, affordable, clean energy, people are undermined in their efforts to engage effectively in 
productive activities and improving their quality of life. India faces two crucial - and related - issues in the rural 
energy sector. First, energy use pattern characterised by widespread use of inefficient traditional energy carriers, 
posing economic, environmental and health threats; and uneven distribution and use of modern energy carriers 
such as electricity and liquefied petroleum gas (LPG), raising issues of economic growth, equity and quality of life. 
Second, energy sector reforms policies initiated as a universal solution to the problems of the energy sector, posing 
concern regarding the poverty impacts of the energy sector reforms, especially in making modern energy carriers 
accessible, affordable and widely adopted in the rural areas. 

Energy reforms represents a paradigm shift from the existing state owned utilities and public policies, and 
emphasises on markets and market principles, and regards public support and subsidies as sources of social and 
economic distortion. In other words, energy reforms are driven by commodity policy: putting a ‘market-value’ and 
selling energy at its ‘true’ price. From a development perspective, valuing energy and putting a market value on 
energy are two different aspects. The key issue is will putting a ‘market-value’ on energy help in alleviating lack of 
access to modern energy by the low capacity end users or further aggravate it? The research study’s central tenet 
is to understand how the future attempts at energy sector reform policies be adapted to achieve the multiple 
objectives of: improving the economic efficiency of energy supply, and improving low capacity end users’ access to 
modern energy services. 

The evidence from the three case studies undertaken in India, show that the non-utilisation of modern energy 
carriers by low capacity end users is not so much due to poor availability but due to lack of adaptive capacity, largely 
due to vulnerabilities of economic opportunities involved in and due to institutional inflexibility. It is argued that the 
early phase of energy reforms has largely failed the low capacity end users, and its impact on energy access in 
rural areas may inevitably and irreparably lead to more social inequality. In order to improve energy access, need 
for subsidisation in some form will remain for a foreseeable future. Elements of reforms policies exclude the 
associated social and public benefits, which are critical for rural development and improving quality of life. The 
policies are already resulting in ‘cherry picking’ and ‘social dumping’ of the low capacity end users, and if appropriate 
measures are not adopted the inequality in access are inevitable. Re-assessment of energy sector reforms policies 
to make it ‘people-centric’ is essential, as this people-perception has largely been missing in the enunciation of 
reforms. 

 


