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People require process heat, motive power (usually for transport) and electricity. These can all be 
provided by decentralised systems. There is a tendency to focus on electricity (with solar home 
systems and micro-hydro dominating), and little attention is given to mechanical systems such as 
wind pumps and standalone engines (Bates et al., 2009).   
 
The focus on electricity in particular takes away attention from cooking which continues to be the 
most significant household energy demand in both rural and urban households and has major 
negative health impacts on women and children. Solar home systems cannot be used for cooking 
since their power output is too low - their strength lies in the provision of good quality light and 
home entertainment. The urban and rural poor continue to use wood fuels for cooking and space 
heating and will continue to do so.  Here the major challenge is to ensure that these fuels are 
produced on a sustainable basis as well as improving conversion efficiency.  Solar cooking is not 
popular since it requires a change in cooking practice, to move the stove outside to stand in full sun 
together with the need for constant supervision against theft.  
 
In my opinion there are three issues related to up-scaling access which are influential in determining 
use of decentralised systems: motivation, finance and institutions. Time only allows me to make brief 
observations on the first two. 
 
Although much of the debate about the up-take of RETs centres on cost there are also non-financial 
factors which influence switching between energy carriers.  The nature of a stove can be a deterrent 
to switching. The stoves may not be big enough to take pans for specific types of food or large 
volumes of food. (Masera et al., 2000). The heat output of electric cookers is difficult to regulate and 
it takes time to learn the skill (Clancy et al., 2008).  
 
Households have to make choices about expenditures. Poor people prefer to purchase fuels in 
patterns that match their incomes: small amounts on a daily basis.  Wood, charcoal and kerosene fit 
these criteria.  Households are not a homogeneous entity peopled by homo economicus making 
rational choices based only on price.  While women are generally responsible for energy provision 
when energy has to be purchased, men enter the decision-making process, for example men 
although not usually responsible for cooking will often decide on the stove technology if it is to be 
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purchased (Tucker, 1999).  So it is men as well as women who must be motivated through 
appropriate messages for switching energy carriers. 
 
Most poor households have little capital to help them acquire renewable energy systems which have 
high initial upfront costs.  For women, there are additional problems of access to capital not faced by 
men. Banks and lending institutions have conditions for lending, such as collateral and credit history 
requirements that exclude poorer borrowers. These requirements generally have a greater impact on 
women, who may face legal restrictions making it difficult for them to own land or other assets, or to 
take action without their husbands’ consent. They may also be discouraged from borrowing or 
engaging in business by social and cultural barriers limiting women’s activities and mobility. Illiteracy, 
which is more prevalent for women than men can make applying for formal loans virtually 
impossible.  Even though it has been well documented that women have a better record of credit 
repayment than men, women still receive a disproportionately small share of credit from formal 
banking institutions.   
 
Lending institutions have to be familiar with the technology otherwise they may not be willing to 
take the risk. A survey in Ethiopia of micro finance institutes (MFIs), who were expected to finance 
household biogas systems by the NGO promoting the system, found that the majority of the 
institutions surveyed were not aware of biogas technology and its benefits, hence they were not 
prepared to risk loans for such systems (Woldearegay, 2010).  
 
Much has been written about the need for micro-financing and credit schemes and there exist many 
innovative schemes.  There is also some concern that the levels of micro-finance are not sufficient to 
pay for renewable energy technologies such as solar home systems. Loans are generally in the range 
of US$50 to US$ 500 for short periods (Cosbey et al., 2008). Women are often the target of such 
schemes and projects aimed at enabling women’s access to technologies can still go wrong if they do 
not also take into account the reality of women’s lives.  A project in Uganda which set out to 
encourage women entrepreneurs to purchase solar systems by offering credit through a women’s 
bank failed to reach the target group because interest rates were set well above levels women could 
meet, repayment schedules were too short and collateral requirements did not match women’s 
resources (Sengendo, 2001).   
 
There is evidence to show that overcoming the access barriers of RETs high up-front costs and lack of 
capacity to pay can achieved by linking the energy availability to income generation for example by 
helping to improve productivity and opening up new sources of income, such as mobile phone 
charging. However, energy by itself is not enough to generate income and needs access to markets 
facilitated by other inputs such as roads, as well as a level of business skills which might not be found 
in rural areas (Kooijman-van Dijk and Clancy, 2010). 
 
Subsidies as a mechanism for enabling access are not the ‘poison chalice’ they were a few years ago. 
There has been increasing realisation that access to modern energy for low-income consumers is 
unlikely to take place in many instances without some form of subsidy. The subsidies need to be 
target at a specific group to meet up-front costs rather than operating costs and not blanket 
subsidies which benefit those who can afford to pay the full cost. (The World Bank, 2004).  
 
In conclusion I would say that a total reliance on market mechanisms has been found not to address 
issues of energy poverty.  I would also argue that starting from the position of how to disseminate 
more PV panels is not the right place to start – instead it should be from the user end: what do 
women and men want? What are their priorities? The answer will be in the form of an energy service 
not an energy technology. There needs to be more attention to cooking energy to support the 
transition to cleaner cooking fuels and improved (smokeless) stoves as well ensuring the sustainable 
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supply of wood.  Indeed, improved access is not only through installing more capacity but also by 
improved energy efficiency which generally has much lower costs per kW.  
 
At the household level more complex factors are at play than a simple model of adopting clean 
efficient energy sources enabled by higher incomes.  Management decisions are made balancing 
preferences and habits with flexibility (influenced by access and availability) and time constraints.  It 
is not enough to focus on cost alone.  But be reality lead not technology driven! 
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