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RISING POWERS, LOWERING EMISSIONS?

The importance of ensuring that African countries can meet their rising energy needs in a low-carbon way that also benefits the poor,
is widely accepted. The so-called ‘Rising Powers’, such as China, Brazil and India are already investing in energy infrastructure in
Africa, and these countries could support transitions to low-carbon development since they are currently some of the world’s largest
investors in solar, wind, hydropower and biofuels. Yet, critically, the energy needs of poorer groups are not currently shaping policy and
investment decisions and so energy access considerations are not being adequately addressed where low-carbon energy transitions
are emerging. Northern donors have a role to play both as knowledge and financial brokers between Rising Powers and African
countries, and in targeting investment towards small-scale and community-managed renewable energy systems, which would directly
help the poor majority that are off-grid.

A clean energy revolution for Africa?
A new clean energy revolution for Africa
was the promise being held out by donors,
governments and investors at the critical
Paris climate change summit in December
2015, amid claims of billions of dollars of
investment being mobilised for renewable
energy on the continent. The Africa
Renewable Energy Initiative (AREI), for
example, aims to build at least 100GW
of new and additional renewable energy
generation capacity by 2020, and 300GW
by 2030.
Currently, access to energy services
in Sub-Saharan Africa is the lowest of
any world region. Large swathes of the
population across Africa do not have
access to electricity, which has significant
implications for reaching the Sustainable
Development Goal to ‘Ensure access

to affordable, reliable, sustainable and
modern energy for all’. Furthermore,
with the population expected to both
grow and urbanise over the coming
century, energy demand is set to grow
by around 80% by 2040, much of which
will be met by expanded use of fossil
fuels unless incentives are put in place to
pursue alternative pathways. In a context
of vast inequalities and widespread
unemployment, the prospects of a
transition to a lower-carbon economy
will be heavily determined by whether
‘just transitions’ are possible – ones which
protect and enhance the livelihoods
and opportunities available to socially
excluded groups from a dramatic shift in
the provision of energy.

The role of ‘Rising Powers’ in low-carbon
transitions in Africa
So far the role of Rising Powers, such as
China, Brazil and India has been discussed
principally in terms of the exploitative
acquisition of natural resources such as
coal, oil and gas. Their growing presence
in Africa is often represented as a kind of
neo-colonial resource ‘plunder and grab’
reminiscent of the darkest days of empire.
But recently completed research on these
issues, supported by the ESRC, suggests
that Brazil, India and China are playing a key
but mixed role in Sub-Saharan Africa when
it comes to energy: they are both investing
in renewables, supporting technology
development and engaging with policy
initiatives and also investing in high-carbon
fossil fuel energy pathways. This results in
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In South Africa there are worries about
who will benefit from the procurement
process for renewable energy. This is
partly shaped by wider preoccupations
with labour and Black Economic
Empowerment (BEE). National priorities
of localisation and strong trade unions
are highly influential over infrastructural
and industrial processes and there is
mistrust of cheap Chinese imports in
all sectors. This is being addressed by
a heavily regulated renewable energy
policy environment. But despite the fact
that the Renewable Energy Independent

attracted by the lucrative commercial
possibilities presented by the export of
electricity to neighbouring countries.
Often this has led to a heavy focus on
large-scale hydropower projects (in some
cases involving companies from China,
India and Brazil), but many of the proposed
schemes involve the displacement of rural
people, the disruption of their livelihoods
and the deterioration of local ecosystems,
and have been contested by local civil
society and environmental groups.
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“To ensure that the
low-carbon transition
is socially just and
developmentally
beneficial, proper
attention will need to
be paid to developing
policy processes
and institutions that
ensure the interests
of poorer groups
are adequately
represented.”

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
1. The need for a rounded view of
technology development and diffusion
The research suggests the need to shift
away from a narrow focus on the transfer
of technology hardware from Northern
to Southern countries towards a more
rounded view of technology development
and diffusion if access, capacity and
innovation are to be more meaningfully
nurtured. This means learning lessons
from transitions in practice and the role
of a multiplicity of actors and ecosystems
of finance in bringing them about.
Assumptions about the role of the state,
technology transfer, finance and the
potential of market mechanisms often
fail to take into account local realities and
need to be revisited.

2. Combine renewable energy investment
with a strategic, inclusive approach for
off-grid populations
There is clearly much to do in ensuring
that inclusive priority-setting processes
help to respond to the energy and
technology needs of the vast swathes of
the population that are currently
off-grid. Donors can add substantial
value by targeting those social groups,
regions, projects and technologies that
governments and the private sector are
not interested in. For example, the UK
could focus investment on small-scale and
community-managed renewable energy
systems that would directly help the
poor majority that are off-grid in places
like Mozambique to achieve a degree of
energy access and security. This would
ensure that investments, jobs and training
stay in those communities and that
technologies and projects are appropriate

to local needs and settings. Mobilising
investment for renewable energy is a
worthy goal, but it needs to be combined
with a strategic approach to meeting the
energy needs of all groups in society.
3. Northern donors have a vital role as
knowledge and financial brokers between
African countries and Rising Powers
Given shifting geo-politics, while Northern
donors are often not the primary actors,
they can also seek to play a role as
knowledge and financial brokers between
Rising Powers such as China and African
countries, seeking to steer aid and
investment towards lower-carbon and
more pro-poor interventions, and through
the conditions they attach to the money
they provide to multilateral institutions
they can indirectly shape energy
trajectories towards just transitions in the
Global South.
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