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Is renewable energy-based electrification for the Third World rural poor a misleading substitute for combating climate change at source? This paper raises critical questions on an emerging consensus in climate change circles that renewable rural electrification is the best positive case to champion. 

Summary

While energy needs must be addressed in any comprehensive approach to sustainable development, electrification from renewable sources is not necessarily the best emphasis to make a point about affirmative climate change action. This is for several reasons: 1) It runs the risk of operating out of a holistic development context; 2) whilst improving the lot of under-consumers of energy it still leaves them vulnerable to climate change impacts from the over-consumers of energy – it is thus more about development than mitigation or adaptation; this is not a bad thing, but the two should not be confused; 3) renewable energy technology can be very costly for developing countries; the inclusion of hydro-power in renewables is also a problem; 4) the area where energy shift is most needed, in the North, stands to be effaced; 5) principal polluters exploit the good image of renewables whilst continuing conventional climate damaging activities. 

Electricity, energy or development?

Out of a range of energy options for Third World peoples, who are predominantly agricultural, electricity is not a ‘one size fits all’ solution, especially for fundamentals like cooking and transport. Electrification in the International Energy Agency’s World Energy Outlook 2002, for example, is justified from a narrow view of poverty as an absence of income and that present lack of electrification precludes industrial activities and job creation thus contributing to poverty. Industrial electrification is a wholly different matter from rural electrification. Furthermore, structural adjustment policies imposed by the Bretton Woods institutions and import dumping by the North have done far more to de-industrialise the South. Some developing countries who have industrialized are also food insecure as they are not self-sufficient in food. They are reliant on foreign exchange earnings to finance food imports. The massive subsidies and high tariffs set up by the North and maintained by the unfair WTO Agreement on Agriculture, which at the same time forces the South to cut protective measures, are destroying small farmers in the South. On the one hand they are flooded with artificially-cheap imports and on the other, suffer highly protected markets for their export produce.

Four out of five people without electricity are in rural areas of the Third World. The chief benefit of electricity is acknowledged as lighting which is said to lengthen the working day and allow reading. This assumes a baseline of livelihood security which for many is not present. Electricity’s usefulness is optimized in the context of sustainable and secure livelihoods. Approaching Third World rural poverty through sustainable agriculture and rural development is likely to be far more effective as it places energy in a proper demand context with land rights and landlessness (with no land how much use is electrification?), ecological technology, food security, indigenous knowledge, community sovereignty and climate change resilience. Only then can this avenue be both mitigating and adaptive. Providing electricity for televisions, mobile phones and computers (which some PV promoters claim as major contributions) in Third World settlements is not a viable long-term basis for a sound development policy as many people do not have the basics of life. Additionally, unless rural development and livelihoods are made viable with sustainable agriculture then the predictions of massive urban migration will come true with all their attendant problems. In 2000 around 50% of the world population lived in cities. World = City.

Crucially, renewable energy-based electrification holds a powerful and legitimate appeal as a potentially cleaner energy path for developing countries to take. But more photos of smiling rural Third World people with solar PV should not suggest that we are making serious advances in solving the climate change and sustainable development challenges. There is no guarantee that the developing world as a whole will ape the energy profligacy of the North. The odds are presently so stacked against the South as a whole from even pursuing the North’s flawed development model, let alone having sufficient options for sustainable development. A handful of industrialized Southern countries are approaching significant emission levels (albeit relatively small per capita) but they are also at great economic risk due to unequal integration with Northern markets. Risk accrues in particular from substantial outflows of resources due to over-dependence on foreign investment, potentially depressive effects of over-investment of FDI on many traditional Third World exports, and the push by Northern WTO members for a  multilateral investment agreement that threatens development and democracy. The need for energy shift is great in these countries and renewables have a role to play here, but consistent with Article 3 of the UNFCCC, they should prioritise sustainable development and increasing resilience to climate change, in particular addressing the above risks of globalisation which can worsen socio-economic climate change impacts and vice versa.

This should not preclude the sustainable use of fossil fuels by developing countries especially by so-called least developed countries. Small island developing states in particular are dependent on fossil fuels for safe and efficient transport. Many OPEC nations have high levels of poverty and sovereign debt, eradicating fossil fuels outright is not a fair or viable solution for them since many essential imports, such as food, are financed by oil earnings. Nonetheless, dependency on oil exports is proving increasingly risky from a political, military as well as environmental point of view. Therefore economic diversification is highly desirable for sustainable development. So, renewable electricity sources have their place in a broader energy family. 

Lack of access should not be confused with sustainable use. Still, promoting cleaner energy options in the South does not escape the fact that the place where non-fossil fuel energy substitutes are most desperately needed is the North. 

The structural and historical devastation visited upon the South by the North gave rise to famine problems but the blame was directed against the failure of Third World peoples to control their procreation (and the blame came to rest eventually on Third World women). Thus the Malthusian “population bomb” took its place in development mythology. There are now shades of the “energy bomb” replacing the population bomb. The conservatives of the US have been carping about the need for developing countries to take on mitigation commitments, ignoring the historical debt owed by the North to the South. Does the solar panel for rural Third World poor unintentionally reinforce this message? Good intentions surely, but the scope for radical simplification and hijacking are immense.

So we get development agents apparently dishing out solar panels when really dirty technology is still being sent to the Third World and over-consumption is sustained in the North. Recently re-branded “energy” corporations such as Shell and BP are holding out the fig leaf of renewable energy whilst vigorously expanding their conventional fossil fuel markets. BP, which claims to have gone “beyond petroleum”, is leading an oil pipeline consortium in Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia which is intended to operate for at least 40 years. BP’s rate of investment in renewable energy was recently predicted to outstrip its fossil fuel investment in 1,250 years. “Beyond petroleum” will be beyond many of our lifetimes let alone the onset of unacceptably dangerous climate change. 

The pipeline’s profitably is dependent on ‘free public money’ mostly from western sources, including the World Bank and export credit agencies. The pipeline consortium has secured from Turkey complete freedom from regulation for the pipeline including exemption from liability in event of an oil spill. The Turkish government is prevented from taking any actions that could disrupt its ‘economic equilibrium.’ The implications for any climate change policy framework, let alone sustainable development, are grim indeed. This pipeline could be effectively isolated from any present and future international climate change regime. The World Energy Outlook 2002 predicts that ‘cross-border gas pipeline projects will multiply’ by 2030. Watch out.

What is being obfuscated is the inadequate commitments of Northern countries to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The World Energy Outlook 2002 projects energy-related increases of CO2 of 1.8% per year from 2000 to 2030, reaching 38 billion tones in 2030. Even at their affluent economic status emissions from the Kyoto Parties will reach 12.5 billion tones by 2010, the middle of the first commitment period. Ignoring loopholes like ‘hot air’ this is 2.8 billion tones, or 29%, above target. Two-thirds of the aforementioned energy increase by 2030 will come from developing countries, approximately 10 billion tones. However, putting aside assumptions of conventional industrialization in the WEO 2002 model, developing countries have both a right to development (reaffirmed in the 1992 Rio Declaration Principle 3) and furthermore are owed an immense historical ecological debt by the North, a debt which is often forgotten. In both the Rio Declaration and the UNFCCC States have common but differentiated responsibilities. The North is seriously remiss in its responsibilities with regards to both climate change and sustainable development. It needs to create an enabling environment for change in both itself and for the South. The global institutions established after the Second World War are desperately undemocratic with the North holding effective veto power in most. This must change or else it will be impossible to achieve an equitable solution to climate change.

Fossil fuel energy will remain relevant in the world’s energy mix but the expansion must be curtailed. The Oilwatch network, whose members are from Southern countries, has called for a moratorium on new fossil fuel exploration as has the Climate Justice movement. This does not rule out use of present sources but acknowledges that for environmental and humanitarian reasons that things must change. 

If Third World rural electrification through renewable technologies is being picked as the lead contender for the (moral) battle against the hold fossil fuel profligacy has in the North then it is a technological solution applied with the wrong emphasis. While renewable electrification is welcome in the South, we must be clear that it presents an energy alternative and not a solution to the climate change problem which must be addressed in the North. It’s a case of energy rescue for the poor without adequate emission cuts for the rich. To bring it home, the rural poor of the Third World are the most vulnerable to adverse climate change. Simultaneously cutting Northern GHG emissions to safe levels and delivering sustainable development to the South must be the solution. The answer is in the whole and not the parts. This is the basic message of, and rationale for the obligations of Parties, under the Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

Proposals

1)
A concentration target should be set under the Convention that ‘would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with climate system.’ Commitments for Annex 1 countries should be made with this target in mind rather than through a voluntary system of self-selected targets based on gross emissions (as was the case in the past). 

2)
Non-Annex 1 parties should be provided adequate facilitation under the Convention to pursue sustainable development with the full integration of climate change concerns into policy. Sustainable development approaches should, as far as climate change is concerned, be ideally simultaneously mitigative, adaptive and contributing to resilience. This may be operationalised by adequate funding for, as a minimum, the following: 

· implementing strategies for disaster risk reduction (as per the WSSD Plan of Implementation, para. 35); 

· transferring from North to South environmentally-sound technology at concessional rates or free of intellectual property and royalty payments; 

· the promotion and recognition of Southern technologies and indigenous technologies that build both climate change resilience and sustainable development; 

· grants and loans at favourable rates to build the capacity of the Southern public sector in order to strengthen policy integration in national institutions and public awareness about climate change; 

· programmes in non-Annex 1 parties for building domestic capacity for climate change impacts including, inter alia, economic diversification, coastal zone management, meteorological capacity, sustainable agriculture and rural development (with linkages to FAO).

3)
Although it is beyond the scope of the Convention it should be noted that a favourable international economic environment is highly essential for addressing climate change in the context of sustainable development. Unsustainable sovereign debt, unfair terms of trade, depressed and declining commodity prices, unfair trade agreements, and undemocratic global governance institutions will continue to frustrate efforts at climate change and sustainable development. It is daunting, but necessary, to address all this to give even rural electrification from renewables both a proper context and a fighting chance.

