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On September 26th, Energy Alternatives Africa will hold the fourth in its “Policy Dialogue” series at the Norfolk Hotel. Mary M’Mukindia will present a dialogue paper entitled “Energising Rural Areas through Intelligent Energy Policy.”  This session will provide a forum for participants to discuss how Kenya can provide a much greater portion of its rural population with modern energy services.  
In as much as Kenya is at a political crossroads, it is also at a crossroads with regard to rural access to energy.  In the 21st century, most of the country’s rural population still utilises 19th century energy sources.  Rural access to grid electricity has not substantially increased in the past ten years.  Poverty is greatly exacerbated by energy scarcity that cuts across the sectors of rural commerce, farming, education, health and communication. 
The rural energy crisis has three major components:

· Over-reliance on wood and charcoal fuels.  Although Kenya cannot move away from its reliance on wood overnight, continued rural reliance on biomass is causing degradation of rangeland and natural forest, and forcing women and children to waste countless hours in drudgery collecting wood.

· Lack of modern power sources for rural industry.  Without modern forms of power, farmers cannot add value to their crops, industries cannot develop, small towns cannot grow and economies are stifled.

· Lack of modern power sources (i.e. electricity) for households, commerce and institutions.  Without electricity in households, schools and clinics, there can be no telephones, computers, laboratory apparatus, Internet, televisions, vaccine refrigerators – and adequate lighting.  How are rural students to compete with urban students when most don’t even have electric lights?

The good news is that Kenya has the capacity to be a leader in rural energy provision in the region.  It has a strong commercial infrastructure and excellent human and natural resources.  With comparatively little policy support for them, a number of alternative energy solutions are being offered by the private sector and taken up by rural people --- including improved stoves, LPG gas, solar energy systems and other new technologies.  We could be doing much better.  Certainly, other countries in the region are moving forward with rural energy programs. 

Uganda is launching an ambitious $400 million dollar rural energy initiative that aims to increase modern energy access to rural folk by 10% over 10 years.  The World Bank-sponsored project will provide ”smart subsidies” to connect schools, clinics, off-grid towns and households countrywide to appropriate forms of electricity.  Ethiopia, Mozambique and Tanzania are set to launch similar programs.  Meanwhile, South Africa has managed to increase electricity access to its rural population by more than 20% in 8 years due to heavy investment and commitment by its Government since it overcame apartheid.

The positive changes in the above countries have only come after considerable dialogue between their respective Governments, private sectors, civil society and donor partners.  If Kenya is to move forward, it too must develop a vision for a future where every school and clinic has access to electricity, where every rural market place has streetlights and commercial power and where a much higher portion of the society has affordable modern energy in their homes.  Today, there are more technology and financing options available than ever before.

The dialogue session will examine the present status, opportunities, hurdles and gaps in the existing rural energy policy, and seek input on how various stakeholders can work together to develop a better environment for rural energy development.  Through improved policies and cooperation of private sector, Government and civil society, we can overcome the wood fuel crisis, provide power to stimulate rural industry, and light up the lives of millions of people now living in the dark.  

It is our belief that it is possible for a majority of rural Kenyans to have access to modern energy sources, provided that there is a well-defined, consensus-built national policy framework to build the necessary infrastructure.

Attendance to the meeting is by invitation. 
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