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Ileart ofdarkness
Africa's energy gap is vast. If it is to meet the future energy needs of its rapidly

growing population, it will need to find radical solutions fast

By Jean-Michel Severino and Donald l(aberuka

il prices have been rising for most

ofthe past three years, and global

demand/supply conditions suggest

they will probably remain high. As

oil prices have surged to record lev-

els, protest action has spread across the world -
the destabilizing effects of high prices add immea-

surably to the burdens imposed by the dramatic
rise in food prices.

For sub-SaharanAfrican countries, this trend
exacerbates a long-standing energy crisis. More
than 30 countries of the subcontinent's 48 are

facing an unprecedented shorrfall in power sup-

ply, and regular blackouts are the norm. Entire
regiors are without electricity for hours every day;

companies have to stop production; school chil-
dren have to wait till after nightfall to study; and

clinics cannot refrigerate vaccines safely. Some

T1OO,OOO deaths from respiratory diseases every

year are ìinked to e4posure to indoor pollution
from'dirty fuels' in poorþ ventilated dwellings.

The impact on the continent's progress is very

clea¡ shaving growth for sub-Saharan African
countries by 1.8 percentage points, and most

notably slowing South Africa's growth to its low-

est level since 2OO1.

The reasons for this crisis are manifold: decades

ofunder-investment in the electricity sector have

led to ageing and unreliable power infrastruc-
tures. The demographic explosion, togetherwith
a rapid urbanization, has strongly impacted
enerrydemand. The IMF recentlyestimatedthat
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Working by candlelight during a blacl<out; the long-

delayed Bumbuna hydro-electric project in Sierra

Leone; the head of the National Centre for Solar and

Renewable Energy explains a generator powered by

oilfrom the seed of the jatropha plant in Simiji, Mali

currently, sub-Saharan Africa can generate 63

gigawatts of power for a total of 77O million peo-

ple - roughly what Spain produces for its popu-
lation of ,15 million. Today, strong and generally

sustained economic growth on the continent is

raising additional challenges forthe energy sec-

tor. Power supply has been unable to meet with
growing consumption in the past 2O years: while
GDP growth reached an average of 5%, power

supplynever rose above 2.9/"peryear inthe same

period.
By 2O3O, Africa's urban population is expected

to double. What possible energy projections can

be envisaged to meet this dramaticaþ increas-

ing need? The'business-as-usual scenario', with
fossil fuels accountingfor more than 80% of cur-
rent enerry, raises critical issues of supply secu-

rity and carbon impact. Continuation of current
trends is not only unsustainable but unaccept-

able.

those countries not only diversifr their energy

supplies awayfrom fossil fuels, but also supPort

long-term economic growth by reducing the
enerrybill. A.fter all, mostAfrican countries are

richìy endowed with natural resources. Africa
only exploits J% ofits huge hydroelectric poten-

tial. Investments in this sector, provided that their
social and environmental impacts are carefuþ
taken into account, could prove highlyprofitable
forboth domestic and regional use.

The establishment of regional electricity net-

works andpowerpools is neededto off-takepower

from hydropower projects such as Rusumo Fall,

Inga Hydropower Sites or the Nile Basin Initia-
tive, to supply consumers with low cost rene\M-

able electricity. Africa should also take advantage

of its great geothermal, wind and solar energy

potential. Distributed power generation, which
involves locating sources of power near demand,

can be developed to optimize the use of local

Energy lies at the heart of the economic resources such as micro-hydro andbiomass.

dilemma African countries face today: how can Finally, one oughtto askwhethernuclearenerSt

the growing demand for energrbe reconciled with should not also have its share in the future African

longer-term environmental concerns, while cop- energy mix. Should African countries, whose

ingwith inadequatefinancial resources? In other energrneeds aresurging, notbenefitfromnuclear
ncreased enerrysolutions in additionto renewable ones?

Despite high iniriat investment needs, the use of CUffentlyt SUb-

aradigm, carbon-freenuclearenerryisbecomingrelativeþ Sahafan AffiCa

mn generate 63

gigawatts of
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andpromoteenergyefficiency-aswellasonthe cieswouldìeadtoadevelopmentimpasse.Letus 0f 770 nfilliOn
supply-side, restructuring the energy sector to not wait to reach the dead end before exploring
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and services to the needs ofthe populations, in a

context where three out of four households still Jean-Mi,chelSeoeríno, aformerWorldBanltoice'

do not have access to this fundamental need. presi.dønt, ß CEO oftheAgenre Fran'caise d.e Deuel-
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