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In August 2011, the author’s company refined its top African Mega 
Trends that are expected to have broad sweeping implications for 
business operations across the continent. They fell into the follow-

ing eight categories: Urbanisation, regional integration, raw material 
beneficiation, renewable energy, future infrastructure development, 
connecting the unconnected, new business models and responsible 
revolution (feeding a growing population).

Of the above trends, possibly one of the most popular and 
definitely topical, particularly to those within the South African and 
international markets, is that of the development of renewable power 
and it was only a matter of time until the renewable energy market 
made its way to the African continent. Although North Africa has 
been active in the development of its renewable energy market for the 
past decade, the sub-Saharan Africa market is just beginning to take 
its first steps in the development of a Green conscience. However, a 
rather looming and often even taboo question to be asked is: Does 
sub-Saharan Africa need renewable power?

A Green Africa…Why?

The African continent is the smallest contributor of global CO2 emis-
sions and has one of the richest reserves of natural energy deposits on 
the planet. Southern Africa has ample deposits of coal and uranium, 
Central and East Africa have vast hydro power resources, and West 
and North Africa include some of the most productive oil and gas 
countries in the world. Furthermore, with the continuous discover-
ies of significant oil and gas deposits in countries such as Angola, 
Namibia, and Uganda, shale gas in South Africa, as well as intensified 
exploration initiatives in East Africa, countries, previously depend-
ent on singular energy sources, are finding their power generation 
feedstock mixes becoming more diversified and secure. Within a 
continent that suffers so dramatically from issues such as poverty, 
lack of access to basic services, insufficient government funding, lack 
of local skills, education, famine and disease, one would be inclined 
to ask the question: Would the allocation of government funding 

towards capital intensive renewable power, above that of cheap and 
secure base-load power, be a misallocation of funds?

CO2 emissions in the sub-Saharan African power sector are insig-
nificant to that of the developed world. All four of the sub-Saharan Af-
rican power pools show negative reserve capacities, having combined 
generation capacities below that of their peak demand. Electrification 
of the continent currently sits at a dismal 40%, and sub-Saharan Africa 
even more dismal, at 30%. With such extreme power needs present 
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across the continent, the reduction of CO2 emissions as a national 
agenda would, therefore, not logically represent a significant driver 
for renewable energy development within the majority of African 
countries. However, although CO2 emission reduction, as a driver 
for the market, does not carry the same punch as it does in more 
developed countries, that is not to say that the renewable energy 
sector does not offer key benefits to Africa.  

So what are the benefits for Africa?

•	 Access	to	available	funding

A key challenge to the development of any large scale infrastructure 
project within many sub-Saharan African economies is the lack 
of available national funds to support its development. Although 
renewable energy development is one of the most capital intensive 
developments within the power market, the development of multi-
national green investment funds (eg African Development Bank Clean 
Technology Fund, the International Climate Initiative’s Africa Carbon 
Asset Development Fund, the World Banks’ Clean Technology and 
Strategic Climate Fund, etc), as well as private equity and venture 
capital green investment funds (eg Evolution One, Photovoltaic Market 
Transformation Initiative, Southern Africa Clean Tech and Sustain-
ability Fund etc) has made available additional funding for renewable 
power project development.

•	 Diversification	of	the	generation	mix

As mentioned earlier in the article, Central and East Africa still depend 
significantly on hydro power for the large majority of their electric-
ity generation requirements. The dependency on a singular energy 
source can have significant implications for electricity supply security 
and, in turn, economic development, should there be a sudden drop 
in feedstock supply (eg a drought). The diversification of national 
generation mixes away from feedstock dependence, through the 
use of renewable power (eg solar, wind, geothermal), will assist in 
providing a greater security of supply and limit negative economic 
impacts resulting from electricity shortages.

•	 Remote	electrification

Remote, or off-grid, power production in Africa has traditionally been 
satisfied primarily through diesel generator sets (gensets). However, 
with significant increases in the costs of crude oil, operational costs 

of gensets are climbing significantly. Remote electrification of the 
domestic market can be assisted through the development of small, 
off-grid, renewable power (solar PV, wind, biomass cogeneration).

This will further assist in faster electrification of rural communities 
or informal settlements. A key challenge in the development of large 
scale power projects, within Africa, is the current lack of transmis-
sion and distribution infrastructure that allows for the wheeling of 
electricity to remote settlements. Furthermore, due to the increasing 
rate of urbanisation on the continent, the rapid and erratic develop-
ment of informal settlements surrounding key metropolitan centers 
does not allow sufficient time for town planning procedures and 
electricity distribution infrastructure development. The use of small 
scale renewable power for domestic electrification can assist in ac-
celerating electrification rates until central grid connection is possible.

Development of new markets for economic  
development and job creation

Depending on the structure of policies put in place by government, 
the entry of the renewable energy market could represent significant 
localisation spill-over effects in national economies. The develop-
ment of associated industry (eg manufacturing, assembly, servicing, 
logistics) has the potential for significant job creation and regional 
economic upliftment.

Furthermore, due to the lack of funding and skills required for 
market development, the majority of renewable energy projects on 
the continent are being driven through foreign direct investment and 
independent power producer (IPP) participation. The inflow of multi-
nationals will further assist in economic development, job creation 
and skills transfer.

The development of strong public-private partnerships and 
long, profitable bilateral agreements with IPPs will further increase 
investor confidence within countries previously seen as potentially 
high risk investment environments. This will further promote FDI in 
infrastructure development projects both within, and outside of, the 
energy sector. 

Road forward

Considering these drivers, where can we see the progression of 
renewable energy on the continent over the next five to ten years?
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For the past decade renewable energy development in Africa has 
been focused on the development of wind energy, and any significant 
development has only existed in North Africa.

In 2010, the size of the wind energy market in Africa amounted 
to approximately 900 MW, almost all of which was located in North 
Africa. With new developments being driven primarily by South 
Africa, Egypt and Morocco, this is expected to increase to 8 250 
MW by 2015. Perhaps more exciting however, is the development 
of renewable energy markets within smaller economies across the 
East coast. Ethiopia (Ashegoda Wind Farm), Kenya (Lake Turkana 
Wind) and Tanzania (Singida Wind) are all actively engaged in the 
development of their wind power markets. The total size of which is 
expected to amount to 470 MW by 2015. 

Solar power development is being driven primarily by South 
Africa through the country’s Policy Adjust Integrated Resource Plan 
2010 – 2030. According to the specified allocations in the 20 year 
plan, as well as new REFIT programme allocations, solar power 
installed capacity is expected to amount to 1 650 MW by 2015 and  
4 800 MW by 2020. This development is expected to be spearheaded 
through the development of the 5 000 MW solar Upington project in 
the Northern Cape.

The second largest potential solar power development on the 
continent is that of the much publicised Desertec Project in North 
Africa. Although there has been little development thus far, more 
traction is expected, following the successful completion of similar 
large scale solar projects, such as the developments in Upington, 
South Africa. However, solar developments in North Africa are still 
ongoing, such as the Moroccan Agency for Solar Energy’s plan to roll 
out a minimum of 2 000 MW of solar power by 2020, representing 
very positive steps towards to the growth of the market.

Renewable energy, as a whole on the continent, is expected to 
reach 10,8 GW by 2015, up from only 1 GW in 2010, and is expected 
to be segmented as follows: 81% wind power, 12% solar power, and 
6,5% geothermal power.

The reality

CO2 reduction programmes are changing the shape of the energy 
sector in most developed, as well as many developing countries. 
However, for most African countries, the substantial investment 
required for these projects, when raw energy deposits are so readily 
available, is often not justifiable based purely on an emission reduc-
tion viewpoint. However, even outside of emissions reductions, re-

newable power has a significant role to play in the electrification of the 
continent through access to funding, diversification of the continents 
generation mix, remote electrification and the development of new 
markets for economic development and job creation.

These key drivers, coupled with international pressures on envi-
ronmental awareness and emission reductions, have resulted in key 
developing economies on the continent setting bold goals for their 
renewable energy programmes. These countries include: Morocco 
(20% RE by 2020), Egypt (20% RE by 2020), Algeria (6% RE by 2015), 
Kenya (25% RE by 2020) and South Africa (11% RE by 2020) 

Conclusion

These bold initiatives by key African economies are expected to drive 
strong growth in the renewable sector, over the near term, and set the 
stage for Africa’s emergence into the global renewable power market.
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FDI – Foreign Direct Investment
IPP – Independent Power Producer
PV – Photovoltaic
RE – Renewable Energy
REFIT – Renewable Energy Feed in Tariff


