
 

 

CEE Explainer Briefing 

Energy Equality: Developing World Challenges 

 

The lack of energy equality is starkest in the developing world. How can we help 
emerging economies provide access to clean energy as economies and 
populations grow? This CEE Explainer Briefing summarises the key issues. 
 
In a Nutshell  
The starkest examples of energy inequality are where communities are unable to access 
energy supplies at all. Globally, 789m people still lack access to electricity. This leads to a 
reliance on burning combustible material to fulfil their energy needs, with the associated 
negative impact on the environment.  
 
Often, this is in countries which are expected to experience significant economic and population 
growth in the next decades. As economies grow, we know demand for energy will grow too. It is 
only by good planning from the start that we can ensure that this growth is driven by clean, 
affordable energy that does not undermine global attempts to reach targets on carbon 
neutrality. 
 
The Geography of Energy Inequality 
Most of those who are deprived of energy access live in Sub-Saharan Africa and South East 
Asia. The picture, however, is complicated, with wide variation about who has access to 
electricity, even in individual countries. For instance, in India, 1 in 3 homes do not have 
electricity, but in some states that figure rises to over 4 in 5 homes. What this means is that 
responses to improving access need to have a real understanding of the specific issues that 
have led to a lack of access in the first instance – for instance around poverty, geography and 
class. 
 
Meeting Current Needs 
Although lacking electricity, these communities continue to have energy needs that they must 
meet. Energy is essential for human survival – for providing warmth or preparing food. A lack of 
electricity means that such communities are fulfilling their energy needs in a way that is 
inefficient and damaging to our climate. 
 
In 2004, 2 billion people burned biomass for cooking purposes. By 2020 this had increased to 
2.8 billion. This subsistence production of energy is time consuming, labour intensive, and 
profoundly damaging to the environment.  
 
Solving this problem is not straightforward. Such communities are often remote and lack 
resources, and traditional energy infrastructure developments may not be possible or desirable. 
Again, it shows that any solutions need to be built on a good understanding of the specific 
issues and challenges that individual communities face.  
 
Fragile Supply 
In the developing world, there are also issues around security of supply. As part of a worldwide 
economy, shifts in the global market can hit poorer countries, and poorer communities, hardest. 
This is because non-renewable forms of energy are a finite resource, and growing pressure on 
that resource may lead to unequal distribution between nations. 
 
Ultimately, this may lead to disruption of supply. Disruption to supply can come from many 
directions. There may be natural disasters, conflicts, or systems that are vulnerable to cyber-
attacks. Because economies and infrastructure are fragile in the developing world, they may be 
less resilient to such disruption, and this may impact on achieving economic development 
goals. 
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Energy Equality and Decarbonisation  

The solution is twofold. Firstly, there needs to be a mediation role played by the international 
community in ensuring that resources are distributed according to need. This can be done in a 
range of ways – for instance by restricting monopolies and putting measures in place to 
manage price fluctuations.  
 
Secondly, there needs to be more focus on developing renewable sources of energy in 
developing countries. We know that populations and economies are growing, and there needs 
to be a strategic approach to ensure that new low-carbon technologies can be developed hand 
in hand with growth. This is the key way that we can ensure clean, secure and accessible 
energy for these countries. 
 
The Cooling Challenge 
The countries with the poorest access to energy are often in sub-tropical areas of the world. 
These are places where often the challenge is cooling technology rather than heating. Such 
countries are also likely to see an increase in temperatures as climate change accelerates.  
 
The World Bank has predicted that the global demand for cooling technologies will triple by 
2050. This poses a major technological and environmental challenge. Current cooling 
technologies such as air conditioning are inefficient and use refrigerants that are harmful to the 
environment.  
 
As economies grow, and demand for cooling technologies grow with them, there is the need for 
more thought given to the technologies, infrastructure and policies needed for sustainable and 
efficient cooling systems. 
 
Developing Low Carbon Technologies  
As the world moves towards carbon neutrality, it is clear that involving developing countries is 
essential if targets are to be met. The needs of the poorest communities need to be placed at 
the heart of the debate about the environmental transition.  
 
Increasing populations, increasing demand and growing economies will drive higher need for 
energy in poorer parts of the world. These are often the same parts of the world that will feel the 
impacts of climate change the most. 
 
There needs to be a genuinely strategic approach which makes access to renewables easy, 
accessible and affordable for lower income households. This will involve investment in 
technology and infrastructure, but it is also likely to involve subsidies for the sector and the local 
implementation of welfare and support to communities.  
 
The right energy policy and investment decisions need to be made now to support the 
anticipated economic growth that such countries will see. These must reduce existing 
dependence on fossil fuels and further diversify the energy mix that poorer countries currently 
have. At present, only 10% of foreign investment in emerging economies is directed towards 
the green energy sector. Further support and expertise is needed to make sure that growing 
demand can be met, and security of supply ensured, through the use of renewable energy. 
 
To find out more about our research, visit our website – www.cee-uk.com 
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