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In 2015, the UN set out a collection of broad-based 
and interdependent 17 global goals designed to help 
achieve a ?better and more sustainable future for all? 
by a global deadline of 2030. Known collectively as the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), these 
goals focus on ways to eradicate poverty, improve 
education, realise gender equality, improve 
institutions, among others.

UN SDG 7 is focused on realising various energy goals 

by 2030. Specifically, it calls for ensuring universal 
access to affordable, reliable, and modern energy 
services, doubling the rate of improvement in energy 
efficiency, and increasing substantially the share of 
renewable energy in the global energy mix by 2030. 
The importance of UN SDG 7 was summed up by UN 
Secretary General, Ban Ki-moon when he noted: 
?Energy is the golden thread that connects economic 
growth, social equity, and environmental sustainability. 
With access to energy, people can study, go to 
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Africa has taken great strides in improving access to energy over the past decade where up to 44 percent of the 

population now has access to electricity, up from 39 percent in 2015. As the Africa Energy Indaba is held in Cape Town 

this week, we review which regions are likely to reach the 100 percent milestone by 2030 as per the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals and the challenges that remain. 
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university, get a job, start a business ? and reach their 
full potential?.

In our latest analysis briefing, we examine Africa?s 
progress in realising UN SDG 7 - specifically access to 
energy through electrification ? the winners and losers 
in this regard, and the outlook for the decade ahead. 
Ultimately despite significant progress to date, without 
a major step change by African governments, the 
majority of the continent will fail to meet this target, 
hindering the realisation of other UN SDGs.

Global progress

According to the latest Energy Progress Report, 
released in late 2019, there has been significant 
progress in global electrification since 2010. Indicative 
of this, the share of the global population with access 
to electricity rose from 83 percent in 2010 to 89 
percent in 2017. This increase amounted to newly 
gained access to electricity for some 920 million 
people across the world, with some 153 million people 
gaining access to electricity each year since 2015. As 
such, there has been a decline in the global population 
without access to electricity from 1.2 billion in 2010 to 
840 million in 2017. 

Progress across Africa

All global regions reported an acceleration in the 
growth in population with access to electricity 
between 2010 and 2017. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the 
electricity access gained by nearly 450 million people 
pushed up the regional access rate from 39 percent in 
2015 to 44 percent in 2017 (the date for which the most 
reliable data is available). Moreover, in another worthy 
achievement, electrification efforts began to outstrip 
population growth across the continent in 2015. 

However, despite this progress, 
challenges remain. 

Home to the largest access 
deficit

With a regional access rate of 
44 percent, Sub-Saharan 
Africa?s access deficit is now 
the largest in the world ? 
surpassing Latin America and 
Southeast Africa - where an 
estimated 573 million people 
are currently without access to 
electricity across the continent. 
A quick look at the top 20 
access-deficit countries 

globally clearly demonstrates this dearth in Africa, as 
listed in Table 1. 

Home to all the least electrified countries

In addition to having the largest populations without 
access to electricity, the continent is also burdened 
with all of the 20 least-electrified countries globally, as 
listed in Table 2. 
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As indicated above, there is no clear trend in the 
countries with the least electrified rates as these 
countries are spread out across all regions (with the 
exception of North Africa) and constitute both 

land-locked and coastal states. 

But also home to some of the fastest electrifying 
countries

Despite being home to the largest population with an 
energy-deficit and all of the 20 of the least electrified 
countries, these two data points fail to demonstrate 
the significant progress that has been and is being 
achieved across the continent ? even in the countries 
facing the biggest challenges. 

Out of the above 20 least-electrified countries, for 
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example, 16 of them have reported an annual 
electrification rate of over one percent between 2010 
and 2017. It is worth recalling here that the global 

average rate is 0.8 percent. Moreover, within this pool 
of countries, South Sudan and Burundi, have reported 
an annual electrification rate of over three percent, 

pushing them into the 20 fastest-electrifying 
countries bracket globally despite their 
currently poor access rates. In total, seven 
African countries make the fastest-electrifying 
countries list, as demonstrated in Table 3. 

The above table further demonstrates that 
African countries have been able to achieve 
high annualised increases in access in both 
early and late stages of the electrification 
process. On one end of the spectrum, for 
example, Swaziland, with an access rate of 
73.5 percent is still achieving a four percent 
annual increase whilst the Central African 
Republic, with an access rate of just 30 
percent - and thus also within the 20 least 
electrified countries ? is achieving an almost 
three percent annual increase in access. Such 
diversity speaks to ongoing opportunities for 
energy access in all African countries over the 
next decade. 

Looking ahead to 2030

While there has been significant progress at a 
global level to boosting energy access ? with 
89 percent of the global population enjoying 
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Over the next decade, electrification is actually 
expected to become much more difficult across the 
continent as many of the low hanging fruits have been 
captures. As witnessed in East Africa, efforts now need 
to shift to those that are hardest to reach - namely 
those living in remote areas, in marginalised (and 
rapidly growing) urban and slum communities, and 
the displaced -  to realise 100 percent electrification 
by 2030. 

To help bridge this gap, African countries must  
priorit ise:

- Building strong policy and regulatory frameworks 
focused on national electrification planning over 
the long term. These policies and milestones need 
to be monitored for implementation.

- Creating an enabling business environment to 
attract domestic and foreign investment to help 
scale up electricity generation and grids. 
According to an International Energy Agency 2019 
report on Africa, despite being home to 17 percent 
of the world?s population, Africa currently accounts 
for just four percent of global power supply 
investment. It notes that achieving reliable 
electricity supply for all would require an increase 
of an investment to around USD 120 billion a year 
through to 2040. It is interesting to note that 
according to the UN, about 50 percent of countries 

in the sub-Saharan Africa have not engaged the 
private sector in the generation, transmission, or 
distribution of power but rely on the public sector, 
which in many least-developed countries limited 
in terms of skills and resources. 

- Exploiting the full potential of decentralised 
renewables in the current energy mix. Such 
off-grid solutions can be rapidly deployed to reach 
last mile customers that are unlikely to be 
connected to the national grid. (See SPECIAL 
REPORT: THE OUTLOOK FOR RENEWABLE 
ENERGY PROJECTS IN AFRICA for more 
information on projects in Kenya, Nigeria and 
South Africa).

- Reducing the cost of electricity supply. According 
to the Regulatory Indicators for Sustainable 
Energy, in many access-deficit countries, basic 
subsistence levels of electricity consumption are 
simply unaffordable to consumers even if they can 
access electricity. This is particularly the case in 
landlocked countries (Rwanda), island states 
(Madagascar) or small countries with poorly 
developed infrastructure (Liberia, Somalia).

- Increasing and accelerating regional energy 
interconnections particularly in light of the 
impending African Free Trade Continental 
Agreement (AfCFTA) that is due to come online 
mid-2020. Such integration would assist with 
power generation and a reduction in costs (See 
SPECIAL REPORT: SIX MONTH COUNTDOWN TO 
AFRICAN FREE TRADE). 

For more information on this report or EXX Africa, contact info@exxafrica.com. 
For the terms and conditions of the EXX Africa Insight service, view here.  © Exx Africa. All Rights Reserved.

access to electricity today ? the current electrification 
rates are actually falling short of what is required to 
realise universal access by 2030. Based on the current 
trajectory, it is estimated that 92 percent of the global 
population will have access to electricity by the 2030 
deadline, leaving some 650 million people without 
access. Most importantly for the continent, nine out of 
ten of these people will be based in sub Saharan 
Africa. 

According to the Sustainable Development Goals 
Centre for Africa, the only African region on track to 
achieve the targeted electrification rate of 100 percent 
by 2030 is North Africa. All other regions are not on 
track although there is some indication that East Africa 
might realise this target under highly optimistic 

scenarios. Between 2015 and 2016, for example, there 
was a sudden increase in electrification in East Africa 
largely because of last-mile electrification projects in 
Kenya, Ethiopia, and Tanzania, targeting informal 
settlements and isolated rural communities. 

As a result of these efforts, Ethiopia?s electrification 
rate increased to 44 percent in 2017 compared with 29 
percent in 2015, whilst Kenya?s increased to 70 percent 
from 36 percent over the same time period. 
Nevertheless, in general, all of sub-Saharan Africa ? 
including southern and western Africa but particularly 
Central Africa - needs to rapidly accelerate power 
generation and distribution to achieve universal 
electrification by 2030 and indeed the other UN SDGs.
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