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Within the context of development cooperation with Africa, international aid 

agencies are increasingly promoting renewable energy (RE) technologies to address a range of 

developmental challenges. However, there is a distinct lack of research which scrutinizes the 

suitability of RE technologies for purposes including poverty alleviation, public health, and 

environmental degradation, with contributions from the social sciences remaining largely absent 

in debates which should not be limited to technical aspects of RE alone. This paper addresses 

this gap in the literature by examining the effectiveness of one type of RE technology, namely 

solar photovoltaic (SPV), and investigates whether it has been successful in addressing the 

aforementioned developmental challenges in rural Africa. Kenya has been selected as the 

country-case study, for it is one of the largest per-capita adopters of SPV technology in Africa. 

The emprircal findings unexpectedly indicate that SPV and solar-home-systems are not only 

ineffective in meeting essential energy-demands of rural households (especially for cooking), but 

also are unlikely to make a meaningful impact in addressing basic developmental challenges in 

the medium- to long-run. This is due to high upfront costs and SPV-outputs being insufficient for 

energy-intensive activities. Instead, I propose improved cooking stoves as a more effective 

solution, because it reduces indoor air pollution, time spent in collecting fuelwood, both of which 

are especially burdensome for women. 

 

My argument is based upon qualitative data of energy consumption patterns of rural households 

and survey data from the World Bank and GIZ. These findings are crucial towards efforts 

addressing complex economic, social, and environmental challenges in rural Africa, for they 

demonstrate the limitations of RE technologies to deliver on multiple dimensions of sustainable 

development. Policymakers and implementing agencies must consider the dissemination of 

certain RE technologies more carefully, and should review the extent to which the RE 

technology being promulgated serves the needs of the target communities. This paper therefore 

highlights the urgent need for further interdisciplinary research, and in particular contributions 

from the social sciences in technical-driven discourses, to better inform debates about the role of 

RE technologies for achieving sustainable development in Africa and beyond.


