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 Leading light
 South Africa dominates power generation in sub-Saharan Africa but 

Eskom’s woes may derail progress. 

 Independent opportunities
 IPPs have played an instrumental role in providing additional power to the 

region and investments are on the up. 

 Shine on
 There are clear opportunities in solar power generation but unclear policies 

have hampered development. 

 Liquid lunch
 Power generated from oil products comes at a high price but, given the 

dearth of alternatives, is essential.
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The greatest challenge the world faces is 

that of tackling poverty in sub-Saharan 

Africa. The best way in which to tackle 

poverty is through growing economies – 

and modern economies rely on power 

generation. The scale of the challenge is 

notable given that only 290 million 

people, of the region’s 915 million, have 

access to electricity, and the problem is 

becoming worse as populations grow. 

Tackling this inequality is a moral 

issue. Morality alone, though, is not 

enough. There are opportunities for 

investors to bring capital to bear on this 

problem, securing returns for themselves 

while also bringing power to those in 

greatest need.  

Interest in developing sub-Saharan 

Africa is growing, though, and the region 

has substantial natural resources that can 

alleviate the problem, both in terms of 

fossil fuels and renewable generation.  

More than 600 million people in the 

area lack power and 730 million people 

use hazardous and inefficient means of 

cooking, leading to what is known as 

indoor air pollution, which drives up 

mortality rates for children and women in 

particular.  

There was around 90 GW of on-grid 

capacity in sub-Saharan Africa in 2012, 

of which around half is in South Africa. 

Of the total, 45% comes from coal, 22% 

from hydro, 17% oil and 14% gas.  

 

Market forces 

Over the last few years there has been 

much discussion of “Africa rising”, a 

narrative that focuses on GDP rates 

increasing. This narrative is helpful, in 

that it demonstrates the growth potential 

of the continent, but it tends to obscure 

the fact that it is starting from a low level 

and that not all members of society 

benefit equally from the rise.  

The proportion of people living in 

absolute poverty has fallen, dropping 

below 49% in 2010 from 56% in 1990, 

but population growth means the number 

of people in this situation – surviving on 

less than US$1.25 per day – has actually 

increased.  

“The population will rise to 1.4 billion 

by 2030 and about 2.2 billion by 2050,” 

the United Nations undersecretary-

general for energy, Kandeh Yumkella, 

told a Chatham House conference in 

early October, suggesting this could 

either be a demographic dividend or it 

could give rise to crisis and instability. 

“We see growth rates as averaging about 

6% to 2030, although that’s an average: 

some will be slower, some faster.” One 

recent study has suggested sub-Saharan 

African economies will quadruple by 

2040, which will drive further 

consumption of energy. Yumkella heads 

an initiative, Sustainable energy for all 

(SE4ALL), focused on increasing access 

to power by 2030. 

A lack of power generation “continues 

to limit economic growth and poverty 

reduction efforts on the continent. The 

increasing demand for electricity, owing 

to rising urbanisation, industrial 

investment, growing population, 

increased identification of 

available natural resources such as 

coal, oil and natural gas and the 

overarching rural electrification 

mandate have highlighted the 

urgent need for utilities to expand 

and improve their energy 

generation, transmission and 

distribution capacities,” a Frost & 

Sullivan analyst, Tom Harris, told 

NewsBase by email. He went on 

to note that more than 50% of 

businesses surveyed by the World 

Bank in 2012 considered power to 

be a major constraint. 

INTRODUCTION 

The long walk 

Tackling the power generation shortfall in sub-Saharan Africa can benefit all involved but 

regulatory problems persist 

By Ed Reed 

 Two thirds of the people in sub-Saharan Africa lack power 

 New and old technologies will have a part to play in meeting demand 

 Investments are under way but are not, thus far, keeping up with population growth 
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Africa’s untapped demand for power is 

substantial but challenging for a number 

of reasons, including how foreign 

investors may try to secure the best 

possible terms for production from state-

owned utilities. One alternative to 

generating power for public consumption 

via often politicised utilities – where 

keeping prices is low is seen as a means 

of satisfying the citizenry – is to sell 

direct to industries.  

One company working on such a 

project is Victoria Oil & Gas, in 

Cameroon. The London-listed company 

diversified into the West African state in 

2009, broadening its portfolio from an 

original position in Kazakhstan and 

Russia.  

The decision to enter the Logbaba 

project, in Cameroon’s port city of 

Douala, was taken because the resource 

was largely known and local consumers 

were paying high prices for power.  

“The resources were there, it’s 

underneath your market, we can sell the 

gas at a big discount to what they’re 

paying now and still end up with a pretty 

healthy price” of US$16 per million 

British thermal units (US$440 per 1,000 

cubic metres), the company’s chairman, 

Kevin Foo, told NewsBase. Four wells 

were drilled on the field in the 1950s, 

when the focus was on oil.  

While the opportunity appeared clear, 

though, there were also operational 

issues along the way. The Victoria 

chairman noted the problems that 

appraisal and development drilling could 

run into. “There was a risk, which 

frankly I underestimated, of actually 

drilling. Even though the gas is there, 

you can drill and something goes wrong, 

you’ve lost the well and that’s it. You 

can either drill another one or walk away. 

There are real risks associated with 

drilling a complex high-temperature, 

high-pressure well and the expense 

associated with that.” 

Subsequently, though, Victoria has 

drilled some wells, built a gas treatment 

plant and production is flowing into a 

local pipeline network which runs across 

the city. The recurrent problem with 

power generation projects is that of 

transmission. Victoria’s answer to this 

problem has been to build the pipeline 

network itself, running from its field to 

its customers. In August, it completed the 

drilling of a borehole under the Wuori 

River, to Bonaberi, paving the way to sell 

gas to more customers.  

 

Customers 

Governments across sub-Saharan Africa 

have a vested interest in securing 

supplies for their populations at prices 

that are as low as possible. While this 

may benefit the government, it does not 

encourage private investment in 

generation.  

“I didn’t want to end up with a single 

customer, the government. Striking a 

deal with a government means coming 

under pressure to keep the price of 

energy down, and the other thing that 

we’ll protect as long as we can is 

our market. At the moment we’re 

the only people supplying gas on 

the shore to industry or power 

units and certainly the only one in 

Douala. We want to capture all 

the potential thermal and power 

markets and supply them with 

that gas,” Foo said.  

He went on to say the market 

for gas may be between 1,000-

MW and 2,000-MW in 

Cameroon, to bolster its 

hydropower potential and reduce 

the use of expensive – and often 

high carbon dioxide emitting – 

liquids, such as fuel oil.

FOSSIL FUELS 

Gassing up in Cameroon 

Local resources meeting local demand offers opportunities for small-scale producers 

By Ed Reed 

 Victoria is selling gas produced from under Douala to local industries 

 The company controls the production chain, from the field to the consumer 

 The Logbaba model may be replicable in other sub-Saharan countries 
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