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The Cost of Fuelling 

Humanitarian Aid (2018)

 IMPORTANCE OF ACCESS           
 TO  MODERN ENERGY IN 

 HUMANITARIAN SETTINGS   
An essential component of delivering humanitarian assistance 
and protection to those in need, is through access to modern 
energy which is critical to:

• Household electricity such as lighting and power to charge 
phones;

• Provision of clean water;

• Livelihood and business opportunities;

• Clean cooking to improve nutrition and prevent respiratory 
damage from smoke inhalation;

• Operating medical clinics and schools, and powering offices, 
warehouses and staff accommodation;

• Lighting in open spaces for protection and safety (especially 
for women and children); and

• Facilitating humanitarian programmes such as information 
dissemination and cash transfer programmes.

Despite these needs, energy is a scarce resource in humanitarian 
settings and the majority of displaced people do not have 
access to affordable, safe, reliable and clean energy. Energy 
poverty disproportionately impacts displaced women and girls, 
and comes at a great cost to the environment through forest 
degradation and emissions.

 IN NUMBERS 

MILLION 

   ACCESS TO MODERN ENERGY 2019 IMPACT PAPER                      

A QUICK GLANCE AT THE HUMANITARIAN ACCELERATOR PROGRAMME 



The aim of the AME Accelerator Programme 
is to anchor the theme of access to modern 
energy within Dutch humanitarian organisations 
through participation in, and joint learning from, 
innovative pilot projects which support the 
energy transition in humanitarian contexts.

 ACCESS TO MODERN ENERGY ACCELERATOR PROGRAMME 

The two main organisers of the AME Programme are RVO and 
DCHI. RVO contributes expertise, a network of energy experts, 
knowledge and lessons from previous energy projects, and funding 
and management support. DCHI brings humanitarian innovation 
expertise and facilitates the accelerator programme. 

The AME Humanitarian Accelerator Programme (HAP) followed DCHI’s funnel process, where the best proposals were 
selected, while maintaining focus on building confidence and introducing and encouraging collaboration between 
participants from different sectors. The programme brought transformation at three levels: introducing a new theme, 
bringing together new partners, and exploring new ways of working for the humanitarian sector. Successful pilots were 
connected to funding opportunities.

The Humanitarian Accelerator Programme process:
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 HUMANITARIAN INNOVATION 

Innovation offers the potential to bridge the gap between the growing humanitarian needs of the world, the capacity 
and resources that we have to tackle them, as well as the opportunity to transform the ways of working within the 
humanitarian sector. Examples of innovations in modern energy in humanitarian settings includes:

Type of innovation Examples

Product/Service  ▪ Solar powered water pumps.
 ▪ Fuel-efficient stoves.
 ▪ Solar powered tablets for home learning/remote education.
 ▪ Recycling of solar panels.

Process  ▪ Offering energy solutions not by hand-outs, but through market-based approaches.
 ▪ Design of new internal financing models by humanitarian organisations to allow for 

investment in sustainable energy solutions.
 ▪ New financing models by humanitarian organisations to invest in sustainable energy 

solutions such as an electronic energy wallet.
Position  ▪ Providing energy as a service, rather than through a technical solution.

 ▪ Linking energy to key humanitarian areas of concern such as shelter, health, education, 
and livelihoods.

Paradigm  ▪ Recognition and prioritisation of energy as a key humanitarian need.
 ▪ Allow and develop blended business models combining private and humanitarian 

investments.
 ▪ Serve the needs of autonomous clients or customers rather than beneficiaries.

Unfortunately, like many other innovations in the humanitarian sector, modern energy innovations struggle to get to 
scale. This is why Netherlands Enterprise Agency (RVO) and Dutch Coalition for Humanitarian Innovation (DCHI) are 
running the Access to Modern Energy Accelerator Programme. 

▪▪



 THE 2019 AME PILOTS 

AIM: Overcome barriers to accessing modern energy in 
Bidibidi refugee camp through introducing market-based 
approaches, and holding an innovation competition.

PRELIMINARY RESULTS: Successful introduction of 
two solar companies to the camp to bridge the gap between 
demand and supply of quality, affordable energy services 
and equipment while collecting market data around the 
appropriateness of energy related pay-as-you-go systems. 
SNV’s results-based financing experience enhanced this 
market-based system. 3,639 solar products were sold, 600+ 
pay-as-you-go units installed with 12-month payment 
installments. 2,300+ households were reached. 

The innovation challenge enabled testing, proving and 
building evidence. The project has been picked up by 
UNHCR’s Clean Energy Initiative “marketplace”.

LESSONS LEARNED: Refugees are willing and able to 
pay for products - they do not need to rely on free products 
or handouts. However, there are some challenges with 
using market-based approaches in humanitarian settings 
including: the most vulnerable might not be reached, 
refugee incomes are often seasonal and camp infrastructure 
is under-developed. This project further found that 
refugees would have benefitted from better clarification 
and understanding of the tiered payment structure.

PILOT #1: ACCESSING MARKETS THROUGH PRIVATE ENTERPRISES FOR 
REFUGEES’ ENERGY ACCESS (AMPERE)  Mercy Corps, Save the Children, SNV

PILOT #2: IMPROVED ENERGY PROVISION FOR REFUGEES, DISPLACED PEOPLE 
AND HOST COMMUNITIES IN SELECTED WOREDAS IN SOMALI REGION, 
ETHIOPIA  ZOA, Dorcas, Hivos

AIM: This pilot aimed to provide an innovative, sustainable 
and market-based alternative to using firewood for 
household and business purposes. It did this by introducing 
energy efficient, fuel saving stoves (FSS) and biomass 
briquettes produced by business cooperatives which 
included refugees/IDPs and host communities.

PRELIMINARY RESULTS: Six cooperatives in 
Gambella/Somali regions have been set up and supported, 
and have received technical and business training. One 
project partner is writing an internal position paper on all 
energy activities in Ethiopia.

LESSONS LEARNED: Moving from the traditional 
for-free distribution of energy products towards 
market based solutions takes time, requires trust, and 
the exchange of expertise and experience between 
humanitarian and private/development ecosystems.  
An enabling environment is central to moving from 
hand-outs to building a market for refugees and IDPs.
In preparation and planning of such market based 
structures in humanitarian settings, this should not be 
underestimated.

▪▪



PILOT #3: LIGHTING 4 
LEARNING - ACTIVATING 
NASCENT OFF-GRID ENERGY 
MARKETS IN RURAL SUDAN 
UNICEF & Practical Action

AIM: This pilot aimed to expand upon an existing 
UNICEF Sudan solar-powered education project called 
Can’t Wait to Learn (CWTL). CWTL involved solar units 
installed in remote communities for the purpose of 
running an e-learning centre for children who cannot 
reach school. L4L aimed to use this infrastructure, to offer 
more power services such as mobile charging and lighting 
in houses. The units were operated by women who sold 
the services to households for a fee. They were trained 
in entrepreneurship, accounting and maintenance of the 
solar units.

PRELIMINARY RESULTS: L4L was added to 10 
CWTL communities where the illiteracy rate is currently 
90%. In these 10 communities, Women’s Development 
Associations were set up to act as brokers, and they were 
linked to providers of solar products. The WDAs received 
the first 30 solar products for free (as seed funding) and 
then received 10% of the selling price for the remaining 
products which they sold to the communities. The 
products were more popular than expected. A number of 
WDAs have waiting lists and surrounding villages have 
expressed interest in the products too. 

Solar lamps have made families more productive 
(homework, chores etc), and keep them safer - especially 
in the evenings and especially for women and girls. 

UNICEF has developed a follow-up programme for a further 
10 communities, and is currently looking for funding. 

LESSONS LEARNED: Cooperation went well between 
the partners with Practical Action benefitting from UNICEF’s 
access to and relationship with the selected remote 
communities in Sudan, while UNICEF indicated that they 
would like to integrate Practical Action’s market-based 
approach into their programmes, and expand it to cookers, 
televisions and refrigerators. Due to the success of the 
solar products and the enthusiasm of the children, UNICEF 
has also been able to interest adults in the programme and 
e-learning. While the demand for solar products spurred 
during the short pilot project, more work remains to be 
done to strengthen the supply of products to such remote 
communities such as the selected communities in Sudan.

Through the AME Programme, RVO and DCHI support innovation and energy cooperation for humanitarian organisations, 
private companies and development organisations. Based on the success of the accelerator in 2019, RVO and DCHI 
have launched a second accelerator programme in 2020. The latest information and updates about the programme are 
accessible here: https://dchi.nl/initiatives/energy/ 

 JOIN US 

https://dchi.nl/initiatives/energy/

