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Abstract
Renewable energy hasmade significant inroads in addressing growing energy demands on the African continent. However,
progress towards SDG 7 is still limited and difficult to trace. Furthermore, the results-oriented rationale of the SDGsmeans
that both policy change and the dimension of environmental justice are not covered properly. We argue that the ener-
gy justice concept may provide a powerful tool to offset looming trade-offs and enhance the co-benefits of SDG 7 within
broader transition endeavours. In doing so, we assess African energy transition processes based on a comparativemapping
of African renewable energy policies in 34 countries. We investigate the scope of policy frameworks in order to analyse
their contribution to greater energy justice along different justice dimensions. We then identify four transition scenarios,
which reflect the challenges of integrating the justice dimension into renewable energy policies. In comparing these sce-
narios, we argue that SDG 7 tracking needs to consider the justice dimension to arrive at a more holistic implementation
that is in line with socio-ecological justice and takes account of people’s energy needs.
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1. Introduction

Renewable Energy (RE) has gained traction on the
African continent. In the past 15 years, many African
states have embarked on ambitious transition strate-
gies and adopted RE legislation. Between 2006 and
2017, RE investments in Africa and the Middle East
have multiplied from $1,2 billion to $19 billion (Climate
Policy Initiative, 2019; Frankfurt School of Finance, 2017;
Sovacool, Burke, Baker, Kotikalapudi, & Wlokas, 2017,
p. 19). Simultaneously, RE capacity on the African con-

tinent has nearly doubled from 22.93 GW in 2007 to
38.28 GW in 2016 (Quitzow et al., 2016). Still, this pace
does not seem to be sufficient, given sustained popula-
tion growth, changing consumer habits as well as eco-
nomic growth. Indeed, energy demand is projected to
triple between 2015 and 2030, which underscores the
need to combat energy poverty (Otieno, Taylor, Schroth,
& Franz, 2016). However, Africa’s transition processes
have largely gone unnoticed by social science, and this
is demonstrated by a lack of comparative studies (cf., as
two exceptions, Otieno et al., 2016; Quitzow et al., 2016)
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and by an epistemic and institutional mismatch with
respect to the political sphere of energy transitions. This
manifests specifically in SDG 7. While it measures ener-
gy access respectively energy poverty (affecting 53% of
Africa’s population, according to United Nations, 2020a,
p. 10), documented by indicators which centre in on
access to electricity (7.1.1) or access to renewables
(7.2.1), it does not sufficiently pay attention to energy
justice and misses out on promising RE policies and pol-
icy change. Indeed, a recent piece (Gellers & Cheatham,
2019, pp. 291–292) points out that just over 50% of the
SDG’s 169 targets relate to environmental justice con-
cerns, with 38% focusing solely on the capabilities dimen-
sion, which in essence translates to a narrowing down
of justice concerns to the individual level. Energy justice
could only be traced in 3% of the SDG targets.

This echoes a broader critique of indicator-
based development, culminating in a substantial criti-
cism of the SDGs depoliticizing transformative change
(Lepennies, 2015; Ziai, 2015, pp. 195–196) and corre-
sponds with debates that advocate for integrating envi-
ronmental justice to arrive at more substantial policy
change (Sovacool, 2016; Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015).
More specifically though, this points to specific trade-
offs between SDG 7 and SDG 13, and also uncertain-
ties regarding SDG 7’s interaction with labour mar-
kets (Kroll, Warchold, & Pradhan, 2019; Nilsson et al.,
2018). Integrating the policy dimension and a clear
focus on energy justice for instance into electrification
schemes would lead to more impactful results by target-
ing development needsmore directly, and by carving out
transition scenarios that reflect people’s energy needs
(Tarekegne, 2020), rather than giving way to financial-
ized RE projects centred on a ‘return-on-investment.’
Furthermore, this would allow addressing injustices
that were caused particularly by large-scale RE projects,
which, during their planning and implementation stages
failed to tackle participatory, recognitional and distribu-
tive needs (Calzadilla & Mauger, 2017). We, therefore,
argue that linking SDG 7 and energy justice provides evi-
dence on how political stability, good governance and
energy transitions may correspond. More so, adding
the justice dimension allows addressing co-benefits,
trade-offs, and synergies between SDG 7 and other
SDGs more systematically. Against this backdrop, our
research seeks to broaden the understanding of green
policy change that pays heed to energy justice criteria.
Based on our findings, we will argue, that the energy
justice concept may provide a powerful tool to offset
looming trade-offs and enhance co-benefits of SDG 7
within broader transition endeavours.

To close this research gap, this article assesses
African energy transition processes in light of the debates
on a ‘just transition’ and on ‘energy justice’ (Jenkins,
McCauley, Heffron, Stephan, & Rehner, 2016; Kern &
Markard, 2016; Newell & Mulvaney, 2013; Swilling &
Annecke, 2012). Based on a previous comparative map-
ping of African RE policies in 34 countries (see, also for

the full list of countries covered, Müller, Claar, Neumann,
& Elsner, 2020) we investigate the scope of policy frame-
works and their contribution to greater energy justice.
Our findings zoom in on a group of states, which have
developed outstanding policy frameworks that may con-
tribute to greater energy justice and thereby also to
SDG 7: South Africa, Rwanda, andMauritius. A nine-field
matrix gives account of the various transition scenar-
ios African states are currently charting out. Overall, we
identified four transition scenarios which reflect the chal-
lenges for integrating the justice dimension into RE poli-
cies. Comparing these scenarios, we argue that SDG 7
tracking needs to consider the justice dimension to arrive
at a more holistic implementation that is in line with
socio-ecological justice and considers the political dimen-
sion of energy transition processes, rather than focusing
on depoliticized indicators.

2. Energy Justice in the Global South: Localizing the
Justice Dimension in Energy Transition Policies

Whether in industrialised or developing countries, ener-
gy transitions have become part of a universalized agen-
da towards sustainable development. Still, challenges
such as technology transfer, job creation, grid integra-
tion or centre/periphery divides need to be addressed
to develop viable scenarios also in the global South.
Recently, the debate on ‘energy justice’ has concen-
trated on precisely these aspects. Drawing on earli-
er debates on environmental justice and environmen-
tal racism (Bullard, 2005; Bullard, Johnson, & Wright,
1997), energy justice underscores the need to consider
social questions referring for instance to access, afford-
ability, distribution or people’s needs. These are inher-
ent to energy politics, particularly when combatting
energy poverty. Based on liberal justice theory, name-
ly the works of Sen (2009), Rawls (1971/1991), and
Fraser (1999), we follow in the route of Jenkins and her
co-authors in understanding energy justice as a three-
fold concept that combines distributive, recognitional,
and procedural justice (Jenkins et al., 2016; Sovacool &
Dworkin, 2015). Distributive justice refers to the distri-
butional effects of transition processes, that is, afford-
ability of RE and access to RE. Recognitional justice
asks whether transition strategies pay sufficient atten-
tion to energy poverty by addressing the needs of vulner-
able groups. Procedural justice considers the democrat-
ic dimension, especially questions of participation and
political articulation. Paying particular respect to social
justice concerns, the concept provides a valuable analyt-
ical framework for assessing the course and content of
energy transitions and has, consequently, found broad
reception in the social sciences, including energy tran-
sitions in the Global South (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013;
Swilling & Annecke, 2012).

Besides these applications, the concept has wit-
nessed certain conceptual evolution, including a more
nuanced understanding of justice. Heffron andMcCauley
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(2017) expand the energy justice concept with restora-
tive justice. With regards to energy, the concept forces
decision-makers to engage with injustices caused by
energy projects and rectify them. The cost of rectifica-
tion may even prohibit the energy activity from being
proposed in the first place, thus adding an essential ele-
ment to the lifecycle of energy project implementation.

Brato, Baptista, Kirshner, Smith, and Alves (2018) and
Barthel (2019) point out that the energy justice concept
needs to pay additional attention to postcolonial reali-
ties, that is, the extent to which recent transition pro-
cesses mirror colonial power structures in epistemolog-
ical (access to transformation knowledge) or material
terms (access to technology; Brato et al., 2018, p. 646).
Sovacool et al. (2017) assess the liberal-cosmopolitan
norm set which builds the ontological basis for most
energy justice concepts, and detect Eurocentric notions,
when referring to agency, political participation, and indi-
vidual justice. They seek to pluralize, localize, and provin-
cialize energy justice by linking the concept to norms
stemming from Southern cosmovisions, such as ubuntu.
Also, Sovacool et al. (2017) underscore the need to dis-
cuss co-benefits, but also trade-offs that go hand in hand
with integrating energy justice into policy frameworks.
This last point is of immense importance especially with
reference to SDG 7, the design of RE policies, and to the
co-benefits a more systemic mainstreaming of energy
justice would entail.

While we canwitness the expansion of energy justice
as a conceptual framework, comparative perspectives
have been amajor missing piece in the puzzle, as demon-
strated by a bibliometric analysis on energy justice schol-
arship in developing countries (Lacey-Barnacle, Robison,
& Foulds, 2020, pp. 125–130). This, however, is needed
to gain stronger evidence on the course of transitions
and their awareness for the justice dimension in relation
to SDG 7. We particularly see the need to deepen the
debate on co-benefits and trade-offs between SDG 7 and
other SDGs, such as SDG 8 and SDG 13, and argue that
a greater focus on energy justice and justice-related RE
policies will significantly support these entanglements.
First evidence by Calzadilla and Mauger (2017) explored
the connection between energy justice and RE policies
for four RE projects. They call for more holistic approach-
es towards fair and equitable energy access (see also
Samarakoon, 2019). While we have already provided a
mapping of RE policy frameworks and actors’ coalitions
in 34 African states elsewhere (Müller et al., 2020), we
see the need to sharpen this view by coining certain tran-
sition scenarios and assess their potentials for greater
energy justice and for realizing SDG 7. Only by leaving
room for re-politicization, through the concept of energy
justice, can transition endeavours create the necessary
domestic buy-in and reach the envisioned impact of equi-
tably improving access to energy. Based on our previous
findings, a meta-analysis of our data identifies pertinent
clusters of states undergoing RE transitions and provides
several best practice examples.

3. Mapping African Energy Transition Policies:
Methodological Considerations

Environmental policy analysis explores how policies
address environmental concerns and govern political
change. Typically, this subfield of political science and
environmental governance explores certain policy net-
works and advocacy coalitions (Hermans, 2008;Weible&
Sabatier, 2005), political articulations (Fischer & Forester,
1993; Hajer & Veersteg, 2005; Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003)
or centres on policy impact assessments (Loomis &
Helfand, 2001). In a similar fashion, energy policy analy-
sis assesses modes of energy governance, stakeholder
activities, as well as content and impact of RE policies
belonging to a wider policy mix (Rogge & Reichardt,
2016). Analysing RE policies requires amethodology that
allows mapping several features such as the political pro-
cess leading to the adoption of certain policies, the objec-
tives of a policy, a policy’s comprehensiveness or coher-
ence, and not least the wider field of external factors
such as time scale or mode of governance (Rogge &
Reichardt, 2016, p. 1629).

Our sample encompasses all African countries that
have adopted at least some RE legislation during the past
two decades, which eventually resulted in 34 states. Our
data was retrieved from publicly accessible databases on
RE, namely the IEA/IRENA Joint Policies and Measures
database (IEA & IRENA, 2018), Global-Climatescope
(2017), and the Regulatory Indicators for Sustainable
Energy RISE (TheWorld BankGroup, 2017). Thiswas com-
plemented by the REN 21’s (2020, 2018) Renewables
Global Status Report, the World Energy Outlooks, and
IRENA’s Renewables Readiness Assessments, as well as
the individual RE legislation (AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020).
For each country we summarized the RE policies in rela-
tion to their goals and content. Deductive coding of the
respective policies allowed assessing the transformative
potential and the normative quality. As our research
interest is explicitly devoted to the policy content and the
intended impact, we concentrated on two coding criteria:
the transformative potential along a time scale and the
normative quality of a given policy (Müller et al., 2020,
pp. 2–4).

The transformative potential addresses the policy
objectives and the interaction of various policy instru-
ments within a policy framework. This dimension is
defined by the scope of a policy as well as its scalabili-
ty. It explores how a given policy contributes to policy
change, drawing on a heuristic suggested by IRENA, IEA,
and REN 21 (2018, pp. 15, 101–103), which is related
to the Multi-Level Perspective framework of transforma-
tive change as initiated by Geels (2002), who differenti-
ates between changes occurring on a niche level, on a
regime level, and on a landscape level. Accordingly, and
in line with IRENA’s heuristics, we discern between three
types of policies that operate on different levels within
a transition process: direct policies, integrative policies,
and enabling policies. Direct policies focus on concrete,
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yet less scalable interventions, such as tax reductions
for solar cells. Integrative policies promote the integra-
tion of renewables by adapting or widening grid infras-
tructures, or by regulating heating standards, or biofuel
blending standards. Enabling policies strive for transfor-
mative change, demonstrated by systemic strategies to
raise awareness, promote education and training, nation-
wide energy access programmes, or green industrial poli-
cies (IRENA et al., 2018, p. 15).

The normative quality investigates whether policy
frameworks contribute to greater energy justice, i.e.,
procedural, distributive, and recognitional dimensions
of the energy justice framework (Jenkins et al., 2016).
When assessing the normative quality, we reflected
whether a given policy framework contributes to proce-
dural justice, i.e., democratic and legitimate policy pro-
cesses. To assess the degree of distributive justice, we
analysed whether a nation’s policy framework enhances
energy access and its fair distribution, indicated by specif-
ic policies for energy access in rural areas or grid integra-
tion. Lastly, to assess the degree of recognitional energy
justice, we evaluated whether a policy framework took
into account the energy needs of particularly vulnera-
ble groups (for instance people in remote regions, peo-
ple affected by disabilities or chronic diseases, and not
least mothers or children). This last aspect also reflects
aims of the SDG 7 (access to affordable and clean ener-
gy; Müller et al., 2020, pp. 2–4). For coding the transfor-
mative potential, we referred to IRENA’s heuristic and
coded each RE policy as either direct, integrative, or
enabling, in each case depending on the policy content
and the intended objectives. Likewise, we coded each
policy according to its contribution to distributive, recog-
nitional, or procedural justice (see Supplementary File
for details). Inter-coder reliability was guaranteed during
the coding process, as each country codingwas reviewed
by another team member.

The mapping results provided first empirical insights
into the roll-out of RE policies across the African conti-
nent (cf. Müller et al., 2020) and served as a basis for
a meta-analysis of our data that builds on our previous
findings, but further elaborates on the scope of policies
and their contributions to different justice dimensions.
This analytical step allowed identifying certain transition
scenarios (Section 4.3) and yields more in-depth insights
into the ways in which the form of government is related
to the greater goal of energy justice and policy change.
This is particularly important as the SDGs’ understanding
of sustainable development highlights a transformation
of state, economy, and society.

4. Results: African Energy Transition Scenarios

While ourmapping seconds general evidence that RE poli-
cies are on the rise, it also indicates that their dynamics
and directions vary considerably. Overall, RE transitions
in Africa lean towards comprehensive policy mixes that
combine direct, enabling, and integrative policies (IRENA

et al., 2018, p. 15;Müller et al., 2020). Referring to the jus-
tice dimension, our findings highlight that several policy
frameworks pay attention to distributive and recognition-
al justice. However, our previous findings have not yet
painted a clear picture of possible relations between the
scope of RE policies, their contribution to greater ener-
gy justice, and the wider SDG context. We expect differ-
ent entanglements, such as positive impacts, based on
a tentative integration of justice into policy frameworks,
but also negative effects, characterized by far-reaching
policies that do not consider justice as relevant for green
transformation. Both scenarios provide better insights
into the current transition dynamics and their contribu-
tion for realizing SDG 7. Before presenting the results of
ourmeta-analysis (Section 4.3), we briefly summarize the
overall findings in Sections 4.1 and 4.2. For an in-depth
discussion, Müller et al. (2020) give a detailed account of
the policy mapping and our previous results.

4.1. Steps towards Decarbonisation: Africa’s
Comprehensive RE Policy Frameworks

Regarding the scope and direction of transition policies,
we identified several states that introduced enabling
policies promoting a systemic RE transition, often
considering RE’s cross-pollinating qualities as well as
their socio-ecological and even educational dimen-
sion. This pattern was discernible in Algeria, Cabo
Verde, Egypt, Ethiopia, Mauritius, Morocco, Rwanda,
and South Africa (AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020). In com-
paring their different policy frameworks, we found
that there was tendency towards adopting policies
that aim at foreign direct investments, such as feed-
in tariffs, de-risking, and auction instruments. Feed-in
tariffs have been put into place in Egypt, Ghana,
Kenya, Mauritius, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal,
South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe
(AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020; Climate Policy Initiative, 2019;
Quitzow et al., 2016; REN 21, 2020, pp. 231). De-risking
refers to policies and consultancy activities that seek
to render ‘risky’ markets attractive to foreign investors.
Countries with de-risking programmes for the ener-
gy sector include Ghana, Namibia, Uganda, Ethiopia,
and Zambia (Haag & Müller, 2019; Müller & Claar, in
press;Waissbein, Glemarec, Bayraktar, & Schmidt, 2013).
Auction instruments, in turn, are based on a tendering
process with competitive bidding and a scoring based on
least-cost pricing. Additional scoring criteria such as local
content requirements, employment of local personnel,
and local shareholding may apply. So far, 25 countries
on the African have adopted auction instruments, name-
ly Zambia, Madagascar, Ethiopia, Rwanda, South Africa,
Burkina Faso, Senegal, Kenya, Algeria, Mauritius, Cape
Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, Egypt, Lesotho, Uganda, Malawi,
Nigeria, theGambia, Tunisia, Zimbabwe, Seychelles,Mali,
Togo, Guinea Bissau and Morocco (AFRO_ENERGYPOL,
2020; Otieno et al., 2016; Quitzow et al., 2016; REN 21,
2018, pp. 19, 65–67, 2020, p. 72).
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The turn towards market-based instruments corre-
sponds with a trend to adopt policy frameworks, which
trust in the forces of themarket. These policies aimat cre-
ating promising markets for RE investors by unbundling
energy monopolies, enhancing transparency, and priva-
tizing infrastructures (Müller et al., 2020, p. 5).

4.2. Different Shades of Justice: Africa’s Green
Contributions to Energy Justice

The justice dimension provides evidence whether a
policy corresponds with distributive, procedural, and
recognitional justice. Overall, we found that most policy
frameworks in our sample showed at least some inter-
est in distributive justice, i.e., considering access to and
affordability of RE, evident, for instance, in rural elec-
trification or cross-cutting issues such as educational
and capacity-building programmes. Furthermore, many
countries have adopted energy policies that consider
the needs of particularly vulnerable populations, thus
accounting for the dimension of recognitional justice.
While combatting energy poverty is the overall goal of
recognitional energy justice, this manifests in a broad
range of policies which reach out to women, chronically
ill and disabled people, and people affected by poverty.
Examples include rural electrification, women’s empow-
erment or tariff schemes geared towards the needs of
vulnerable groups. However, some countries, such as
Morocco and Tunisia, have strongly prioritized market-

based solutions without adopting any justice-related RE
legislation. This may be an early indicator of financializa-
tion, which prioritises ‘bankability’ of (renewable) ener-
gy projects (Baker, 2015; Gabor, 2019, 2020), ignores
local industry needs and domestic participation in favour
of de-risking transnational investment (Elsner, Neumann,
Müller, & Claar, in press), and downplays justice-related
aspects (Müller et al., 2020, p. 6).

4.3. Transition Dynamics: Best Practice and Challenges
for a Just Transition towards SDG 7

Do comprehensive policy frameworks also contribute
to greater energy justice? Does attention for energy
justice mean that a nation has equally progressed in
adopting comprehensive policies? Both criteria do not
necessarily correspond but may be intertwined in more
complexways. To provide evidence on the ongoing transi-
tion dynamics many states are facing, a nine-field matrix
(Figure 1) displays the variance of the sample countries
in relation to both their policy frameworks and their con-
tribution to greater energy justice.

In our sample, several states stand out due to
their highly detailed policy frameworks and the ways
in which their policies consider energy justice crite-
ria. Three states (1a) provide evidence of energy poli-
cies incorporating distributive and recognitional justice
criteria. They foster a far-reaching energy transition,
which is fully aware of RE’s cross-cutting nature and

Figure 1. Energy transition frameworks. Source: Authors’ compilation based on AFRO_ENERGYPOL (2020).
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its potentials for socio-ecological change. Mauritius’ pol-
icy framework, namely its Long-Term Energy Strategy
2009–2025 (Republic of Mauritius, 2009), illustrates how
this may be achieved in a country, dependent on fos-
sil fuel imports on the one hand, but with huge poten-
tials for expanding biomass from their sugarcane-based
production regime that dates back to French and British
colonial legacies on the other hand. The policy frame-
work aims at a share of 35% RE, achieved by a feed-
in tariff and the development of the biomass sector,
complemented by energy efficiency programmes and
consumer incentives. The strategy underscores energy’s
justice dimension and affirms its cross-cutting qualities,
indicated for instance by integrating gender-sensitive
energy policies. These encompass capacity-building pro-
grammes, which seek to enhance energy access for wom-
en through microcredit systems and grassroots partner-
ships. Also, electronic payment systems consider the
needs of women whose income flows are irregular. This
kind of awareness for distributive and recognitional ener-
gy justice stands out among several policy frameworks
and may serve as a significant cornerstone, especial-
ly for countering tendencies of promoting RE as an
elite technology for African middle-classes (Boamah &
Rothfuß, 2018). Another example is Rwanda’s national
energy strategy (Ministry of Infrastructure of Republic
of Rwanda, 2009), a policy framework that encompass-
es several integrative and enabling policies that aim at
increasing RE energy access and overcoming load shed-
ding, which is now Rwanda’s most pressing challenge
due to a lack of investment in its outdated hydropower
infrastructure. The strategy aims to tap both, geothermal
energy and small hydro, and promotes energy efficiency
schemes for the public and private sector. Green indus-
trial policies are expressed in terms of energy audits for
industries and information campaigns on good energy
management practices. Furthermore, the extension of
the transmission and distribution network is envisaged.
The policy framework combines several small-scale and
large-scale instruments, such as microfinance options,
green funds, clean cooking programs and biofuel blend-
ing in the transport sector. Furthermore, the strategy
recognizes RE’s cross-cutting qualities through initiating
capacity-building programs for increasing the proportion
of women in RE technology.

Lastly, South Africa’s energy policy mix combines
direct, integrative, and enabling instruments that foster
a green transition against the backdrop of a strong path
dependency on fossil fuels inherited from the extrac-
tivist production regimes during British colonialism and
the Apartheid regime (AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020). The
Integrated Resource Plan aims at reducing fossils fuels
to 30% and replacing them by renewables and a small
amount of nuclear energy, thereby advocating for down-
grading ESKOM, the nation’s aging energy monopolist.
Attention for recognitional justice is reflected by pro-
grammes for solar heating and basic energy support,
such as the Free Basic Electricity programme. South

Africa’s auction instrument REI4P added 6.3 GW of RE
to the national grid, with another 17.8 GW to be pro-
jected up until 2030 (Baker, 2015; Müller & Claar, in
press). The program generated an estimated 42,300 job
years. REI4P projects reflect distributional and recogni-
tional justice in their socio-economic indicators. The indi-
vidual projects have fostered education programmes and
on-the-job training, and one third of the projects has
a level of community ownership ranging between 20%
and 40%, despite the strong role of transnational capital
(Claar, 2020, pp. 119–121; Müller & Claar, in press).

In contrast to this group, we also find several least
developed countries in (3c) which have neither been
capable of adopting more than a few direct policies, nor
included the justice dimension. In these cases, more
advanced RE policies have not been put into place so
far, due to weak state capacities, a lack of political
agency, and, not least, insufficient donor activities driv-
ing RE policy innovation. Here, the Togolese case pro-
vides an account of the difficulties particularly least
developed countries face when initiating a transition
towards renewables. Togo has promising solar poten-
tial. But it heavily relies on traditional biomass and
petroleum imports and 50% of the country’s popula-
tion are affected by energy poverty. The state has been
incapable of developing a comprehensive energy poli-
cy framework (AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020). The existing
policies only aim at implementing global commitments,
such as the United Nations Framework Convention’s on
Climate Change intended nationally determined contri-
butions. Promising initiatives have only recently started
to tackle energy poverty through direct policies such as
subsidies that cover solar off-grid electricity supply.

The quadrants (3b) and (2c) both refer to states
still in the initial stages of a RE transition. Considering
RE merely a welcome addition to their national energy
mixes, they either lack proper attention to the justice
dimension, or only adopted few direct policies, thus only
partially reflecting the need to combat energy pover-
ty. These states seem particularly at risk of not real-
izing SDG 7. Mozambique’s National Energy Strategy
(2014–2023) illustrates this issue. Although RE and ener-
gy efficiency are mentioned, the focus lies on diversi-
fying the hitherto hydropower-dependent energy mix
through the exploitation of recently discovered gas and
coal resources. Here, the main objective is the recovery
of Mozambique’s position as a regional energy exporter,
whose electrification rate however only covers one quar-
ter of the population (Mokveld & Von Eije, 2018). While
the strategy aims to reach an energy access of 50% by
2023 through the expansion of grid connections and
solar appliances (IEA, 2018), the transformative potential
of the current energy policy remains low given the heavy
attention towards gas exploration and the negligence of
off-grid systems, which are promoted largely by multilat-
eral donor initiatives.

In contrast, quadrant (1c) refers to a small but sig-
nificant group of states, which have already adopted

Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 1, Pages 119–130 124

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


far-reaching policy frameworks that foster investment
in the solar sector. Though far-reaching, we find that
Morocco’s and Algeria’s policy frameworks do not
address questions of energy justice but reflect a strong
market orientation that downplays the need for inte-
grating social aspects into the policy portfolio. These
countries maintain trust in the markets’ trickle-down
effects and foster a political economy of RE that is large-
ly privatized.

A large group of states in quadrant (2b) share some
of these features and find themselves at a crossroads
between market-based and justice-oriented solutions,
aiming at a co-beneficial combination of both. De-risking
programmes in Uganda, Zambia, Namibia, Ghana, or
Ethiopia give an example of howmarket-creating policies
labelled as ‘cornerstone policies’ foster deregulation of
energy markets (Haag & Müller, 2019; Waissbein et al.,
2013) and may leave development-oriented RE policies
at the wayside. In Uganda and Zambia (Elsner et al., in
press), the GETFiT programme illustrates this: In both
countries, RE projects are assigned to private investors
through auctions with financial regulations leaving little
space for domestic competitors. This undermines indus-
trialization and job creation efforts as well as the oppor-
tunity for technology transfer—all aspects that are neces-
sities for a substantial integration of RE into a nation’s
energy mix. Furthermore, unclear property rights may
lead to the assignment of land to RE projects against
the will of local farmers. However, expansion of ener-
gy access remains a pressing issue in both countries,
reflected in the Zambia Vision 2030 to increase elec-
tricity access to 51% (currently 31%) by 2030, and the
Energy for Rural Transformation III project in Uganda.
Nevertheless, both countries currently lack an energy
master plan for putting renewables at the forefront.With
both countries increasing efforts to develop such plans,
the picture here may shift shades in the future. In this
regard, we get a mixed picture on both the transforma-
tive potential and the normative quality of the transition
dynamics in those countries.

Finally, quadrant (1b) refers to a groupof stateswhich
already have a comprehensive RE policy framework but
lack the energy justice effort present in South Africa,
Rwanda, and Mauritius. Tanzania provides an illustra-
tive case in this regard, with an outstanding effort in
the promotion of renewables and a fast-growing solar
sector. Energy access and energy diversification are
pressing issues, with a grid access rate covering 78%
of the population and an energy mix based on large
hydropower, gas, and coal. Tanzania deals with these
challenges by applying a mix of direct, enabling, and
integrative policies. Direct policies cover VAT exemptions
and scaling-up RE programmes, while integrative policies
include research and development and energy access
programmes. Finally, enabling policies such as RE tar-
gets set clear signals to independent power producers
and financers. Several policies pay respect to distributive
and recognitional justice by addressing energy poverty,

rural access to energy, gender-sensitive education and
training on energy issues. Still, the lack of a compre-
hensive policy framework means that the policy inter-
play is not yet well balanced (AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020;
Energypedia, 2020).

Lastly, two quadrants remain empty. Given that only
states with at least a few direct RE policies were includ-
ed in our sample, it is evident that we were not able to
identify a fossil-based energy regime that would corre-
spond to energy justice criteria. Equally, we could not
find a country case with modest transformative quality
but high energy justice concerns.

5. Energy Transition Scenarios: Role Models and
Transition Dynamics

Overall, our matrix yields a diverse snapshot of the
transition dynamics we find amongst African countries
progressing towards a RE policy regime. Several coun-
tries demonstrated how comprehensive RE policy frame-
works address distributive and recognitional energy
justice. Mauritius, Rwanda, and South Africa are three
countries cases which seem very diverse. Yet, they share
the common denominator, that their energy policies are
geared towards a far-reaching energy transition, whilst
simultaneously contributing to greater energy justice.
For realizing SDG 7 specifically, their concern for distri-
butional and recognitional justice seems crucial. Relating
their progress to SDG 7 indicators gives some evidence of
how their policy goals match with SDG 7 (United Nations,
2020b). This also reveals ambivalences and inconsisten-
cies associated with the way in which the SDG progress
tracking works. SDG indicator 7.1.1 ‘access to electrici-
ty’ shows that South Africa (84%) and Mauritius (98%)
score high, whereas the access rate in Rwanda (29%)
is much lower. However, the change over time reveals
an exponential growth in energy access also in Rwanda.
SDG indicator 7.2.1, ‘renewable energy,’ is benchmarked
in a particularly misleading way, as it does not differ-
entiate between traditional use of biofuels and mod-
ern clean energy. This means that countries such as the
Democratic Republic of the Congo score high, despite
problematic practices such as artisanal charcoal produc-
tion. Also, a lag in data results in low RE figures for
South Africa, despite a rapid rise in RE due to the REI4P
auction instrument that has already added 6.3 GW of
RE to the national grid (Baker, 2015; Müller & Claar, in
press). In terms of energy governance, all three coun-
tries maintain a high level of policy ownership, though
this ownership is intermediated by strong stakehold-
er arrangements that align governments, donors, pub-
lic, and transnational actors (AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020).
In these cases, political interventions support the rise
of RE production through market means, as visible in
the proliferation of auction instruments and green funds.
Still, the support of justice-related policies is reflected in
the aim to combat energy poverty and to increase ener-
gy access for broad parts of the population, especially in
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rural areas. Donors contribute to these processes with
capital and political expertise, thereby facilitatingmarket
entry for independent power producers and green invest-
ment. This results in an alignment of state, donor, and
private sector activities.

Besides labelling these countries as positive exam-
ples, the high variability of African transition regimes and,
equivocally, the broad variance in SDG implementation
suggests that a scenario-based approach would allow for
more leeway in terms of adequate transition governance
and possible support by regional organizations and devel-
opment partners. Based on our sample, we distinguish
between four transition scenarios, which differ in rela-
tion to state capacities, role of development and regional
partners, and political strategies.

The first scenario ‘fostering transition dynamics’ are
captured in (1a), our three positive examples. For them,
it seems necessary to further solidify their productive
course towards greening their energy mixes and combat-
ting energy poverty. This refers for instance to tapping
synergies between SDG 7 and SDG 8, i.e., green indus-
trial policies that unlock the potential of domestic RE
transitions in creating green jobs. This is all the more
important, as the danger of a ‘jobless growth’ looms in
any transition that heavily relies on private actors and
FDI. The connection between energy justice and possi-
ble economic co-benefits, thus, needs to be addressed,
e.g., by considering social investments of Independent
Power Producers, community ownership and a just tran-
sition rationale (IASS, UfU, IET, & CSIR, 2020). Also, to
ensure that their green transitions remain on a sta-
ble course, these countries need to tackle the poli-
cy/implementation gapwith regard to energy access and
population growth, energy education, and technology
transfer. While a new ‘green geopolitics’ is forming along
the RE technology chain and its new resource needs, new
path dependencies need to be systemically considered in
light of African import substitution potentials.

The second scenario, ‘governing transition dynam-
ics,’ refers to those states, which are progressing towards
a clean energy transition, yet need to integrate justice
issues more thoroughly (1b) and (2b), or, at the very
least, develop more comprehensive policy frameworks
(2b). Several of them, such as Ghana, Zambia, Kenya,
or Namibia have made good progress in implementing
SDG 7. They opened up to independent power produc-
ers and have attracted large amounts of green funds
or even initiated their own green funds. However, sev-
eral states in this group find themselves at a cross-
roads ofmarket-oriented policies and state interventions.
Zambia and Uganda’s policy mixes strongly indicated
this predicament (AFRO_ENERGYPOL, 2020). To resolve
this and to create a mutually conducive policy mix,
assessing the co-benefits of justice-related energy poli-
cies may again be a fruitful endeavour to both better
understand the political economy of RE and the cross-
cutting nature of renewables also for realizing develop-
mental goals. As energy poverty still is a major issue

in these countries, justice-related policies should specif-
ically tackle trade-offs between SDG 7 and SDG 8. This
also underscores the need to clearly define the use
of renewables within the respective political econo-
my, that is, a differentiation between energy for devel-
opment, productive use, and economic opportunity.
Consequently, policy learning from the three role mod-
els and their transformation processes should be encour-
aged. Support through IRENA’s Renewables Readiness
Assessments and the Sustainable Energy for All Project
(SE4All) would also seem promising to foster policy
change and address the policy/implementation gap.

The third scenario, ‘putting justice into green econo-
my,’ addresses quadrant (1c) and refers to states whose
energy transition heavily relies on market forces but
does not pay sufficient attention to the justice dimen-
sion. In those states, the understanding of what a tran-
sition implies is mostly limited to the mere greening of a
nation’s energy mix. Simultaneously, the political dimen-
sion associated with every energy transition is down-
played. Accordingly, in states such as Algeria or Morocco,
the current course of transition and the norms that
inform the process are inherently subject to political
debate. Interventions by development partners should
focus on discursive interventions and generally empha-
size the need to integrate the justice dimension. This
can be achieved by highlighting its co-benefits, especial-
ly in relation to SDG 8 and SDG 13. Also, the involve-
ment of civil society organisations and trade unions
may open new opportunities to promote the need for
a ‘just transition.’ This may take the form of transition
scenarios that highlight co-benefits of energy justice by
drawing on green industrial policies and promoting job
creation in the RE sector. On a more normative level
this means ensuring that whatever happens at the ‘ener-
gy/development nexus’ (Müller, 2017, p. 306) still is in
line with genuine developmental norms and the nor-
mative concepts associated with SDG 7. This requires
a shift from understanding RE as a new technology to
understanding RE as a cross-cutting issue with the poten-
tial to foster far-reaching societal change (World Future
Council, 2013).

Lastly, the fourth and final scenario, ‘supporting new-
comers to RE,’ targets those countries, whose RE tran-
sitions are still in an early stage: (2c), (3b) and (3c).
This category also applies to countries like Sudan or
Niger, which were not even included in our sample
due to a lack of RE policies in the first place. Here,
we detect an alarming and widening gap between
developing/lower middle-income countries and least
developed/low-income countries, whose energy situa-
tion has even worsened (The World Bank Group, 2020,
p. 21). The failure to cover clean cooking within the
SDG implementation is a particularly pressing issue in
these countries, evenmore so given its significant gender
relevance. Here, justice-related energy policies should
reflect the connection between SDG 7 and SDG 3 on
health (Nilsson et al., 2018). Regarding rural access to
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RE, the rise of rural energy funds, off-grid solutions, and
solar home system as in the Zambian case (Elsner et al.,
in press), as well as in the examples from Tanzania or
Uganda may present a viable option to address peripher-
al energy poverty. However, careful risk mitigation needs
to be put in place to ensure that these countries can
access green finance (Elsner et al., in press; The World
Bank Group, 2020, p. 32).

6. Conclusion

Overall, our meta-analysis demonstrates that Africa’s
energy transition dynamics have resulted in several RE
policy frameworks that consider the justice dimension.
They may serve as role models due to their effective
combination of market-oriented policies and state inter-
ventions into the political economy of energy. The four
transition scenarios further underscore the (co-)benefits
of justice related RE policies at different stages of a
green transition process, such as job creation, technol-
ogy and knowledge transfer, and educational opportu-
nities. In accordance with debates on SDG synergies
and the need for more holistic understandings of ener-
gy transitions, we were able to give examples for poli-
cy frameworks that may contribute to ‘energy wellbeing’
(Samarakoon, 2019). We, also, pointed out the dangers
of solely relying on market solutions. In a wider sense,
our analysis underscores that justice-related RE policies
can make a difference for realizing the goals of SDG 7,
both, at a higher level of policy ownership and in a way
that better corresponds to people’s energy needs and vul-
nerabilities. Justice-related RE policies will allow for the
creation of a policy framework that pays attention to the
social change rationale, which forms the basis of SDG 7,
yet is oftentimes addressed rather implicitly. In essence,
we emphasize the need to adjust SDG 7’s tracking proce-
dures by also assessing the effects of promising policies
instead of merely relying on single indicators.
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