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In the dark
Millions of refugees need heat and light, but many barriers prevent its sustainable supply.

N

ight has fallen. Sitting under their
shelters, inhabitants of the Goudoubo
refugee camp, Burkina Faso, feel
uncomfortable going out in the dark. They
have run out of money to pay for torch
batteries, which typically expire after about
four days, and have to forage for odds and
ends to obtain lighting and other energy
sources. Refugees’ livelihood and health
suffer as a result of these deficiencies.
“If we had a long-term energy source,
we could set up a restaurant and it could
stay open at night. We could make ice and
sell it,” explains Marianna, a camp refugee
representative. However, she and her friends
may soon find some of their problems
solved due to the camp’s location. It is quite
close to a grid, and a non-governmental
organisation (NGO), Practical Action,
is devising plans to connect the two. In
addition, solar pumps are to be installed to
help create and water vegetable gardens.
But many refugees, either in camps or
urban settings, are not in that position.
Most are deprived of a reliable source of
individual or household energy for years as
they await the chance to start a new life as a
legal migrant. They build traditional threestone stoves fuelled by firewood, or use a
temporary kerosene cookstove to heat food.
In many places the darkness around them
breeds sexual violence, arson and brawls.
The United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) is a major
international organisation tasked with
providing immediate relief to refugees,
known as humanitarian aid, once a crisis is
acknowledged. This UN agency must usually
work with national governments affected by
the disaster or conflict. The UNHCR “makes
a risk assessment…and stockpiles products
needed…They usually include materials
for cooking and shelter, such as pots, pans,
bedding, plastic sheets and usually a solar
lamp”, says Paul Quigley, energy director at
UNHCR. That, along with medical aid, is
the official kit supplied by UNHCR to meet
the refugee’s most urgent needs.
However, refugees have recently
become a sizable minority of the world’s
population, and their collective needs
have been escalating. In many countries,
the conflict that ejected them from their
homes takes root. After several years, their
settlements reach the size of a small town.
Consequently, emergency relief alone is no
longer sufficient. According to the UNHCR1,
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forcibly displaced people (refugees, asylumseekers and internally displaced persons)
increased globally from 33.9 million in
1997 to 65.6 million in 2016 — more than
the combined population of Australia
and Canada. They now exceed refugee
numbers after the Second World War, and
some estimates show the average length of
time in a camp is at least 17 years. Growth
was concentrated between 2012 and 2015,
driven by conflict in Syria, Yemen and subSaharan African nations, such as South
Sudan. Over five million people have fled
Syria since 2011. The largest camp, Kakuma
in Kenya, is home to 184,550 people (ref. 2).
The unpredictable, fractured character of
their situation, however, could mean some
refugees are not being identified.

Limitations to aid

The scale of the refugee situation means
they now also need longer-term assistance,
including durable energy equipment, which
is not usually available. This would satisfy
their everyday requirements and could
form the basis for access to independent
livelihood. However, UNHCR, which is
separate from UN development agencies
and NGOs, is not in a position to provide

even a cookstove to every single household.
Once the solar lamp breaks, it is not usually
replaced. When sticks of firewood supplied
by the UNHCR have burnt up, refugees
scavenge. If the cookstove corrodes, they
build their own noxious fires. “They often
have to fend for themselves”, says Paul
Quigley. Thus, refugees travel hundreds of
kilometres to extract forest firewood and
sometimes fall prey to criminals.
The UNHCR was moulded as a first
responder agency and thus often acts in
crisis mode when acquiring fuel, taking
costly steps in the process. In one case,
fuel is delivered to a major city and then
transported 2,000 km by truck. Due to
river floods, it is then flown to the refugee
camp, thus burning more fuel. “They
could be using renewable energy
[in camps] — that’s one of our arguments.
We’re trying to think about ways they can
save money and avoid energy waste”, says
Owen Grafham, Energy, Environment and
Resources project manager at think-tank
Chatham House, commenting on energy
inefficiencies.
Chatham House forms part of the
Moving Energy Initiative (MEI; http://
go.nature.com/2i6mRgf), together
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with Energy4Impact, Practical Action
Consulting, the Norwegian Refugee Council,
UNHCR and the UK Department for
International Development. This coalition
pioneers durable and sustainable heat,
lighting and power in camps and in the
urban settlements in which 82% of refugees
end up. It is one of a few groups calling for
refugees to be included in energy access
policies. GIZ-HERA, a German Cooperation
Agency energy access programme that
ended in 2017, was another.
MEI estimates show that 80% of refugees
and displaced people in camps have severely
restricted access to energy. Offices, schools,
hospitals and community facilities in
refugee camps do buy in energy — usually
diesel — but individuals and households
need their own. “There is massive energy
deprivation and massive reliance on solid
biomass to cook — the most basic cooking
facilities. There is very, very little access to
electricity, which has a knock-on impact
on livelihoods, education and health”, says
Grafham. Moreover, sustainable fuel is often
more cost-effective and affordable. According
to one estimate, introducing improved
cookstoves and solar lanterns could save
US$303 million annually in fuel costs after an
investment of US$334 million (ref. 3).
Another NGO, Project Gaia, has
identified and installed solutions, supplying
refugees with cookstoves using ethanol
made from sugar industry waste products
such as molasses. “The stoves have been
going on a long time and steadily, and have
been maintained for 12 years accident-free.
The [Project Gaia] stove is designed to be
extraordinarily safe. We have safety training
and follow-ups in the user’s home, and
have had 15–18 million accident-free user
days”, says director Harry Stokes. By way of
contrast, he indicates many kerosene stoves
supplied to refugees last less than a year.

Barriers to innovation

Despite their advantages, only a few such
innovations have been introduced due
to a number of barriers. Stokes attributes
the problem partly to administrative
complexities. But, he says, “Humanitarian
agencies have started to address energy
constraints, especially where the
host community is very upset by the
environmental impacts of the camps”.
The UNHCR has been operating largely
on a ‘procure and provide’ approach based on
top-down handouts, and this acts as another
barrier. “For energy, [the UNHCR] procures
wood and distributes it. But firstly it’s not
always the case that this covers people’s needs
and secondly it stunts people’s ability locally
to provide the same services if it is given
away for free”, comments Owen Grafham.
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Political sensitivities surrounding
immigration are a third barrier. Typically,
the host government ignores the possibility
that refugees might not go home, and local
populations often feel hostile towards
them. “You want to comply with the host
government, and so it’s not always feasible to
look at the long term”, says Paul Quigley.
At the same time, it is important to avoid
provoking grievances in the surrounding area.
“If you are providing refugees with more than
local people have you’re probably not doing it
right”, comments Grafham. Disparities in aid
or energy resources raise tension and create
competition with the host population.
Funding is another critical barrier, as
it wells up in short bursts. Most UNHCR
funding is approved by member-state
governments within a tight margin. “In
the humanitarian field, agencies have to go
out themselves and find the money from
particular member states. They request
approval for their budget on a twelvemonthly cycle”, explains Dr Jeff Crisp of the
Refugee Studies Centre at Oxford University.
Moreover, governments approving
budgets do not guarantee the money will be
found, and public funding has to be justified
for competing organisations too. “On the
international level, the whole system does not
operate strategically because it is designed in
silos of individual agencies who may or may
not collaborate”, explains Dr Sarah Hearn of
the Center on International Cooperation,
a non-profit research centre at New York
University. Thus the cross-sectoral foundation
of an international energy policy structure

supporting long-term refugee well-being and
livelihoods still needs to be constructed.
The silos separating humanitarian,
energy and development policy are
perhaps the most significant barrier to
innovation in sustainable energy for
refugees. The UN Inter-Agency Standing
Committee, the primary mechanism for
inter-agency coordination of humanitarian
assistance, introduced a cluster system for
humanitarian action in 2005. This set up
priorities for needs like water and sanitation,
and designated lead organisations as final
responder on any individual issue. Energy,
however, was excluded.

Cross-sectoral collaboration

Some building blocks are being laid to
integrate an institutionalised presence for
energy services in humanitarian responses.
One such platform is the cross-sectoral task
force of UN and civil society organisations
addressing energy for refugees, known as the
SAFE Humanitarian Working Group.
Founded in 2007, its mission is to
facilitate a more coordinated, predictable,
timely and effective response to the energy
needs of populations affected by a crisis.
One aim is to ensure an energy reference
point in humanitarian responses. Later, in
2014 the UNHCR introduced its first global
strategy for safe access to fuel and energy
(SAFE) to enable refugees to meet their
energy needs in a safe and sustainable way.
Energy policymakers are now also beginning
to specifically include refugees and displaced
people in, for example, policies such as
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the UN SE4All agenda and the Sustainable
Development Goals.
MEI believes the task now is to introduce
a longer-term, more sustainable and
comprehensive approach to refugee energy
access, and to embed energy ventures in
humanitarian activity rather than launch ad
hoc projects. MEI also urgently recommends
more bridges be built between development
and humanitarian policy, so that energy
access programmes no longer exclude
refugees and displaced people.

Progress

A number of initiatives are working already.
At the Azraq refugee camp in Jordan, during
the winter, 54,000 Syrian refugees lived in
complete darkness nearly half the day. Food
decayed, forcing families to walk several
kilometres every day to markets in the
scorching heat. Now, the Ikea Foundation,
the philanthropic arm of the retail group, has
installed a solar farm to provide electricity.
The project is part of the foundation’s Brighter
Lives for Refugees campaign, funding the
UNHCR to provide light and renewable
energy to hundreds of thousands of refugees
in Asia, Africa and the Middle East.
Various players have introduced
cookstove projects, while lighting access is
also improving. “In the last five years, the
UNHCR has done a much better job on
lighting than on cooking. China supplies very
good and cheap LED lights. The UNHCR is
sourcing lighting for use inside the home and
for street lighting”, notes Harry Stokes.

Refugee rights

Some advocacy groups, such as MEI and
Save the Children, believe long-term
development policies could be adapted to
the specific problems of refugees transfixed
in crisis conditions. For instance, their
employment and freedom of movement
rights, which can facilitate energy access,
could be reviewed.
“People are displaced for a long time
and one needs to ensure they develop
employment. If you are stuck in a camp and
can’t work or move away, that’s a different
situation from if you live in a village in the
same region”, says Paul Quigley, outlining
the unique difficulties faced by refugees.
Refugees may not be able use innovative
financial solutions when denied employment,
trading or freedom of movement rights
available to locals. “There is real potential
for refugees to get better energy access for
example through pay-as-you-go solar home
systems where you pay monthly according
to use instead of upfront…so refugees
access the technology that is otherwise
too expensive”, explains Mattia Vianello
of Practical Action. The availability of this
solution could be affected by employment,
which provides a steady income stream.

Potential market solutions

Practical Action is running the energy
project at the Goudoubo camp in Burkina Faso,
a good location because refugees in Burkina
Faso do have some employment and
enterprise rights. The project aims to give

them more ownership of the solutions and
more opportunities to interact with the host
community.
As Vianello emphasises, refugees have
potential purchasing power that could be
used to build market solutions to energy
access. However, “The few companies
working on [general energy access]
don’t even consider refugees as potential
consumers”, he says. Thus far, the private
sector has not adjusted its business model to
incorporate this community.
This is a further disincentive to longterm energy access for refugees. “There is
no direct conversation between companies,
refugees and consumers. We want to break
down these barriers and create a link”, says
Vianello. Hence, MEI is procuring solar
pumps to maintain zones for growing
and selling vegetables, as well as a gridconnected energy centre serving diverse
enterprises.
“This will open up livelihood
opportunities for small businesses in
Goudoubo…and will also encourage
deeper exchange between the camp and
local communities nearby”, he says. The
energy service centre could help create a
trading hub, meet some local demand and
encourage local business visitors.
There are some who believe4 that
humanitarian agencies should deal only
with the immediate threats to a refugee’s life
and not concern themselves with longerterm development. Major decisions are
still required on this cross-cutting issue,
as well as administrative cooperation and
commercial ingenuity, which together might
better meet refugee needs. But in both long
and short term, energy —be it in the form
of light, heat or power — is a basic human
need. Initiatives like MEI are drawing
attention to the urgency of this critical
refugee need, but the solutions for energy
access for this unique group are
still embryonic.
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