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The problem

VIEWED FROM SPACE, Africa emerges as looming in an
impenetrable shadow, the portrait of a continent cast in dark-
ness. NASA’s satellite image reveals the sheer magnitude of a
problem that affects an estimated 1.6 billion people, repre-
senting 1/3 of the global population. The problem is particular-
ly acute inAfrica, wheremore than90percent of the rural pop-
ulation and 74 percent of the total population live outside grid
connectivity. Consequently, the 500million “energy poor” are
reliant on traditional forms of energy to meet their lighting
needs, dominated by fuel-based sources such as kerosene, a

costly and inefficient alternative that consumes 10-15 percent
of annual household income. For the poorest families, the sig-
nificantly high expenditures on kerosene for meeting their
lighting needs affects their ability to pay for other day-to-day
necessities, such as children’s education, family health care
and nutrition, etc. Exacerbating this problem, fuel-based
lighting also produces greenhouse gases (GHGs), leads to
increased indoor air pollution and associated health risks,
inhibits productivity and jeopardizes human safety.

The opportunity

AFRICAN PEOPLE can neither afford to wait for electrification
access rates to rise to the level of other world regions nor con-
tinue relying on expensive, inefficient, and unsafe fuel-based
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products to meet their lighting needs. Fortunately, new evi-
dence suggests that solving Africa’s lighting issues may be
more achievable than ever before, largely the result of recent
advances in modern lighting technologies, such as improved,
efficient products like CFLs (compact fluorescent lamps) and
LEDs (light-emitting diodes), coupled with new findings
revealing that Africans may be willing and able to pay as much
for modern lighting technologies as they are already paying
for kerosene and other inefficient sources. At the same time,
an increased focus by international donors on promoting
energy access in Africa, for example through the World Bank
and the International Finance Corporation (IFC)’s Clean
Energy and Investment Framework and the Africa Energy
Action Plan, provided an opportunity to develop innovative
and clean energy solutions for off-grid populations of Africa.

Recognizing the opportunity at hand, supported by grow-
ing interest from the international lighting industry looking
to move into new growth markets, The Lighting Africa program
was conceived in 2007. Opting for a market-based approach,
Lighting Africa was designed to support the private sector
innovate and deliver off-grid lighting products and solutions
to Africa, in turn aiming to accelerate access to non-fossil
fuel-based, low cost, safe, clean and reliable off-grid lighting
products with associated basic energy services, with the ambi-
tious goal of reaching as many as 250 million people in Sub-
Saharan Africa by the year 2030.

Engaging global and local private sector

THE PROSPECT of increased revenues through the African
off-grid lighting market, the potential of substantive social
and environmental impact in Africa, and Lighting Africa’s
commitment to support the industry in growing this newmar-
ket area, continue to persuade global and local entrepreneurs
to follow its lead. But surely, one is entitled to ask whether
those 1.6 billion people lacking access to lighting really repre-
sent a promising market? The argument is exceedingly con-

vincing: at a time when oil was $50/barrel,
research indicated that approximately US$38
billion/yr was spent globally on lighting, $17
billion of which was spent in Africa alone, in
a commercially viable, functioning market.
For African entrepreneurs, this represents a
much welcomed new opportunity to increase
wealth and, concurrently, improve standards
of living. It alsomeans new partnerships with
stakeholders across the global lighting
industry supply chain, and for many African
business developers, a first chance to step
into the international business arena, and at
the same time, foster economic development
in their own continent.

But despite the promise of this unique
opportunity, global and local entrepreneurs
who are interested in this market find them-
selves ensnared by the inevitable hurdles and
perceived uncertainties that accompany the

development of a market as undiscovered and undefined as this
one. The barriers they have identified aremany, including a lack
of information about consumer needs, product preferences, and
affordability or willingness to pay; the first cost barriers associ-
ated with new product development and market entry; policy
impediments such as kerosene subsidization and tariffs on
imported products (such as CFLs and LEDs); absence of institu-
tional mechanisms which would facilitate the identification of
suitable partners for product sale and delivery; product stan-
dards and quality assurance; and legal concerns like protecting
intellectual property rights. To help solve these and other issues,
Lighting Africa has started working with global lighting compa-
nies, local private sector service providers and distributors,
NGOs, and the domestic financing industry (including micro
finance organizations) to develop appropriate and viable busi-
ness models for delivering modern, clean and safe non-fuel
based off-grid lighting solutions. The project focuses predomi-
nantly on reducing market entry costs, providing information
about African markets and consumers, and developing an
enabling institutional and regulatory framework.

Lighting Africa’s commitment to support the private sector
is carried out through various initiatives, including:

Market research
Lighting Africa is helping entrepreneurs gain a better

understanding of the African consumer, providing answers to
questions like, “What does the Africanmarket look like?What
kinds of products do African’s want? What technologies do
they prefer? What are they currently spending on lighting?
How do products get frommanufacturer tomarket successful-
ly? What modes of communication reach the African con-
sumermost effectively and howmight onemarket a new prod-
uct in a way that attracts consumer attention?” To answer
these and many other questions, Lighting Africa is sending
teams of researchers to conduct surveys in households and
small businesses beginning in five countries- Tanzania,
Zambia, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Ghana- to gather critical insid-

Family using LED lighting.
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er information to share with the industry. This component of
the project will determine the key parameters essential to an
effective market transformation.

Business to business web portal
Aimed at exposing the African off-grid market opportuni-

ty to the global industry, facilitating the exchange of market
and consumer knowledge and information, and promoting
business partnerships between global and local actors of the
African off-grid lighting supply chain, Lighting Africa has
developed an interactive business to business web portal.
Navigating through one of its most popular features—a
dynamic business opportunities forum which allows entre-
preneurs to post and receive business leads—the Lighting
Africa Web Portal has become a Mecca of online social net-
working activity, which has so far attracted over 1200 entre-
preneurs, investors, and other stakeholders interested in
pursuing new investments and establishing partnerships
across the supply chain to deliver their products and services.

The Development Marketplace Grant Competition
The Development Marketplace Grant competition is a

competitive grant program which plans to award up to
$200,000 each to about 15 to 20 finalists for presenting the
most innovative and viable ideas for designing, developing,
and delivering modern off-grid lighting products and servic-
es to Sub-Saharan Africa. Based on the premise that a sustain-
able market is one that grows the local economy, the competi-
tion required that each project team include a partner organ-
ization based and operating in Africa. 400 proposals from 54
countries, including 38 African countries, were received in
the first round, creating an extremely competitive applicant
pool. Of the 54 finalists in the current second stage of the
competition, about 15 to 20 winners (of the grants) will be
selected and announced after final proposals have been pre-
sented to an international panel of jurors during the Lighting
Africa 2008 Global Business Conference, to be held May 6-8,
2008 in Accra Ghana.

First Global Business Conference and Development
Market Place Competition for Off-grid Lighting in Africa:
Lighting Africa 2008

Bringing together global players from the lighting industry,
international and domestic financial institutions, private
developers, government agencies, non-governmental organi-
zations, and international and bilateral development agencies,
this event is, unequivocally, a defining moment for all who are
interested in shaping the off-grid lighting market in Africa.
The first of its kind, Lighting Africa 2008 will give participants
the unique opportunity to connect with global entrepreneurs
from around the world, gain key insights and exchange knowl-
edge, view the latest technological innovations, and meet the
people whose lives will be transformed by their efforts.

Quality assurance
To shield African consumers from poor-performing light-

ing products and avoid market spoilage for the industry,

Lighting Africa is conducting a wide range of activities to
enhance consumer awareness and boost confidence in new
lighting products and services. These activities range from the
testing of solar lanterns in the market against existing quality
standards, to the development of specifications for LED-
based lanterns and to the development of a product quality
assurance strategy, in collaboration with the industry.

Mainstreaming carbon finance benefits
Fuel-based lighting produces carbon dioxide, amajor con-

tributor to GHG emissions. For instance, a kerosene lantern
used for 4 hours per day is estimated to release more than 100
kg of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere over the course of a
year. With the objective of reducing GHG emissions and, at
the same time, enhancing the financial viability of modern
off-grid lighting projects (e.g. by offsetting the relatively high
first costs) which substitute fuel-based lighting, Lighting
Africa is helping develop both project- and program-based
methodologies for the CleanDevelopmentMechanism (CDM)
and voluntary carbon markets.

Expected outcomes for Africans

IT IS EASY TO FORGET the considerable impactmodern light-
ing has in our lives;manymay evenwonder how lighting relates
to social, environmental and economic development. In fact,
modern lighting services change how we live inmore ways than
one, allowing us to expand productive time, improve living and
working conditions, and enhance safety and security. Similarly,
modern off-grid lighting can improve lifestyle and create new
opportunities for Africa’s poor, for example:
� Extending the working day for small and medium enter-

prises (SMEs), thus increasing production, expanding
income opportunities, improving working conditions, and
increasing customers.
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ships were created. NGOs and knowledge organizations were
also invited to be partners, such as Mathare Youths Sports
Association (MYSA), Skills for Life, and Straight Talk for exca-
vating local content, creating new games and other mobile
properties.

A revenue sharing business model was set in place for sus-
taining each organization. To maximize the reach of games to
the last mile customers, the games were also designed for low-
end mobile phones with an innovative pricing model. The
games and othermobile properties like wallpapers, ring tones,
and screen savers were priced at 60 percent less than the exist-
ing mobile products on the market. Seeing the success of the
program, the company is planning a secondphase of expansion
of the business in Africa—both horizontally and vertically.

Services for people living with
HIV/AIDS

MOBILE DEVICES can also be highly effective for patient
management and monitoring, specially suited for those
patients who are situated at remote locations. In the absence
of any preventivemedication against HIV/AIDS, patientman-
agement is the only effective solution to prolong the life of
people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHAs). Today, there are no
ICT based tools or applications which can be used to monitor
and manage the medication and medical history of patients
living with HIV/AIDS.

ZMQ is developing the M-CST System (mobile care, sup-
port and treatment), which is a universal solution for treat-
ment and diagnostics of PLWHAs. The application will be
available in two modes: single patient management and group
management for organizations working with PLWHAs. Now in
the pilot phase, the application will eventually be made avail-
able for free to people affected with HIV/AIDS. ZMQ is cur-
rently identifying partners for scaling the application to a
much larger level.

Conclusion

AS A SMALL-MEDIUM SIZED company, ZMQ believes that by
contributing 12 percent in the formof hard cashwould only be a
drop in the ocean. So ZMQ churns this 12 percent of its profits
for social development in form of tools, products, applications
and solutions using its core competencies. As there is a huge
digital divide, we believe that we can contribute by bridging the
gap by developing appropriate solutions for global need.

The company has hugely benefited from this approach, and
has gained global recognition for its work. This could not have
been possible for a small company like ZMQ by spending that
small 12 percent of its profits on promotional activities.
ZMQ’s social development initiatives have been a blessing in
disguise for the company’s growth.

Subhi Quraishi is CEO of ZMQ Software Systems.

� Enhancing safety and security via outdoor lighting for per-
sonal, business, and community activities.

� Creating conditions to attract teachers, retain students,
expand time for student reading and studying, and
improve grades and school retention rates.

� Providing opportunities for adult literacy and higher edu-
cation programs.

� Improving health services delivery and thus reduce pro-
ductivity loss due to illnesses.

� Reducing GHG emissions and toxic gases, decreasing risks
of illnesses caused by air pollution and mitigating the
impact of climate change.

� Reducing fire hazards associated with kerosene lamps and
candles which every year lead to tens of thousands of fires
causing serious injuries and destroying assets.

A good start...towards a promising
future

UNTIL RECENTLY, the global lighting industry had shown lit-
tle interest in the African off-grid lighting market, generally
unaware of its vast potential. But through the Lighting Africa
program, and with the support of its sponsorship, the World
Bank, IFC, and their partners have been able to attract hun-
dreds of global and local entrepreneurs to look into this
emergent market, and to support the group’s effort to provide
millions with exciting new off-grid lighting alternatives. As
the program’s agenda moves full steam ahead, this new mar-
ket area is poised for take-off and the excitement is becoming
contagious.

Rising fuel prices and market volatility continue to exert
pressure on African consumers who may become unable to
afford lighting services, making the development of modern
lighting markets more urgent than ever. Time will tell when
lights will begin to shine in Africa and the shadow that looms
over the continent will dissipate, slowly giving way to a bright-
ly lit future for millions of lives.

Katia Theriault is Communications Specialist at the International

Finance Corporation.

Lindsay Madeira is Project Officer at the International Finance

Corporation.

Patrick Avato is an Energy Analyst at The World Bank.

Lighting Africa is supported by multiple donors. Key partners include: The
Global Environment Facility; the World Bank’s Public-Private Infrastructure
Advisory Facility (PPIAF) and Energy Sector Management Assistance Program
(ESMAP); Good Energies Inc.; the Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency
Partnership; the European Commission; and the Governments of Norway,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom.
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