
SECTOR OVERVIEW - 
RENEWABLE ENERGY

Acute respiratory illnesses, cataracts, heart disease, and cancer affecting mainly women and children who
are exposed to the smoke from the use of charcoal and other biomass when cooking indoors (DAI, 2009). 
Extremely high costs of light and power when using candles, battery powered torches and generators when
compared to grid connected households or businesses. 
Low quality of light that shortens working hours. 
No access to productive/high power to, for example, make use of refrigeration in households or irrigation
systems and mills for agricultural producers. 

The energy challenge in the DRC is immense. DRC has one of the lowest electrification rates in Sub-Saharan
Africa (9% overall, with access rates of 1% in rural areas and 19% in urban areas, USAID, 2018) and depends
almost exclusively on biomass energy sources for cooking. Combined with a large and growing population and
high rate of urbanization, this places immense environmental pressures on its natural resources and forests
while fossil fuel imports to power generators negatively affects its trade balance and currency. The households
and small enterprises that have to rely on battery powered torches and candles for lighting, generator sets for
power, and wood or charcoal for cooking, experience the following negative side effects:  

Furthermore, the DRC is widely considered to be a challenging country in which to do business. In the World
Bank’s ease of doing business index, the DRC ranks 184th out of 190 globally and 45th (of 48) in Sub-Saharan
Africa. This is a result of a wide range of issues including political and economic instability, high incidence of
rent seeking, complicated and unclear taxes and, in some places, a volatile security situation. Moreover, when
compared to those of its neighbours, the DRC’s solar market is characterized by high logistical costs and
complexity, an unfavourable policy and regulatory environment, and limited financing availability for renewable
energy and energy efficient products. A priority for Élan RDC is the need for businesses to focus on poorer
households in the DRC. This introduces an additional set of constraints (see Figure 1 below). 

Context 
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Figure 1: Main segments of market constraints, general DRC constraints and additional constraints when focusing
on poorer households. 
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Political and economic instability
 focused on large on grid generation proj.
complicated and unclear taxes 
volatile security situation

Unfair market competition from fossil fuel
technologies 
capital and transactions costs 
availability of RE incentives and subsidies

Retail and distribution dominated by
FMCG and low-quality durable goods 
very high transport and logistical costs
 attracting staff and building systems

Retail and distribution dominated by
FMCG and low-quality durable goods 
very high transport and logistical costs
 attracting staff and building systems

No access to vulnerable population 
thin market with little to no supporting
functions 
no off-grid or pro-poor energy strategy

Use of collected wood prohibits business
case for cleaning cooking 
lower mobile money penetration increases
transaction costs

Further increased transport and logistical
costs 
innovative techniques to tailor energy
products to spending patterns

Increased need of data to develop flexible
and best-fit credit models 
affordability and no access to credit
requires business to take on risk



Strategy 

Élan RDC focused on supporting private sector players in the DRC to address the affordability gap for
both solar PV products and modern cooking solutions to allow the sector to both flourish and be able
to reach the desired demographics of poorer households, women and vulnerable population groups
in the Élan RDC regions North Kivu, South Kivu, Kasai and Kasai Central.  

This strategy demanded a combination of direct financial support and technical assistance to increase both the
uptake of renewable and clean energy products and increase the capacity and investment in the sector.
Interventions were different levels in the sector: at a government/BEE level, at the wider international and
regional renewable and clean energy sector, integrated into local businesses and finally at a direct consumer
level. The strategy differentiated between off-grid and on-grid. Off-grid areas are defined as areas where there
is no grid connection for households or businesses, while on-grid areas allow households and businesses to
enjoy the lower cost of the grid but still experience frequent black and brown outs. 
 

Affordability: products need to be offered at affordable prices or through credit mechanisms that are in
line with the lack of consistent income of poorer households; 
Accessibility: alternative energy products need to be as accessible as the current ubiquitous products (e.g.
candles, kerosene, batteries, charcoal, generators, fuel); 
Simplicity and alignment: although mobile money provides many operational advantages over cash, rural
poorer households make more use of cash and the relatively higher transaction costs for smaller payments
could be considered prohibitive; 
Information and marketing: although this demographic presents a higher risk to clean energy
businesses, investing very scarce resources in a new type of energy product or service is at least equally as
risky for poor households. This requires bespoke marketing and awareness raising activities to convey the
message using the right channel and context. 

Experience from Élan RDC and from other countries, businesses and programming points to the following
factors that should be prioritised when targeting poorer consumers:
 

Results 

Élan RDC’s interventions in the renewable energy sector have been transformative. In 2014 there was no sector
to speak of, with very few players and a limited range of uncertified small solar lamps, sold on a cash basis in
informal markets. Today there are more than a dozen companies selling a range of certified devices— from
pico-solar chargers, to solar home systems and mini grid providers — throughout the country. These products
are now provided through credit and utility models (e.g. PAYGO) to match customer payment habits, while
customers are aware of the benefits through extensive marketing via radio/TV and social media. This new
industry has coalesced around a national association to improve the business environment which has been
successful in gathering the governments attention, most recently through the launch of national fund for off-
grid energy by the President of the DRC. Almost 130,000 people (of which 42% are female and 58% male) were
reached with Elan’s interventions, contributing over £9 million in total net positive income change. 

Élan RDC’s market interventions were focused on engagement with private companies and stakeholders with
the criteria to be sustainable, scalable and resilient to external shocks. Elan supported RE businesses to jump
start the renewable energy sector into benefitting large numbers of low-income consumers, with the following
results: 
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Élan RDC supported ICS producers in Kinshasa, Lubumbashi and Goma to increase production and sales (over 31,000 ICS
sold during Élan RDC), and attracted Africa’s most successful ICS company, Burn, into the DRC. The programme drew
major international solar companies (d.light, Omnivoltaic, Greenlight Planet and BBOXX), linked them with local suppliers
(e.g. Altech, GoShop, Dev Solaire, EcoMwinda, Mastajabu) and engaged related companies such as Orange and Total. In
addition, Élan RDC supported companies to move into less profitable areas where more beneficiaries could be found.
Through its interventions, two companies have setup in the Kasai, and products have been sold in Equateur and remote
areas of the Kivus. Finally, Élan RDC also supported these companies in being ready for external investment through TA
(i.e. financial models, linking them up to investors through events) and leveraging more investments with additional small
grants.  

Supporting new RE entrants and new areas in the DRC 

Élan RDC initially supported direct sales to provide customer savings, reliability and health benefits of these new
technologies. However, the big shift has come from Pay-As-You-Go (PAYGO) and credit sales aligned better with current
customer spending habits. Élan RDC has supported the build, training and marketing of PAYGO business models and as
a result Élan RDC partners have extended more than US$5 million of credit to consumers, providing affordable access to
quality products. In its second phase Élan RDC has continued this line by supporting the creation of the first PAYGO
platform for cookstoves and supported the back-end IT platform for companies to be able to scale more efficiently and
control credit. 

New business models, tools and platforms 

Once enough significant players had joined the market, Élan RDC supported the establishment of a renewable energy
association – ACERD (Association Congolaise pour les Energies Renouvelables et Décentralisées). The association works
on advocacy issues and acts as a platform to support the industry’s long-term growth. As a result, the national Mwinda
renewable energy fund has been communicated exclusively through ACERD and it has successfully brought the national
government to the table. Élan RDC also sponsored the first mass marketing campaign for renewable energy products in
the DRC. This national multi-channel campaign, in partnership with all the market players, raised consumer awareness 

Enabling environment and awareness 

Élan RDC’s involvement in ACERD has been facilitative in nature, but its influence and
direction has provided the necessary strategy for the association to be successful. The
idea of the Mwinda fund has been something that Élan RDC has discussed with all of the
major partners in ACERD. It was Élan RDC’s documentation and support that enabled
ACERD to draft a convincing white paper to the Ministry detailing the importance and
opportunity of this fund. Furthermore, its support in organizing events, communication
with global bodies such as GOGLA and outreach to donors (e.g. USAID, GIZ and ENABEL)
has provided ACERD with the credibility to become the platform on which this national
fund was presented. This highlights the importance of a credible association and the
catalytic and strategic role that it can play, especially in a nascent sector and challenging
environment. 

Case Study: ACERD’s Mwinda renewable energy fund 
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Lessons learnt 

The RE sector has advanced enormously since the first phase of Élan RDC and the DRC has attracted international
attention as a country of large opportunity for off-grid energy solutions. Especially the recent presidential endorsement of
the sector and the new and ambitious targets for energy access has put the sector on a course of rapid development.  

The current challenge for the sector is to manage expectations and ensure alignment among a diverse set of
stakeholders, including public agencies, NGOs, donors and civil society. These stakeholders each have a role to play
related to policy, finance, market development and the wider enabling environment. Coordination has been and will
remain challenging. Private sector stakeholders in particular will need to draw on their experience and business maturity
to navigate this new phase; strong international and local players with adequate business controls and systems can
manage this, but for smaller or newer players (especially those in the cooking sector) this will be challenging. The role of
ACERD will be crucial in this phase; to support all private sector actors by playing a coordinating and agenda setting role
and limit double efforts and confusion. In addition, all companies will struggle with the limited pool of financial and
technical skills in the DRC to support this rapid growth.  
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The programme drew major international solar and ICS companies (d.light, Burn Manufacturing, Omnivoltaic,
Greenlight Planet and BBOXX), linked them with local suppliers (e.g. Altech, GoShop, Dev Solaire, EcoMwinda,
Mastajabu) and engaged related companies such as Orange and Total. In addition, Élan RDC supported
companies to move into less profitable areas where more Élan RDC beneficiaries can be found. Through its
interventions, two companies have setup in the Kasai, and products have been sold in Equateur and remote
areas of the Kivus. In addition, Élan RDC has also supported markets in crises and areas of internally displaced
people (IDPs) through a pilot with Altech in Lusenda (South Kivu) refugee camp and by disseminating a report
analysing the benefits of RE products through workshops held with different humanitarian actors active in the
DRC. 

For businesses to enter a totally new market or new area carries a lot of financial and operational risk. This is especially
true for the DRC which present RE companies with high logistical costs and complexity, an unfavourable policy and
regulatory environment, and limited financing availability for renewable energy and energy efficient products. This
contributed to a lack of actors with financial, technical and operational RE expertise in the DRC, and secondary cities
and/or overlooked areas not served by RE companies. 

DEV Solaire, Altech, BBOXX, Schneider, Total RDC, D.light  

Élan RDC sought to support companies in managing these risks by either buying out this risk by supporting the additional
HR, logistics and marketing costs to enter the DRC or new areas. Élan RDC also provided business connections by linking
actors along the value chain. 

1 Supporting new RE entrants and new areas in the DRC 

Key Issues 

The Role of Élan RDC 

Results 

Partners 
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The geographical areas are: Kinshasa, Kongo Central, Equateur, North and South Kivus, Kananga, Katanga 



Altech, Angaza, BBOXX, D.light, Dev Solaire, Omnivoltaic, Orange 

Locations: Kinshasa, Lubumbashi, Kolwezi, North and South Kivu 
 

Élan RDC sought to increase the uptake of RE products by supporting the development of credit or utility schemes
whereby customers pay for their systems or the service over time. Élan RDC has supported the build, training and
marketing of PAYGO business models. For example, Élan RDC supported Altech by linking it with manufacturers
Greenlight Planet and Omnivoltaic that provided products that were both Lighting Global Certified (which provides
customers with the additional assurance that they are receiving quality goods that will last) and have embedded
technology that enables PAYGO systems. Élan RDC also linked Altech to Angaza, providers of off-the-shelf PAYGO
management software, who trained the Altech finance team and ambassadors on how to manage credit. Finally, Élan RDC
supported DevSolaire, D.light and BBOXX with large marketing campaigns, operational support and logistics support to
enable the companies to provide, communicate and manage credit sales in new areas. In its second phase, Élan RDC
worked together with Altech and Ensemble pour la difference to develop Sombabien: the first app based PYAGO system
for ICS and eventually charcoal.   

Solar devices and improved cookstoves are novelty to DRC consumers, who do not understand their benefits. They also
seem expensive to consumers who have low purchasing powers, and hesitate to put hard-earned money into what they
think are unproven devices, even though they allow substantial savings on fuel or traditional lighting. Selling these new
devices meant shifting away from traditional retail models towards direct sales to demonstrate the benefits of renewable
energy products, and credit for consumers to be able to access these products were needed.  

As a result, Élan RDC partners have extended more than US$5 million of credit to consumers, providing
affordable access to quality products. In its second phase, Élan RDC has continued this line by supporting the
creation of the first PAYGO platform for cookstoves and supported the back-end IT platform for companies to be
able to scale more efficiently and control credit. 
 
 

New business models, tools and platforms 2

Key Issues 

The Role of Élan RDC 

Results 

Partners 
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Locations: Kinshasa, Lubumbashi, Kolwezi, North and South Kivu 
 



Nationwide with all RE actors and a marketing company 

Élan RDC needed to take steps to ensure that there was an organized private sector representation in discussions with
public actors.  Élan RDC’s role in reaching this long-term objective was to strategically ensure all the right pieces were in
place before an association could be launched. First of all, Élan RDC was well aware that the strength and efficiency of
such an organization would depend on the members, therefore the first priority was establishing a solid group of
national and international actors in the DRC. The second step was making sure that the sales of RE products had reached
a figure that would show public actors that the mass adoption of off-grid solutions in the DRC is plausible. When these
two points were established, Élan RDC tackled the final issue: awareness of RE products which Élan RDC tackled through
the launch of a nationwide marketing campaign together with all the local and international RE actors. 

Unfavourable policy and regulatory environment slowed access and adoption of renewable energy technologies. 

Once the objectives above had been reached, Élan RDC led the establishment of a renewable energy association
– ACERD (Association Congolaise pour les Energies Renouvelables et Décentralisées). The association works on
advocacy issues and acts as a platform to support the industry’s long-term growth. As a result of Elan’s work
supporting ACERD, the concept and launch of the national renewable energy fund, Mwinda, is now a reality.
Mwinda is a subsidy fund that aims to tackle the affordability of RE products through direct results-based
financing. The Mwinda fund has been presented by the President of the DRC through ACERD and as a result has
successfully brought the national government to the table. This is a big step towards the validation of ACERD as
the key body representing the private RE sector in the DRC. Élan RDC also sponsored the first mass marketing
campaign for renewable energy products in the DRC. This national multi-channel campaign, in partnership with
all the market players, raised consumer awareness and public awareness. This indirectly helped individual
companies, such as BBOXX get tax exemption through the notoriety of the campaign which ran on TV, radio and
through billboards and events in major cities.   
 

Enabling environment and awareness 3

Key Issues 

The Role of Élan RDC 

Results 

Partners 
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www.elanrdc.com

ELAN RDC ELANRDC ELANRDC ELAN RDC

This report was made possible through a collaborative effort between our donor,
government, NGO, and private sector partners. We want to thank Aditi Rajyalaxmi, Team
Leader, Private Sector Development and Investment Team, FCDO, and the rest of the
FCDO team for scoping, inputs, and review. Our appreciation, as well, to Lucine Le Moal,
Team Leader, Élan RDC, for her leadership and guidance across Élan RDC's sectors.
Lastly, our work would not be possible without support from our private sector, NGO,
and government partners. Thank you.

https://www.elanrdc.com/#welcome
https://www.linkedin.com/in/elanrdc
https://twitter.com/ELANRDC
https://twitter.com/ELANRDC
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCZsHqm_JsBb2W4Ir4LoVn3w

