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SUMMARY 

The need to address Global South energy access issues – both electricity and clean cooking – is urgent and 

increasingly recognised as critical to achieving broader development goals. However, what is far less well 

understood is that decentralisation (the transfer of powers from a central to more local authority) has clear and 

distinct relevance to the energy sector and offers significant opportunities to accelerate more equitable access to 

modern energy services. Drawing on the findings of a four-year research project1 into decentralised energy 

governance in Kenya, this policy brief highlights the relevance of decentralisation to energy, the roles decentralised 

institutions could play, and the likely challenges to implementation and possible policy responses. Marked 

geographical variations in governance quality across four case study counties are also revealed. 

 
 

Introduction  

Decentralisation – the transfer of authority, powers, 

resources, and responsibilities from central to lower-

level (more local) actors – has become an established 

political process in most countries around the world2.  

Advocates argue decentralisation results in more 

informed, responsive, and accountable governance, 

that enables greater democratisation and improved 

service delivery3. Critics have noted the presumed 

benefits of decentralisation are often limited by local 

authority capacity, and the reluctance of central 

governments to cede effective power and resources4. 

In the Global South5, decentralisation has been 

advocated by development agencies since the 1970s 

as a way to improve governance and service delivery 

by circumnavigating the perceived corruption and 

patronage politics of the centralised state6. Yet, 

despite decentralisation often being incorporated into 

development planning in key sectors such as water, 

health and agriculture, little attention has been paid 

to how decentralised governance might address 

pressing energy access issues. Specifically, the 770 

million people who lack access to electricity, and the 

2.6 billion people without clean cooking facilities7. The 

latter is more urgent due to the severe environmental 

and health impacts from cooking with polluting fuels 

such as wood and charcoal, with the resultant 

household air pollution attributable to 4 million 

premature deaths annually8. 

KEY POINTS 

• Decentralisation has clear and distinct 

relevance to Global South energy access issues.  

• Power imbalances have resulted in energy 

access issues being addressed sub-optimally in 

Kenya due to excessive emphasis on national 

government grid electricity priorities, with 

urgently needed small scale off-grid electricity 

and clean cooking initiatives overlooked.  

• Marked geographical variations in governance 

quality are evident at the sub-national level. 

POLICY MESSAGE 

The key role of decentralised energy governance is 

to develop and maintain networks of local actors to 

advocate for and facilitate more locally appropriate 

energy access solutions (esp. clean cooking and 

small scale off-grid), while providing effective 

checks and balances to central government. To 

enable this role, the following are recommended: 

• Clearer legislative demarcation between 

national and sub-national energy roles. 

• Streamlined regulation to facilitate 

decentralised off-grid electricity initiatives. 

• More geographically even capacity building. 

• Increased community engagement.  

• A facilitator (rather than implementor) role 

adopted by the sub-national government 

level, coordinating local actor networks to 

develop locally appropriate energy initiatives. 
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Why decentralisation matters 

Decentralisation is highly relevant to energy as the 

process could help address centralised governance 

failings, which have been viewed as the key underlying 

factor impeding equitable energy access – especially in 

sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). The former United Nations 

Secretary-General, Kofi Annan stressed that: 

For too long, Africa’s leaders have been content 

to oversee highly centralized energy systems 

designed to benefit the rich and bypass the poor 

… Governance of power utilities is at the heart of 

Africa’s energy crisis. Governments often view 

utilities primarily as sites of political patronage 

and vehicles for corruption, providing affordable 

energy can be a distant secondary concern9.  

Central governments have been “content to oversee 

centralized energy systems” because grid utilities 

(particularly transmission and distribution (T&D)) tend 

to be powerful de facto state monopolies in the Global 

South. Given the tendency for rent seeking within such 

monopolies and the lucrativeness of the energy 

sector, central governments have operated to protect 

their grid interests10. Yet, weak T&D infrastructure has 

left grid electricty unreliable and expensive and access 

rates in SSA are among the world’s lowest11. Off-grid 

solutions have been overlooked despite being the 

least cost option for 55% of SSA gaining access by 

203012. Clean cooking has received even less 

investment under centralised grid-centric policy13.   

The potential of decentralised governance  

Research into Global South decentralised energy 

governance is limited but the few existing studies 

stress the benefits of such governance: notably, 

greater energy democratisation, and improved energy 

efficiency, security, resilience, and affordability14. 

Decentralisation is noted as having “special relevance” 

to off-grid energy as both concern changing 

relationships between different scales of activity and 

greater emphasis on smaller scales15. Scholars advise 

the two need to be considered together to maximise 

opportunities but warn the dominance of centralised 

grid interests is a major political economy barrier16. 

Studies also highlight decentralisation has distinct 

relevance to energy due to the difficulties complex 

energy infrastructure poses for effective governance, 

particularly infrastructure solutions spanning multiple 

scales and jurisdictions (e.g. national and local). These 

overlaps can create tensions between decentralised 

bodies and the incumbent centralised institutions, 

regulatory agencies, and market actors17. To address 

these issues, leading energy scholars stress 

governance needs to integrate both decentralised and 

centralised approaches as “this allows for 

contextualization, experimentation and innovation, 

which can lead to sustainable infrastructure solutions 

and learning across scales”18. Yet, within such 

approaches, the potential roles of decentralised 

institutions are not well understood.  

In response, this policy brief examines the Kenyan 

energy decentralisation process and its critical 

underlying power dynamics (the first analysis of this 

type in the Global South) to assess the key roles 

decentralised institutions could play, the likely 

challenges to implementation and possible policy 

responses. Significant variations in governance quality 

across four county case studies – Migori, Nakuru, 

Nairobi, and Turkana (Figure 1) – are also highlighted. 

Figure 1. Case study counties 

 

Kenyan decentralisation 

Instituted in 2013 (following the adoption of the new 

constitution in 2010), Kenyan decentralisation has 

been cited as “among the most rapid and ambitious 

devolution processes in the world”19. 47 counties were 

newly formed, each with: elected governments 

allocated political, fiscal and administrative powers 

over delivery of key services; a guarantee of at least 
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15% of national revenue; and constitutional 

safeguards to the county executive. Kenya’s “quasi-

federal”20 system has been cited as a “genuine 

reform” rather than (as often seen in other SSA 

decentralisation processes) a superficial measure, 

which paradoxically consolidates central authority21. 

Energy sector developments post-2013 

Despite the seemingly favourable legislative context 

for decentralised governance, the energy sector post-

decentralisation has remained dominated by national 

government who seem reluctant to relinquish 

effective power. National government interests in grid 

extension and ‘grid island’22 initiatives have been 

excessively prioritised, increasing access to electricity 

but sub-optimally and inequitably. Government data 

states access rose from 32% of households in 2013 to 

75% in 201823, but these figures represent physical 

availability and actual use is much lower as many 

households cannot afford the available electricity24. 

Maintaining loss-making connections and a 

generation surplus (currently 500MW) incurs costs 

that are passed on to consumers, further impeding 

affordability and uptake – a vicious circle25.   

The focus on the grid has also seen small scale off-grid 

electricity and clean cooking overlooked. Both are 

urgently needed. 10.2% of all households, most in the 

14 historically marginalised Arid and Semi-arid (ASAL) 

counties, are beyond the grid’s viable reach and 

require off-grid solutions26. Moreover, 80% of Kenyans 

still cook with biomass, leading to 21,650 deaths per 

year27. Current pathways will see Kenya miss its 2028 

SE4All target of universal access to clean cooking28. 

The impact of power relations  

The continued dominance of centralised governance 

has been underpinned by significant power 

imbalances: National government use of controls over 

legislation, regulation and resources have served to 

prioritise grid-centric policy and restrict the 

development of decentralised energy governance.  

Most detrimental to decentralised governance has 

been the prolonged national government failure to 

develop a clear legislative framework for energy. At 

the Constitution’s 2010 unveiling, there was tacit 

understanding of the need to clarify energy roles as 

the Constitution provided only a broad overview, 

allocating key energy planning powers to counties but 

providing no specifics of what these plans should 

encompass (Table 1). County and national reticulation 

and regulation roles also contained overlaps29, leading 

to uncertainty and responsibilities being 

misinterpreted30.  

Table 1. Energy roles under the constitution 

National Government  County Government  

Energy policy including 
electricity & gas 
reticulation and energy 
regulation (31)* 

County planning and 
development (8)  
including: (e) electricity & 
gas reticulation and energy 
regulation.  

 Street lighting (5b)  

*Function (role) number as listed in the Constitution  

Yet, a new energy bill was not released until 201531. 

Passed by parliament, the bill was vetoed by the 

President in 2016 because the central executive 

wished to reduce the share of petroleum revenue 

allocated to counties and local communities – a 

prominent issue after the 2012 discovery of oil in 

Turkana County. This self-serving veto was widely 

regarded as the main barrier to decentralised energy 

governance as it left the Energy Act 2006 as the 

operative law which preceded decentralisation and 

did not specify county energy roles, creating a 

legislative void in which counties lacked agency and 

power to operate32.   

A detailed breakdown of national and county energy 

roles only arrived in 2019 with the passing of the 

Energy Act 2019. The sector was part-decentralised 

but uncertainty continued as many roles lacked clear 

demarcation of where national and county 

responsibilities began and ended, impeding 

coordination. Most key electricity roles remained at 

national level, including policy, regulation, generation, 

and transmission. The parastatals (e.g. KPLC, EPRA and 

KenGen)33 governing these areas also remained 

national government dominated, undertaking only 

limited administrative restructuring (such as opening 

county offices) to accommodate decentralisation.   

Critically, there was little provision for autonomous, 

streamlined county level decision-making as all 

electricity sector regulatory oversight continued to be 
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held by national government34. While this is 

understandable with grid electricity to aid national 

coordination, the need for national government 

permissions for small scale off-grid initiatives makes 

less sense, especially as networks of decentralised 

actors have been the primary drivers in Kenya of off-

grid initiatives35 and have significant potential to 

facilitate urgently needed clean cooking initiatives36. 

Off-grid systems could operate independently or in 

parallel to the grid and this stringent regulatory 

oversight has disincentivised and impeded county 

interventions37.   

The lack of clear county energy roles and limited 

electricity sector restructuring appears to imply that 

administrative decentralisation (or ‘deconcentration’) 

is what the national government would prefer, rather 

than autonomous, political and fiscal decentralisation 

that might lead to resources and revenues being 

drawn from the centre. Resources have centred on 

national government grid interests rather than smaller 

scale off-grid and clean cooking initiatives where 

national government would have less control38. Given 

that energy is one of the top three most lucrative 

ministries39 and alleged to be subject to elite 

capture40, the central government preference for 

deconcentration seems to reflect how energy, more 

than other sectors, is seen as too politically and 

financially important to decentralise more fully.  

Capacity 

Capacity issues have limited decentralised energy 

governance. The uncertainty over county roles and 

excessive regulatory oversight has seen many counties 

understandably unwilling to assign limited resources 

to the sector, with nearly half not establishing energy 

departments41. Many administrations lack qualified 

personnel to carry out key roles, such as conducting 

energy audits, managing energy portfolios, and 

assessing the merits of various energy technologies to 

make informed procurement decisions42.  

Counties have also often not appreciated the energy 

roles they could play despite the national government 

controls over the sector. First term County Energy 

Plans (CEPs) and Integrated Development Plans 

(CIDPs) overlooked feasible roles in demand creation 

for the grid along with facilitating urgently needed 

small-scale off-grid and clean cooking initiatives – 

which have lower costs, fewer regulatory controls, and 

where national government exerts less monopolistic 

control. Far more prominent have been streetlighting 

programmes, which have less developmental impact 

but are highly visible and therefore have political 

prestige. Street lighting is also one of the few clearly 

demarked county specific functions (Table 1) and may 

also have been prioritised because of their relative 

simplicity to implement43. 

However, the national government is primarily 

responsible for these capacity issues as it is charged by 

the Constitution with building county capacity but has 

provided insufficient support. A national planning 

framework to guide and standardise CEPs was only 

finalised in 2018 and has still to be effectively rolled 

out44. Support for counties has also been limited from 

large multinational donors (e.g. World Bank, UNDP) 

who have primarily used national government as a 

conduit for distributing funds and support, leading to 

resources primarily targeting national government 

grid priorities45. Various other smaller international, 

national, and local actors have engaged in county 

capacity building, but interventions have been 

geographically uneven: some counties have received 

far more assistance than others due mainly to political 

economy factors such as pre-existing relationships or 

aligned interests in particular energy technologies or 

commerce opportunities46. Counties lacking these 

features have limited scope to lobby for greater 

support and risk being left behind.   

Community level engagement and land rights 

Checks to national government dominance have been 

limited but have mostly occurred where community 

awareness and willingness to protest over land rights 

affected by energy projects has created leverage and 

bottom-up pressure. Such cases have resulted in the 

few instances where stakeholders from all scales have 

been coerced into engaging with each other47. Most 

prominent has been the successful community led 

movement against the planned national government 

1050MW coal plant in Lamu County: a non-sensical 

project given the already large surplus grid supply and 
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the need to rely on costly imported coal while vast 

renewable energy resources remain untapped48.  

Despite these successes, communities have tended to 

see the main value of decentralisation as service 

delivery rather than participatory politics, suggesting 

the link between how the latter often leads to the 

former has not been effectively made49. A lack of 

community sensitisation is largely responsible50, 

although it is unrealistic for a county government to 

have meaningful direct engagement with every 

community in its jurisdiction, and instead requires 

locally based intermediaries (e.g. NGOs/Civil Society 

Organisations (CSOs)) to ascertain community energy 

needs. This implies counties adopting a role of 

facilitator rather than implementor of energy 

initiatives, with county administrations ideally placed 

to gather data from these local intermediaries on the 

nature, extent and likely solutions of local energy 

issues; information they can subsequently use to 

direct actors they deem capable to address these 

issues in a manner appropriate to the local context.   

Geographical variations 

The quality of decentralised energy governance has 

varied significantly between counties, underpinned by 

key socio-economic and political factors (Table 2). The 

capacity of county energy departments has been the 

main determiner, varying considerably owing largely 

to how much counties prioritised, and therefore 

allocated resources to energy – itself largely a function 

of how electorally important energy was in each 

county. The priority given to decentralised energy 

governance was also influenced by other factors: 

historically marginalised counties were found to value 

decentralisation more, while some counties with 

higher energy access rates prioritised energy less.   

More effective decentralised energy governance has 

also emerged in counties which have had access to 

capacity building support and where local non-

governmental organisations and the community level 

are more prominent in developing locally appropriate 

energy solutions and able to apply bottom-up 

pressure to centralised governance. These efforts are 

likely to be far more effective where they are well 

coordinated – a role county governments are ideally 

placed to play. 

Table 2. Factors influencing the quality of decentralised 

energy governance. 

Factor Less ↔ More evident 

1. Historically marginalised Nai Nak Mig Tur 

2. Electoral importance of 
energy access 

Nai Mig Nak Tur 

3. County access to 
capacity building support 

Mig Nai Nak Tur 

4. County energy dept. 
capacity 

Nai Mig Nak Tur 

5. Local non-gov actors 
engaged 

Nai Mig Nak Tur 

6. Community level 
engaged  

Nai Mig Nak Tur 

7. Sub-national actors 
coordinated 

Mig Nai Tur Nak 

Mig=Migori, Nai=Nairobi, Nak=Nakuru, Tur=Turkana 

Table 2 highlights how these factors have been more 

evident in Turkana than the other three case study 

counties. Turkana has prioritised energy, allocating 

knowledgeable personnel in key positions, which has 

aided the county in challenging national government, 

particularly its top-down governance of local off-grid 

and oil resources. The prioritisation of energy is also 

driven by broader political interests. Turkana sees its 

petroleum resource as a key conduit to challenging 

national government and undoing historical 

marginalisation, and thus having a capable energy 

department is essential to these aims. However, this 

objective has gained far more traction through the 

interactions of a broad range of local non-

governmental stakeholders, such as the church and 

CSOs which have been instrumental in sensitising 

communities and strengthening the leverage of their 

voice. This has helped generate significant bottom-up 

pressure, assisting the development of more evenly 

balanced power relations between county and 

national government than in the other three counties.  

There are also signs of multi-stakeholder governance 

in Nakuru. The county has received capacity building 

support from several national and international non-

government actors and started to interact with the 

local private sector and NGOs on energy issues. This 

engagement could assist the development of off-grid 

electricity and clean cooking initiatives although the 
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county energy department is critically underfunded 

and understaffed, undermining the potential of such 

interventions. Decentralised energy governance has 

been far less effective in Migori and Nairobi, whose 

energy departments are also severely under-

resourced. This issue is exacerbated In Migori by a lack 

of energy expertise at the county executive and poor 

coordination between the executive and energy 

department. In Nairobi, the widespread availability of 

grid electricity (albeit costly and often unreliable) and 

the close proximity of the national government 

appears to have resulted in energy not being 

prioritised by the county administration, creating 

within the capital an extra layer of bureaucracy 

without clearly discernible results51. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the findings suggest governance 

arrangements that integrate both decentralised and 

centralised approaches have worked most effectively 

when one key stakeholder group is not operating at an 

overwhelming position of strength compared to the 

other(s). In Kenya, this scenario is most evident in 

county interactions with smaller non-governmental 

organisations, and community interactions with 

stakeholders over land rights. Yet, these relationships 

have mostly not materialised due to national 

government control over key power levers which have 

created significant power imbalances, although 

marked variations exist between counties.  

National government has used this control to 

excessively (and often nonsensically) prioritise its own 

grid electricity interests that only work for parts of the 

population. Thus, the overarching conclusion is that 

the key role of Kenyan decentralised energy 

governance is to develop and maintain robust 

networks of local actors to provide effective checks 

and balances to ‘top-down’ governance, while also 

advocating for and facilitating more locally 

appropriate energy access solutions (especially clean 

cooking and small scale off-grid initiatives): without 

which, energy access inequities are likely to persist. 

KEY POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

To unlock the potential for decentralised energy 

governance to develop and maintain networks of local 

actors – the key role advocated by this paper – the 

following are recommended: 

Clear energy legislation and regulation demarcating 

where decentralised roles begin and end is crucial for 

autonomous decision making at the sub-national level. 

Legislation is most effective if it: is in place before sub-

national authorities assume roles; is a result of multi-

stakeholder engagement that facilitates support and 

understanding; and stipulates clear minimum 

standards for sub-national roles to avoid excessive 

central government regulatory oversight52. 

Evenly distributed capacity building is key to 

developing decentralised (and centralised) energy 

governance institutions. Policy instruments and more 

cognizant donor interventions are therefore required 

to address the political economy factors which have 

led to imbalances over where and to who this support 

is delivered. Support needs to be proceeded by clear 

legislative guidelines and transfers of power to 

motivate recipients of capacity building. 

Increased community sensitisation by government 

and non-government actors on energy issues and the 

community role in decentralised energy governance is 

critical to developing locally appropriate energy 

policies and providing checks and balances to 

inappropriate national and sub-national energy 

policies. Without community level bottom-up 

pressure, the likelihood of effective and 

representative energy governance is significantly 

reduced.  

County government as facilitator rather than 

implementor of energy initiatives. Operating at a more 

localised scale, sub-national administrations are 

ideally placed to develop, coordinate, and maintain 

networks of local stakeholders to undertake activities 

which enhance access to locally appropriate energy 

solutions. This is particularly critical as such networks 

have been the primary drivers of initiatives to develop 

small-scale off-grid electricity and clean cooking – the 

interventions most urgently needed to address energy 

access inequities in Kenya and SSA. 
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