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This issue brief defines a series of best practices that Oxfam 
believes should guide Power Africa’s investments and operations. 
Oxfam’s decades-long experience in 
development assistance and in 
measuring the effectiveness of public 
investments in development has 
yielded important lessons regarding 
how to incorporate strong social and 
environmental safeguards into 
program design and implementation.  

Oxfam believes that developing countries have 
the right to develop their own resources for 
energy generation, provided that governments 
follow international human rights, environmental 
laws and standards, and established safeguards. 
Some key standards and principles include 

 robust community engagement  
upholding the principle of free, prior, and  
informed consent as well as human rights of impacted communities; 

 publicly reporting detailed information about projects to ensure that citizens 
can hold their governments accountable; and  

 developing projects that are defined and implemented with specific 
development outcomes which would deliver reliable energy access to the 
poor in urban and rural areas. 

BACKGROUND ON POWER AFRICA  

Power Africa is a multi-agency presidential initiative designed to enable electricity 
access across the continent, with the goals of providing 30,000 MW of new, cleaner 
power generation capacity and adding at least 60 million new connections. In its first 
two years, Power Africa has monitored hundreds of projects and has committed to 
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invest in those that have the potential to deliver approximately half the initiative’s 
stated electricity generation and distribution goals.1 Investments are primarily public-
private partnerships, where USAID plays a lead coordination role with private 
companies, external financers, and relevant African government agencies on behalf 
of the twelve US government agencies involved. To date, the US government has 
committed more than $7 billion to Power Africa and, according to USAID estimates, 
has leveraged a total of $43 billion from public and private sector partners, including 
the World Bank, the African Development Bank (AfDB), and the European Union.2 

POWER AFRICA INVESTMENTS TO DATE  

The 2014 Power Africa Annual Report stated that of all projects directly invested in or 
supported, as well as prospective projects being monitored, natural gas (a non-
renewable on-grid source) accounted for more than half of generation capacity 
(13,000 MW of the 24,000 MW being tracked), while solar (including both 
concentrated solar power (CSP) and photovoltaic (PV)) had the largest number of 
transactions (60 out of 180 total).2 While natural gas has attracted the largest 
financial commitments to date, there is an increasingly likely shift towards renewable 
projects within the portfolio, including both decentralized renewable projects and 
large-scale renewable projects. This can be attributed to the dramatic decrease in 
price of renewable energy in 
recent years as well as its 
decentralized nature, suitable  
for meeting the needs of rural 
energy poor. 

BEYOND THE GRID 

More than 60 percent of the 
energy poor in Africa live in rural 
areas that will not benefit from 
on-grid interventions (increased 
capacity or grid extension).  
The Administration therefore 
recognized early on that Power 
Africa’s connectivity goal would not be reached if its portfolio were largely dominated 
by on-grid projects. Beyond the Grid, a sub-initiative of Power Africa, was launched 
to specifically cater to off-grid needs.3 The strategy explicitly states that 
approximately half of the 60 million new connections projected will be reached 
through off-grid investments. 

                                                 
1
 https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1860/USAID_PowerAfrica_Roadmap.pdf  

2
  Ibid 

3
  https://www.usaid.gov/powerafrica/beyondthegrid  
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SEVEN BEST PRACTICES FOR PRO-POOR 
DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 

The Power Africa initiative follows a set of investment principles designed to expand 
energy access and meet the needs of the poor in a sustainable and equitable 
manner.4 While some international best practices on project implementation are 
included, it is unclear how these principles are enforced 
across agencies or how they are applied throughout a 
project’s life cycle. To date, the specific environmental 
and social (E&S) standards applied (or “safeguards” as 
referred to in this brief) vary, depending on the nature of 
the transaction and the partner association. Projects do, 
however, typically cite IFC Performance Standards or 
World Bank Safeguards. Oxfam’s recommendations are 
intended to help operationalize these principles and 
should be used as guidelines for improving safeguard 
design and implementation. 

1.   Evaluate and report public pro-poor benefits 
throughout the life cycle of the project 

All projects must be designed according to a clearly defined public purpose for the 
energy poor. Many existing projects, specifically those enabling energy access, do 
not address the needs of the poor as a key performance indicator throughout their 
life cycles. They rely instead on assumed benefits for the poor while primarily 
benefiting others, such as industrial end-users. The success of an intervention— 
from identification to design, appraisal, implementation, evaluation, and continual 
monitoring—should be measured by how many poor people without access to 
electricity are now better off in terms of quality energy access, leading to 
improvements in their overall livelihoods. 

2.   Define all associated facilities of the project  

E&S safeguards, particularly those designed to protect the rights and livelihoods of 
vulnerable populations, such as indigenous peoples, should be applied to the project 
in its entirety, including all associated and related infrastructure facilities within its 
area of influence. Due diligence should be applied to facilities that are both upstream 
and downstream of the intervention even if they are not part of the specific 
parameters of the financial transaction, especially if such facilities would not exist in 
lieu of the project. Examples that are particularly relevant for Power Africa are 
transmission lines, pipelines, and other infrastructure. Such facilities need to be 
clearly defined at the onset of the project, when EIA’s are conducted, and 
subsequently added as they become apparent throughout its life cycle.  

                                                 
4
  https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1860/PA_2015_Report_V16_TAGGING_508.pdf  
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3.   Apply risk categorization that accurately reflects potential adverse impacts 

Risk categorization can be incorrectly applied when projects are initially assessed. 
Depending on the categorization applied to a project during the initial screening 
process—whether a letter system or an explicit designation of high, significant, or low 
risk—safeguards are implemented in a differentiated manner, with higher risk 
projects subject to stronger due diligence. As such, an incorrect categorization can 
result in poor planning, missed opportunities to identify risks, weak supervision, and 
potentially massive E&S failures. 

Power Africa coordinates an array of projects with differing levels of risk. It is 
important to identify all potential risks to the local population, deferring to the highest 
level of relevant risk categorization rather than aiming for expediency with the lowest. 
For power projects with a potential impact on land tenure, water, ecosystem 
services, and indigenous people, higher risk categorization should be required. The 
World Bank’s own independent evaluation group has demonstrated that proper 
categorization combined with appropriate adherence to environmental and social 

due-diligence will save money in the long 
run.5 Therefore, when in doubt, the higher risk 
categorization should be applied.  

4.   Engage in consultation and consent 
      throughout the life cycle of the project 
 

Community engagement throughout the 
entire life cycle of the project is essential to 
ensure that any energy initiative meets the 
needs of, and does not adversely affect, local 

communities. Such engagements should include a process to seek the free, prior, 
informed consent (FPIC) of indigenous peoples (coherent with international law) and 
local communities affected by the project in order to achieve the best outcomes. 
FPIC processes must be free from manipulation or coercion; allow adequate time for 
traditional decision-making processes; facilitate the sharing of objective, accurate, 
and easily understandable information; and ensure community agreement. FPIC in 
particular is being adopted in this broader sense by an increasing number of actors 
in the business community (such as Rio Tinto) as well as governments (such as the 
Economic Community of West African States) and is recognized as best practice for 
safeguarding human rights. 

Experience has shown that greater due diligence can save money rather than 
increase costs; for example, applying an FPIC process to a world-class mining 
project could have avoided $20 million a week in lost productivity due to social 
conflict.6  A lack of meaningful engagement with communities can not only 
                                                 
5
 http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSAFANDSUS/Resources/Safeguards_eval.pdf  

6
 http://www.oxfamamerica.org/static/media/files/community-consent-in-africa-jan-2014-oxfam-americaAA.PDF  
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significantly increase costs but also threaten the overall development mandate of a 
project, particularly when specific energy access needs of the people are not taken 
into account. Such consent and meaningful consultation must also be applied 

throughout the project’s life cycle and 
not be viewed as a one-off box-ticking 
exercise. This is particularly important 
for energy initiatives, which can have 
porous project boundaries and related 
facilities as well as modular additions 
that can quickly change the nature and 
scope of the project. 

 5.   Provide transparency and 
       publicly available information   
       regarding contracts and revenue 

Meaningful community engagement is 
not possible without timely, detailed, 
and comprehensive information 

available in a form that is readily accessible to affected communities. At minimum, 
Power Africa should require that all US government investments via implementing 
agencies and public private partnerships adhere to the standard set forth under the 
International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI). Assistance in policy and regulatory 
design and reform should also prioritize access to information.   

Beyond compliance with international norms for financing and revenue transparency, 
Power Africa should add its support to the global push towards contract transparency 
in public contracting, including tendering, performance, and completion. Information 
covering all pertinent aspects of the project, from relevant contractual provisions to 
the use of the project revenues—including how it will effect energy access for the 
poor—needs to be made available throughout the initiative’s life cycle. Basic data on 
the size, scope, budget, and project timeline can be published without compromising 
sensitive corporate information. Furthermore, as a best practice for ensuring 
accessible and useful information, disclosures should be made in the official 
language of the partner country. 

To maximize the value of data for public participation, Power Africa should invest in 
combining program data with other locally relevant disclosures, including reporting 
under the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative and partner country open-data 
initiatives. The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), which ranks among the 
most transparent development agencies in the world,7 should serve as a model for 
other US implementers.   

                                                 
7
 http://ati.publishwhatyoufund.org/ 
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The MCC is the third largest implementer within 
Power Africa after Ex-Im and OPIC, and strong 
transparency requirements are one of its conditions 
for entering into compacts. Yet it is unclear how 
non-MCC related initiatives will apply these 
requirements. Additionally, EIAs and Impact 
Evaluations have a direct bearing on communities 
and should be disclosed at a bare minimum.  

6.   Apply safeguards to financial intermediaries 

Power Africa uses a model that will heavily rely on partner organizations for co-
financing and implementation. It is important that safeguards are properly applied 
regardless of who is responsible for the project. In Oxfam’s work on the IFC, which 
now lends over half of its money through financial intermediaries (such as private 
equity funds or commercial banks), we have seen significant risk management 
challenges with this lending model.8  Any intermediary should have the same 
capacity to apply environmental and social due diligence as does the primary donor 
agency (e.g. USAID).  Where intermediary capacity is lacking, specific plans for 
increasing that capacity should be part of the transaction, refraining from 
implementing the project until the appropriate systems are in place. USAID should 
also have systems in place to do its own due diligence on such projects. 

7.   Enable rigorous assessments of alternatives  

To properly determine the most suitable and economically viable projects, 
assessments of alternative sources of energy are a requirement under most 
international lending best practices. These assessments both justify the overall 
initiative as a needed intervention and provide information on possible alternatives 
for achieving project goals. OPIC’s Environmental and Social Policy Statement 
makes reference to the IFC requirement to consider alternatives, including those that 
also reduce or avoid greenhouse gas emissions. Since Power Africa is committed to 
ensuring cleaner power generation, failing to properly enforce its requirement for 
alternative assessments could disregard many of the low-carbon options available, 
particularly given the increasing competitiveness of renewable energy on the 
continent.9 Importantly, when the financial feasibility of all options is assessed, full 
life-cycle costs must be accounted for. These include operational and maintenance 
costs as well as environmental and social impacts, such as the cost of adequately 
restoring livelihoods of communities who may face economic or  
physical displacement as a result of the project. Alternative  
assessments should be seen as opportunities for  
finding more effective ways of achieving project goals.  

                                                 
8
 https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/suffering-others  

9
 http://www.internationalrivers.org/resources/9185  
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