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Executive Summary
By 2050, it is projected that there will be 2.5 billion more people living in cities compared to today, and 90% of
this growth will take place across Asia (1.2 billion) and Africa (1 billion).1 The challenge of providing universal
energy access in urban areas is only increasing, due to the pace of urban growth, limits to distribution networks,
and numerous policy and technical challenges.2 Urbanisation in the global South is said to have revealed “a new
face of poverty, one in which urban communities cannot access or afford basic modern energy services for their
development and empowerment”.3
Trends relating to urbanisation, electrification, modernisation and the Covid-19 pandemic all point to the
importance of developing city-based solutions to meet the UN Sustainable Development Goals relating to
energy access (SDG7), poverty (SDG1), health (SDG2), industry and infrastructure (SDG9), inequality (SDG10),
consumption and production (SDG12), climate action (SDG13) and, of course, sustainable cities (SDG11).
In this paper, it is argued that the MECS programme can play an even more significant and wide-ranging role in
modern energy transitions in Africa and Asia if it embraces urban studies research into the complexity and
nuances of contemporary urban life in the global South.
This paper introduces a range of urban studies concepts that may prove useful in understanding the pace and
nature of modern energy cooking transitions in cities. These include socio-technical approaches, urban
assemblages, everyday urbanism, southern urbanism, and climate urbanism. These concepts invite
development practitioners and analysts to reconsider the cities and towns they are working in, to identify the
implicit assumptions being made about what constitutes the ‘urban’, and to explore how an urban focus can
drive a more nuanced understanding of opportunities, challenges and theories of change in cities. The concepts
prove particularly important in emphasising the potential value of traditional fuels, urban ‘pockets’ of
opportunity, and urban change processes.
A MECS urban research agenda is proposed towards the end of the paper, comprising of internal, desk-based
research as well as field research projects to be commissioned in 2021. The MECS Urban workstream is an
opportunity to engage in cities with high potential for modern energy cooking transitions, which will in turn
provide new and invaluable insight into the pace and nature of these transitions in urban contexts more broadly.
The work packages (WPs) relevant to external consultants and research organisations will focus on the
relationship between urban life, energy ‘access’ and cooking fuel choices (WP2) and repair, maintenance and
eWaste infrastructures (WP3).

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs - Population Division (2019, p.23).
IEA et al (2020, p.15).
3 Singh et al (2014, p.339).
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Figure 2 – Dharavi, Mumbai (credit: erin from Evanston)

“Energy poverty is no longer a rural-only phenomenon, and a concerted effort is needed to find
solutions.”4

4

Singh et al (2014, p.339).
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1 Introduction
Half of the world’s population (4 billion) do not have access to ‘modern energy cooking services’, defined as
stoves and devices that are clean, convenient, efficient, affordable, and safe to use.5 Considering this startling
statistic, the authors of The State of Access to Modern Energy Cooking Services argue that the needs of lowincome and rural households have not been adequately accounted for in efforts related to clean cooking
transitions in the global South.
It is important to recognise that low-income households and rural households are not one and the same. Despite
having greater access to a wider range of modern energy fuels (electricity, LPG, ethanol), a significant proportion
of urban populations in the global South continue to cook with biomass (predominantly firewood and charcoal).
And while in some instances this may be due to consumer preferences, affordable and reliable modern energy
cooking services remain out of the reach of the ‘urban majority’, defined broadly here as low-income and
precarious middle-class households residing in towns and cities.6 As urbanisation rates continue at pace across
Africa, Asia, and elsewhere, the realities of urban life for significant proportions of society are increasingly
insecure, challenging and complex. Patterns of marginalisation and exploitation are often reinforced by the
circuitry of financial capital, patterns of urban sprawl, and the governance and reordering of urban space. For
the clean cooking sector, this means that – despite significant gains related to electrification in urban areas, and
rising incomes for urban populations at an aggregate level – rising urban inequalities are slowing and perhaps
even reversing the transition to cleaner, more modern cooking practices. While the State of Access report may
be right to argue that interventions have not adequately responded to the needs of rural populations, the same
is also true for the urban majority.
While development policy may have an implicit urban bias, acknowledging cities as the principal drivers of
industrialisation and economic growth, development practice still tends to target rural populations deemed to
be more vulnerable, deprived, and/or marginalised.7 This paper responds to the pressing need for development
practitioners to engage more deeply in urban life and urban change processes, with respect to facilitating a
shift from biomass to modern energy alternatives for cooking. New areas of enquiry are needed if we are to
understand the wide-ranging opportunities and challenges that exist in urban and peri-urban areas throughout
sub-Sharan Africa (SSA) and South/South-East Asia (SSEA). Geographical contexts, political economies, and
cultural factors all intertwine to make the modern energy cooking landscape different from place to place, and
from city to city.
In this paper, it is argued that the MECS programme can play an even more significant and wide-ranging role in
modern energy transitions in Africa and Asia if it embraces critical urban research and reflects the insights
generated around the complexity and nuances of contemporary urban life in the global South. Insights gained
about the potential transition in rural settings as opposed to urban settings needs to be qualified with grounded,
site-specific methodologies that add detail and nuance to what we think we know about the barriers and drivers
of modern energy cooking. A focus on urban settings also presents an opportunity to engage different

Energy Sector Management Assistance Program (2020b).
Simone (2018); Karekezi and Majoro (2002).
7 Marcus and Asmorowati (2006); Battersby and Watson (2019).
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stakeholders to those that are often included in either national-level policy debates or discussions among
development practitioners. Understanding the capacities of local government and the influencing role of
community leaders will be critical to developing relevant pathways for modern energy cooking services.
Municipalities and regional governments are likely to play an extensive role in energy transitions and climate
adaptation8, and perhaps even more so than national governments. In cities, the priorities of modern energy
interventions are likely to be different to national strategies, with different implications for these cities and their
inhabitants. Important groundwork for the MECS urban workstream was laid by Gamos, SEA and others during
the SAMSET project (‘Supporting Sub-Saharan Africa’s Municipalities with Sustainable Energy Transitions’).9
Briefing notes for municipalities proved instrumental in localising the problem of biomass cooking and providing
local actors with the information to facilitate a local transition. Building on this, the MECS urban workstream
will seek to collaborate with municipal stakeholders at every stage of the development research process, from
mapping existing fuel networks to understanding local energy needs to co-creating strategies for success. It is
important to learn from cities as much as it is to target cities. This learning process helps us understand the
politics of urban energy access and everyday realities of urban life, and provides an opportunity to detach
ourselves from developmental logics that may fail to grasp these realities. It emphasises the notion that, in order
to meet the objectives of the MECS programme in cities, we must understand how cooking relates to the
aspirations, ingenuity, needs, and priorities of urban majorities.
At the heart of the MECS urban strategy is an emphasis on establishing and deepening ties with institutions in
target cities. This is not limited to governmental institutions but also to the religious institutions and civil society
organisations that contribute to the sociality of the city. These dynamics require a research agenda that engages
local decision-makers and produces local and specific data about the modern energy cooking landscape in these
urban environments and their surrounding areas. If done right, this engagement, coupled with a commitment
to lived realities and human agency, will help the MECS programme negotiate the challenges of external, topdown development initiatives that have traditionally failed to address the major urban challenges in Africa and
beyond.10
In exploring the important links between modern energy cooking and the urban, this paper has four main
components. Section 2 reinforces the importance of an urban approach to modern energy cooking transitions,
while Sections 3 and 4 introduce a range of urban studies concepts and research areas that can help to move
the modern energy cooking agenda forward. Finally, the paper puts forward a research agenda for a MECS urban
workstream, that attends to the urban dynamics that are vitally important to, but are not fully understood
within, the clean cooking sector.

Hammett (2020).
https://samsetproject.net/
10 Croese (2020).
8
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2 The Urban Imperative
In terms of defending the importance of an urban agenda for modern energy cooking transitions, consider the
following four trends:

Urbanisation
By 2050, it is projected that there will be 2.5 billion more people living in cities compared to today, and 90% of
this growth will take place across Asia (1.2 billion) and Africa (1 billion).11 During this time, the percentage of the
world’s population living in urban areas will rise from 55% to 68%.12 Many nations will be faced with the
complexity of ensuring that the energy and food security needs are met for urbanising populations. Rapid
urbanisation can put pressure on existing urban infrastructures - not only the national grid but also the supply
and distribution of wood, charcoal, and LPG, as well as foodstuffs - and has the potential to impact the quality
and cost of a range of cooking fuels. However, it is also important to recognise that the relationship between
urbanisation and energy consumption can be radically different, depending on a) the stage of urbanisation in
a given country, b) whether energy infrastructures can keep pace with the rate of urbanisation, and c) the
household incomes of the urbanising populations.13 For much of sub-Saharan Africa, rapid urbanisation, low
incomes, and poor energy infrastructures leads to a reduction in household energy consumption, whereas in
many Asian countries, energy consumption increases with urbanisation due to higher household incomes and
a greater willingness to pay for more accessible and more varied fuels.14 From an urban planning perspective,
energy consumption and efficiency (including cooking) are strongly linked to the nature and extent of land-use
planning and infrastructural investment in a given area.15 These findings suggest that understanding the nature
of urbanisation is critical for learning about existing cooking fuel choices and practices and the potential for
these to change. It is also important to bear in mind that urbanisation is subject to government policy
intervention; many countries in Africa and Asia have implemented policies that will dramatically alter the nature
of urbanisation processes.16 In Nepal, for instance, former rural administrative units have been recategorized as
municipalities, and some rural areas have been earmarked as ‘cities of the future’, leading to rapid and often
haphazard forms of urbanisation.17 In 2013, 17.1% of Nepal’s populated lived across 58 different ‘urban’ areas;
as of 2019, 56.5% of the population reside 6 metropolitan cities, 11 sub-metropolitan cities, and 276
municipalities.18 These changes will have a profound effect on the affected populations, and what this means
for modern energy cooking in Nepal is a question that remains unanswered.

11 United Nations

Department of Economic and Social Affairs - Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects: The
2018 Revision.
12 ibid.
13 Wang et al(2020).
14 ibid.
15 Sadownik and Jaccard (2002).
16 Agergaard et al (2019).
17 Timsina (2020).
18 ibid.
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Figure 3 – Kathmandu, Nepal (credit: Peter West Carey)

Electrification
An emphasis on urban households is also essential because electrification rates across the global South have
risen dramatically in recent decades, and it is in urban areas where grid connectivity has largely been
concentrated. One important implication of urbanisation and electrification in MECS countries is that it provides
the potential for immediate adoption of electric cooking among sub-sections of the population. A wide range
of electric cooking (eCook) appliances exist for grid-connected households, while many eCook solutions for
mini-grid or micro-grid communities are still in the process of product development. This means that
significant gains can be made in electrified towns and cities, and by increasing awareness of the benefits of
electric cooking and developing markets for these products, an urban-orientated strategy has the potential to
benefit both urban and rural communities in the future. The solutions and services available today are most
relevant for households that belong to elites and the ‘non-vulnerable’ middle class, both of which tend to reside
in urban areas, and often areas where the quality of electricity supply is highest.
As modern energy demand increases and value chains develop within and across cities, the expectation is that
electricity and electric cooking appliances become more affordable for a greater proportion of the urban

8
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population. It is already the case that electricity is cost-competitive in many parts of the global South,19 and yet
many urban households across SSA and SSEA continue to cook with biomass. Utility companies are exploring
options to increase electricity demand in order to ensure profitability and the development of better-quality
grid infrastructure, and cooking presents a significant additional load for the grid. Increasing electric cooking
activity in cities will be fundamental to the long-term quality of electricity supplies.
An urban perspective can also provide insight into the experience of energy infrastructures, reflecting the
notion that energy access is multi-dimensional.20 For cities with ageing grid infrastructures, many households
with connections nevertheless experience issues with the quality and reliability of their electricity supply, and
these issues and their cumulative effects may prevent households from cooking with electricity. However,
alongside electrification, it is important to recognise the diversity of modern energy cooking fuels on offer in an
increasing number of towns and cities across the global South, such as LPG and ethanol. Given that cooking with
biomass persists in many urban environments, and the availability of modern cooking fuels is increasing, more
attention needs to be paid on the potential transition pathways for these households.

‘Modernisation’

Figure 4 – Mushin Market in Lagos, Nigeria (credit: Omoeko Media)
A third reason for maintaining an urban focus is that it is predominantly in cities where food systems, eating
habits, and consumer preferences shift away from what is often referred to as ‘traditional’ practices. If
‘traditional’ in this sense refers to the use of ingredients that are locally sourced, cooked in individual
households, on simple stoves, and with freely available or cheap cooking fuels, then it is in cities where people
become exposed to a much wider variety of foods, fuels, and appliances, as a result of more complex value
chains and systems of production and distribution. This may be associated with the rising middle classes, but it
also reflects the fact that urban populations may be away from the home for long periods of the day and may
switch their eating habits to consume more convenient options. Modernisation thus comprises both a shift in

19
20

Energy Sector Management Assistance Program (2020a).
Bhatia and Angelou (2014).
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cultural mindsets as well as changes in daily routines and activities. In a recent paper that focuses on aspects of
modernising food systems across urban Africa and Asia,21 we explore the opportunities for the MECS programme
in relation to street food, fast food, restaurants and informal food services; changes in dietary choices and eating
habits; and food-related technological innovations. These trends are more pronounced in urban areas as
opposed to rural areas, and although modernising food systems capture the attention of policymakers and
development practitioners from the perspective of nutritional value, sustainability, and economic
development, the energy implications and the implications for the culture of cooking are rarely
acknowledged.22 As the MECS programme is geared towards the provision of modern energy cooking services
for the masses, it is necessary to recognise the importance of the commercial and informal food sectors in the
global South, which are contributing to a reduction in cooking practices at the household level. From an energy
perspective, these trends require significant attention and understanding the urban dynamics of these changes
is critical.

Figure 5 – Downtown Phnom Penh (credit: Francisco Anzola)

COVID-19
The African Development Bank (ADB) recently published findings related to the socioeconomic impacts of
COVID-19 in Ethiopia, Malawi, Nigeria and Uganda.23 While the percentage of urban and rural households
reporting a loss of income were relatively similar, albeit alarmingly high, there were significant differences in
coping strategies deployed by urban and rural households. In 3 of the 4 countries, a higher percentage of urban
households reported that they:
o
o
o

relied on savings
reduced food consumption
had help from family members.

Scott et al (2020).
ibid.
23 Josephson (2020).
21
22
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It is important to stress that these findings do not diminish the impact of the pandemic on rural areas - after all,
fewer rural households may have had savings to rely upon, and may be too remote to receive assistance. What
this research does show, however, is that the pandemic has had a significant impact on incomes and food
consumption patterns in cities, and it is important to understand the impact of this on modern energy transitions
alongside any other protracted effects of the pandemic in cities. In a forthcoming MECS publication, Brown and
Batchelor explain how the interlinkages between gender inequality and energy poverty are magnified in
urban areas affected by COIVD-19, due to issues concerning density, constraints on mobility, tenure
insecurity, health risks, and a lack of resilience built into the urban system24. Across Asia’s megacities, the
pandemic has shed further light on the inadequacy of basic services, health services, and infrastructure for the
needs of the majority of urban residents.25 The pandemic and subsequent lockdowns have increased rates of
poverty, exclusion, and vulnerability,26 and we must understand how these trends will impact food and fuel
choices, in terms of what remains affordable and available. It is expected that as many as 150 million people
will fall into ‘extreme poverty’, which has become less of a rural phenomenon in recent times.27 Moreover, it is
widely assumed that local governments will be vital actors in the recovery and development responses of the
post-Covid-19 world.28
*

*

*

Energy transitions play a decisive role in the urban experience and in determining pathways for urban change.29
No longer understood in binary terms (access/no access), energy access is widely understood to be multidimensional, reflecting a range of factors such as availability, capacity, variability, and changing patterns of
affordability. Urban scholarship is positioned to make an important contribution to this re-framing, examining
the subjective and highly contextual experiences of energy, energy infrastructures, and energy consuming
practices in cities. An urban perspective helps us understand how cooking technologies and services integrate
into the patterns and routines of everyday life, and how they respond to individual and collective needs that
change over time, depending on context. Such a perspective is also important in understand how these
technologies circulate in a given city, examining networks of supply, distribution and knowledge sharing, and
what comes of these technologies amid processes of repair, maintenance, adaptation, appropriation, and reuse.
Overlooking not just the lived realities of urban populations, but also the specific spatial arrangements, modes
of governance, urban economies, and relations of power across and within specific cities, is no longer an
option for the clean cooking sector and for adjacent development agendas driven by health, poverty, and
environmental concerns.

An early draft is available at https://mecs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/CHEEG-Covid-recoverystrategies-Final.pdf
25 Nixon et al (2020).
26 ibid.
27 The World Bank, ‘Food Security and COVID-19’, 8 July 2020.
28 Saiz (2020).
29 Rutherford and Coutard (2014).
24

11

www.mecs.org.uk

3 A Development Perspective
This section looks at how a development perspective tends to be applied in urban contexts, and specifically in
the context of clean cooking. It is important to recognise the potential limitations of a developmental approach
in grasping urban realities and urban change processes.

Urban transitions: energy and cooking
The clean cooking sector, in its bid to transition households away from biomass fuels and towards modern
energy alternatives, has traditionally focused on rural rather than urban populations. Like much of the
international development sector, a rural focus aligns with a recognised need to reach the most remote, the
most vulnerable, and the poorest communities in the global South.
Predominantly intended for rural areas, improved cookstoves (ICS) have been the primary focus of the clean
cooking sector over recent decades. ICS advocates argue that these stoves allow communities to cook with
locally available biomass fuels but in a more efficient, less polluting manner. However, if we analyse ICS data in
urban areas, in terms of usage and household attitudes towards the stoves, we find that ICS are often a poor fit
for urban contexts, where access to modern energy (electricity, LPG) is much more widespread (see Figure 6).
As electrification rates rise further and modern energy cooking devices become more available and more
affordable, ICS will likely become less desirable in urban contexts.
Cooking fuel,
urban households (%)*
Traditional
Electricity
ICS
Biomass
/LPG

Additional Information

Bangladesh

24%

3%

73%

Vast majority of the national population are unwilling to pay for an
ICS

Cambodia

15%

35%

66%

97.2% of urban households have access to grid electricity

Myanmar

15%

25%

60%

Zambia

67%

0.5%

33%

Two thirds of grid-connected charcoal users are not willing to pay for
an ICS
More than half of the national population are unwilling to pay full
price for an ICS. In urban areas, this is largely due to a lack of need.

Access to electricity has increased from 13% in 2012 to 43% in 2018,
which is likely to transform the cooking landscape in Rwanda
*Percentage of households that use these fuels for their main cookstove (except Cambodia, where the question was asked in relation to
any cookstove used within the household)
Rwanda

34%

64%

2%

Figure 6 – Limited role of improved cookstoves in urban clean cooking transitions (The table uses data gathered
from Multi-Tier Framework reports for the listed countries).30

30

The reports can be found at: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/17456
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Therefore, when thinking about cooking transitions in towns and cities, it is important to look beyond the
business-as-usual approach to clean cooking, and instead turn attention to the wide variety of clean cooking
fuels available in urban contexts. In recent years, a vital space has opened around the use of electricity, LPG and
other forms of clean energy (ethanol, bioLPG) to meet the sector’s objectives. These modern energy fuels lend
themselves to urban environments, where modern energy
infrastructures are more concentrated, better developed,
and take on greater complexity through different urban
informal economies. Advocates of ICS see the stoves as an
A focus on improved cookstoves
essential interim phase of the transition to clean cooking,
in urban areas compromises the
and particularly in cities where the quality or affordability
efforts of utility companies to
of modern energy is compromised. However, this view fails
boost demand and improve the
to recognise the enormous strides taken by the energy
sustainability of their energy
sectors of priority countries towards renewables and grid
distribution
electrification.
A strategy that focuses on expanding the use of ICS may even have a detrimental impact on the future of clean
cooking in urban contexts, compromising the efforts of utility companies in SSA and SSEA to boost demand and
improve the sustainability of their energy distribution. Funding and investments for improved biomass stoves
also reduces the incentive for governments and donors to invest in the expansion and maintenance of the
electricity grid infrastructures. Clean cooking strategies should not be limited to the question of whether urban
communities can transition to clean energy today, but rather they should focus on how best to transition these
communities overall, given the availability of different modern energy fuels in different urban contexts.
Just as ICS are seen by some as an integral part of a transitional phase from biomass to modern energy cooking,
urbanisation itself is also widely associated with a transition in cooking practices. As stated above, it is in urban
centres where households can access a wider variety of cooking fuels and devices. Household incomes in builtup areas tend to be higher on average and deposited more regularly, particularly compared to rural communities
reliant on annual harvests for their earnings. However, we have also noted how urbanisation can reduce energy
consumption, particularly in contexts with poor energy infrastructure and among low-income urban
communities. The same is true for food systems, and it has been documented how urban sprawl can be a
contributing factor to food shortages.31 It is not uncommon for urban households to still suffer the burden of
time-consuming fuel collection and stove preparation32, and urban living can also present challenges that
constrain, inconvenience and endanger women.33 As domestic cooking continues to be a gendered activity
dominated by women, these challenges only complicate the transition to modern energy cooking in urban
environments.
In the classic text Expectations of Modernity, James Ferguson criticises the tendency to equate urbanisation
processes in Zambia (and Africa more broadly) with simplistic and somewhat misguided ideas related to

Saghir and Santoro (2018).
Westphal et al (2017).
33 Salahub et al (2018).
31
32
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modernisation, industrialisation, de-tribalisation, progress, and African ‘emergence’.34 While the book is two
decades old, it remains a valuable resource for thinking through historical and more contemporary urban change
processes in the global South. By adopting a historically informed, anthropological view of urbanisation in the
Zambian Copperbelt, Ferguson’s work shows why a nuanced, localised understanding of urban life is necessary
when assessing the potential for modern energy transitions in specific towns and cities:
The script of Zambian ‘emergence’ via industrialisation and urbanisation has been confounded by
more than two decades of steep economic decline. According to the World Bank, per capita income
in Zambia fell by more than 50 percent from 1974 to 1994 (...), leaving Zambia near the bottom of
the World Bank’s hierarchy of ‘developing nations’.
Economic decline of this nature is not unique to urban areas, but Ferguson argues that structural adjustment
programmes35 “deliberately aimed to reduce urban living standards, in the belief that “high” urban wages and
food subsidies had produced an “urban bias” that had “distorted” the economy”.36 He continues:

The so-called rural-urban gap was largely illusory and had in any case been closed before the harsh
austerity measures were applied to “correct” it (...). The evidence is overwhelming (...), “not only
that urban poor have become much poorer in many countries, but that their lives have become an
almost incredible struggle”.37

Figure 7 – Lusaka, Zambia (credit: Lighton Phiri)

Ferguson (1999).
All 14 MECS priority countries have experienced structural adjustment programmes, which have sought to reduce
national debt through market liberalisation and a reduction in government spending, often impacting investment in
energy, infrastructure, and jobs
36 ibid., p.10
37 ibid., citing Potts (1995, p.247).
34
35
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Over the course of the last 60 years, energy infrastructures have become increasingly fragmented and
compromised, no longer functioning as completely as originally intended.38 The ‘developmentalist’ state has in
many places been replaced by or merged with varying forms of the ‘neoliberal’ state39, emphasising a reduction
in public spending and investment that impacts the maintenance, expansion, and upgrading of energy systems
and other urban infrastructures. Energy is also impacted by other structural factors, such as high urbanisation
rates, economic and urban decline, and geopolitical insecurity.
In light of this, how can urbanisation processes be interpreted for the purposes of improving access to modern
energy cooking services? Urbanisation does not equate to industrialisation nor modernisation, and income
inequality in cities can be so extreme that it renders rural/urban comparisons largely futile. These perspectives
up-end the developmentalist mindset, no longer conceiving of urban areas as the spatial realisation of
development and progress, but as sites of enormous, complicated, and compounding development challenges.
In the two decades since Ferguson’s book was published, sub-Saharan
Africa has emerged in some development circles as “the continent of the
future”,40 and many of its urban centres as the “cities of the future”.41 The
drivers of this latter discourse reflect three ongoing developments, a) the
Income inequality in
demographic opportunity represented by the “youth bulge”, which is
cities can be so
argued will lead to a boom in economic activity on the continent while
extreme that it
Western countries deal with increasingly ageing populations;42 b) a
renders rural/urban
growing obsession in business and finance sectors with emerging markets
comparisons largely
as the location of future growth and profit;43 and c) the “digital
futile
revolutions”44 in African cities, that some suggest are leading to better
education, health and poverty outcomes.45 However, such optimism
needs to be approached with caution. Contemporary urbanisation processes across much of Africa are unfolding
under different conditions than those that underpinned the Western experience of urbanisation, through which
these ideas of development and progress are formed. Little attention is paid, for instance, to the ways in which
digitisation and marketisation may worsen existing inequalities, favouring corporations and urban elites over
the wider urban majority. The growth of youth populations also runs into challenges related to insufficient job
creation and limited resources, and so the outcomes of these trends remain uncertain and unpredictable. How
much one reads into these discourses is thus a matter of debate (see Section 4.3 for more on digital economies),
and urban scholarship tells us that new kinds of urban reality are emerging in Africa, and the future of its cities
may be far more modest, ordinary, or even troubling than these urban ‘fantasies’ suggest.46. Together, these

Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin, Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological Mobilities and
the Urban Condition (London: Routledge, 2001).
39 Sirohi (2017); Gellert (2019); Singh and Ovadia (2018).
40 Planete Energies (2016).
41 Zeiderman (2008); Bafana (2016).
42 see Page et al (2019).
43 Fokuo and Ochieng (2020).
44 Ward (2014).
45 ibid.; Afutu-Kotey and Gough (2019).
46 Myers (2018).
38
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developmental and urban perspectives highlight the ever-changing nature of urban political economies, and
we must expect these changes to impact the nature and pace of modern energy cooking transitions.
In recent decades, cities in South and South-East Asia have seen the kinds of infrastructural investment and
patterns of urban development that these optimistic visions of urban Africa are predicated on. As Simone and
Pieterse argue, “Asia is seemingly prefiguring what the tiny African middle classes are aspiring to, even if the
official imaginary is the cleaned cityscapes of Dubai and Singapore”.47 However, the authors go on to argue that,
in both African and Asian contexts:
“Public investments earmarked for network infrastructure systems will increasingly be captured by
urban elites and middle classes whose standards for ‘quality access’ are rising in tandem with their
disposable incomes but always lagging behind their aspirations. The fiscal effect of this dynamic is
that fewer resources are available to address the profound lack of infrastructural backbone that
should be inserted into popular neighbourhoods and large hunks of the city”.48
Critical urban scholarship points to how economic growth has been largely unequal in cities of the SSEA regions,
leaving some ‘behind’ while others are more directly excluded to make way for the city of the future to emerge.49
At the same time, others have shown how “emergent urbanisms” in Asia have “progressive potential”,50 where
privatised urban development may be less about the eradication of public space and more about increased
autonomy and liveability – and not just for urban elites. Pieterse (2015) in fact provides a range of scenarios for
urban futures in Africa and Asia and, while insisting that the ‘status quo’ holds little hope for the urban majority,
the right investments (mini grids, localised economies, appropriate technologies, ecosystem renewal) can
lead to more affordable and inclusive cities.51 What these competing perspectives suggest is that we need to
understand the nature and implications of emergent urban processes in priority countries, particularly in
relation to energy, clean cooking, and related sectors such as employment opportunities, food system changes,
and investment priorities.

Beyond the urban/rural binary
By highlighting the different possible trajectories of and contextual factors driving urban energy transitions, it
becomes implausible to think about cooking transitions according to homogenised ‘urban’ and ‘rural’
classifications. An emphasis on urban/rural differences – whether in relation to opportunities or challenges of a
MECS transition - often relegates the importance of other important contextual differences, that may be regionspecific, nation-specific, or city-specific, or reflect hyper localised interactions between people and the (built)
environment. Traditionally in the fields of development and energy, rural communities are classified as having
limited income opportunities, requiring off-grid solutions and either subsidised services or highly flexible
financing arrangements (or both). In contrast, ‘urban’ solutions tend to be more ‘market-based’, as a result of
higher average incomes, greater availability of goods and services, and proximity to grid infrastructure. In these
Simone and Pieterse (2017, p.43).
ibid., p.44
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51 Pieterse (2015); Simone and Pieterse.
47
48

16

www.mecs.org.uk
contexts, it is sometimes argued that urban strategies should focus more on marketing and awareness raising,
which assumes that urban populations have the means – but not necessarily the incentive or knowledge – to
transition towards the intended development outcome. We have already seen that lived realities are far more
complicated and diversified than the urban/rural binary allows. Urban and rural classifications make it difficult
to think about differences within and across cities, with respect to fuel choices, energy access, and cooking
practices, and thus opportunities to facilitate transition may be overlooked on both sides.
The concept of the ‘peri-urban’ is often used to take care of the uncertainty of this middle ground between rural
and urban. The ‘peri-urban interface’52 denotes the hinterlands of cities that become resource pools and
opportunities for urbanisation, as a result of growth and displacement in the urban centre.53 From an energy
perspective, peri-urban areas may lack the energy infrastructure of the inner city, and settlement in the area
may outpace the expansion of formal energy services, and thus informal and ad-hoc solutions dominate. In periurban areas, rural lifestyles (broadly defined) are disrupted by a largely irreversible growth of the built
environment. But to what extent does the rural, peri-urban, and urban categories hold as a means of
understanding urbanisation and urban livelihoods? And how useful are these categories for understanding the
potential challenges and opportunities for cooking transitions? Changes to peri-urban areas can take
dramatically different forms, and so the term itself tells us little about the opportunities and challenges, drivers
and barriers of modern energy cooking transitions in these contexts.
As Agergaard et al rightly state, the “nature and pace of urban transitions” also vary considerably as a result of
rural-urban migration dynamics and the changing conditions of rural areas.54 The supposed boundaries between
urban and rural can also become blurred by the continuation of traditional practices in urban settings. For
instance, in research focusing on cooking fuel choices in a low-income neighbourhood of Kampala, Uganda,
Georg and Jones (2016) explain how the urban can often be an extension of the rural for communities that retain
a social and cultural connection to it:
“Kitintale residents are only a generation of less removed from rural villages, and they have
replicated and reproduced many practices from their village life. […] Conventional consumer values
are unlikely to be drivers or considerations in the strong family-centred lives of the Kitintale
residents”.55
“Broad statements about the ubiquity and pace of urbanisation across Uganda are shifting the
industry away from a relevant fact: in some informal urban settlements, even though individuals
and families belong to a growing urban community, they still perform a rural lifestyle. Migration to
the city, in this case, is not symbolic of social mobility, but an indication of the necessity to find a
livelihood that provides a largesse to be shared back with families in the villages.”56
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Changes to peri-urban
areas can take
dramatically different
forms, and so the term
itself tells us little about
the opportunities and
challenges of modern
energy transitions in
these contexts
Figure 8 – Jos, Nigeria (credit: Andrew Moore)

Within urban studies, debate exists as to whether ‘the urban’ is better understood as a global phenomenon,
consisting of a set of practices common to built environments regardless of context, or as an umbrella term for
‘urbanisms’ of different forms, processes, and contexts. While both sides of the argument may emphasise the
points of difference between rural and urban livelihoods, the latter is better positioned to take account of local
contextual processes where the boundaries between urban and rural may be blurred. Concepts such as
neoliberalism, privatisation and globalisation can provide important explanations for urban changes taking place
throughout Africa, Asia and beyond, but these processes can be understood in two different ways: a) by their
abstract, fixed definitions, or b) as they are experienced in people’s everyday lives. Development discourse tends
to favour the former when discussing the dynamics of modern energy in broad terms (e.g. urban vs rural), as it
provides a level of clarity when discussing technological solutions, market barriers and opportunities, financial
implications, and public/private sector involvement, all of which may seem applicable to very different contexts.
However, for the purposes of understanding fuel choices and cooking practices in cities, it is the second
perspective that proves the more insightful. Ruddick et al refer to this as “a social ontology of the urban” or, in
simpler terms, “urbanisation is an open process determined […] by actual people making the world they
inhabit”.57 From this viewpoint, urban/rural differences are locally produced, rather than economically,
politically, or spatially defined.
Nevertheless, it is important not to ignore the very stark urban/rural differences highlighted by statistical data
on modern energy cooking. Electrification rates, charcoal consumption, and modern energy appliance
ownership tends to be heavily skewed towards urban areas across MECS priority countries in Asia and Africa.
However, an urban studies perspective teaches us to seek qualification of these statistics and how they should
(or should not) inform development policies and strategies. Consider the following statistic:
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60% of urban households in Myanmar use modern energy to fuel their primary cookstove,
compared to just 11% in rural areas.58
While this rightly suggests that people living in urban areas tend to have far greater access to modern energy
fuels and cooking services, is there anything we can say that definitively applies to urban households but not
rural households? What incentives do the other 40% of urban households have to transition in the future? How
many of the 60% will revert back to biomass alternatives, either out of choice or necessity? How often can these
primary cookstoves be used, and are other forms of energy required? In which cities and districts are the 60%
located? What do the 60% say to their families, friends, and colleagues about their cooking practices?
At the same time, scholars have sought to conceptualise the ‘urban
experience’ as it relates specifically to contexts in the global South. In
Cooking transitions need
doing so, urban scholarship has moved beyond definitions of the urban
to be understood in
that distinguishes it from the rural, and instead it situates
contemporary processes of urbanisation as they relate to low- and
relation to complex,
middle-income countries, often grappling with complicated legacies of
interrelated urban
colonial subjugation and post-colonial change, and holding a relatively
systems: energy, food,
disadvantaged position in today’s global economy. Southern urbanism,
water, digital, finance
for instance, distinguishes many of the cities in the global South from
cities in ‘the West’ that developed through empire and industrial and
financial capitalism. Schindler argues that Southern cities are more likely to function in “discontinuous, dynamic
and contested” ways, in part due to the fact that urbanisation is (in relative terms) a more recent phenomenon,
intersecting in complex ways with colonial rule, globalisation, and substantial changes to the global economic
system.59 For instance, it is said that 70% of Africans live below the global poverty line, and yet 40% have access
to the internet, leading some to argue that the digital economy may allow African countries to “leapfrog
development”, while physical urban infrastructures struggle to cope with increasing population sizes.60 This
perspective also holds significant implications for modern energy transitions in these cities. Schindler argues
that there is no single point of origin to explain urbanism in these contexts; categories of political economy
provide neither the structure nor the context to understand urban realities. This leads us to foreground the
complex and embedded nature of existing urban systems, and this makes the notion of ‘transition’ a difficult
one to unravel.
A range of other concepts such as informal urbanism,61 occupancy urbanism,62 bypass urbanism,63 and climate
urbanism64 are all distinct from one another and yet they all emphasise the ways in which history, multi-layered
agency, and local political economies are all transforming urban environments across the global South. Each of
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these concepts have implications for how we perceive of a modern energy cooking transition taking place from
city to city. These processes depict the changing nature of formal/informal boundaries, centre/periphery
relations, top-down and bottom-up development approaches, and the contested nature of ‘right[s] to the
city’, today and in the future. Understanding the logics behind these processes - and their implications for
modern energy cooking - inevitably requires a focus on everyday realities in individual cities. A general
understanding of the differences between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ will prove limiting, simplistic, and not always
applicable to specific contexts.

Bypass urbanism is a recently conceived term that emphasises the inequity of urban change processes,
whether it be linked to climate change or other political, financial, and/or cultural logics of urbanisation.
Writing about Kolkata, Lagos and Mexico City, Sawyer et al illustrate how urban peripheries become the focus
of investment, planning and infrastructural development, while the greater developmental challenges in the
urban centres are ignored and (literally) bypassed. Due to issues of poverty, informality and planning
complications, bypass urbanism looks to the peripheries to provide more affluent residents with modern
urban enclaves (ibid.). This has significant implications for how we understand the potential of a MECS
transition in cities experiencing this form of urban development. Namely, it highlights the ability and desire
among policymakers to bypass, ignore, and overlook populated urban spaces where the developmental
challenge is perceived to be too great. In areas with aging grid infrastructure, or dominated by illegal
electricity connections, or even areas deemed too rundown to consider redevelopment, the lack of
investment stands only to slow down (if not reverse) the potential transition to modern energy cooking.

Given the wide-ranging conditions of urbanisation detailed above, it follows that there are very few inferences
we can definitively make about the boundary between urban and rural, except perhaps the size and density of
settlements and the diversification of economic activity. Localising our understanding of the urban is important
if we are to view households as more than just consumers of energy, food, and other goods and services.
Social practices and values, cultural norms, and societal power structures all matter when it comes to
accessing, consuming, and benefiting from modern energy cooking services.

Inequalities and aspirations
Modern energy usage has tended to be most concentrated among urban elites and a cosmopolitan middle class,
whose income levels are sufficient to allow for energy-intensive lifestyles, which in turn lead to an increase in
demand for reliable, high-quality, clean, modern energy.65 In contrast, the ‘urban majority’ tend to live a more
precarious existence, relying on a heterogenous mix of networks and everyday practices to mould the city into
a way that works best for them.66 Low-income households and precarious middle-class households have
traditionally been left out of policy agendas dedicated to modern energy transitions.67 In comparison to urban
elites, these populations have contrasting energy needs, and in order to understand the role of MECS in urban
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majority neighbourhoods, it is important to understand how these needs and everyday practices affect choices
and perspectives around cooking, consumption, and energy access.
In many respects, it is inequality that defines the contemporary city, whether in the global North or the global
South. While many cities are experiencing an increase in urban elite populations, conservative estimates put the
global ‘slum’ population total at 1 billion people.68 It has been argued that such estimations significantly under
report the level of deprivation in cities today.69 The urban poor are not confined to areas typically classified as
‘slums’, and the research methods and tools used to understand the scale and severity of urban poverty are
outdated and inadequate, initially designed with rural poverty in mind.70 The rate of urbanisation is such that it
has revealed “a new face of poverty, one in which urban communities cannot access or afford basic modern
energy services for their development and empowerment”.71
And yet, an explicit focus on ‘urban poverty’ can be deeply problematic, if it is understood a) as a singular,
universal problem, b) without exploring the complexities and highly contextual conditions of contemporary
urban life.72 In addition, we must be cognisant of the fact that limited energy access is never confined to
households defined as impoverished, and the social and economic fabric of the city make this a reality for large
swathes of the urban majority.
“Domestic energy deprivation is an inherently spatial phenomenon: it arises out of the interaction
between social inequalities and built formations while extending beyond income poverty”.73
Traditionally, urban studies has operated on two planes; one that focuses on modernity and innovation in cities
of the global North, and one that concentrates on applying developmentalism in cities of the global South,
defined by their levels of poverty, violence, and disorder.74 While this divide is still present within the discipline,
critical urban scholarship has sought to address this imbalance of urban knowledge production, in order to
understand cities on their own terms, and in relation to different forms of modernity, urban sociality, and
urban life.
Efforts to facilitate a transition to modern energy cooking must understand the intellectual limits of
developmentalism, and the design of projects should instead derive from a detailed understanding of everyday
practices and people’s own perspectives.75 We must focus less on how modern energy (cooking) transitions can
help to address the alleged ‘ills’ of urban society – poverty, slums, illegal activity - and more on how these
transitions can be integrated to enhance “human flourishing” in the city.76 The point here is that ‘flourishing’ or
‘prospering’ are terms that are difficult to define without deep engagement with the communities in question.
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Instead of assuming to know how poverty can be “cured” through developmental intervention, it is necessary
to ask: do these communities welcome external intervention? What kinds of intervention are desirable? And to
what end?
This shift is far from trivial. Imperatives of development such as tackling poverty, expanding energy access and
reducing household air pollution, should be used to drive local community engagement, but it is these local
engagements that should shape how we as development practitioners understand local contexts, how we
design interventions, and how we implement those interventions. A more detailed understanding of urban
lives and livelihoods allows us to concentrate interventions in areas where the health impact of cooking with
biomass is likely to be more pronounced (densely populated areas: high-rise buildings and informal settlements,
for instance), where the local demand for modern energy fuels and appliances is strongest, and where modern
energy solutions can be integrated into existing routines, livelihoods and institutional arrangements in the city.
Identifying these sites should be the first step towards engaging with the communities that reside there.
Naturally, what is aspirational for one country, one city, or one
community may be undesirable in other contexts, and will be related to
fuel cost, performance, availability, and a host of socio-cultural factors.
What is aspirational for
In the clean cooking sector, there is an existing appreciation that the
one country, one city,
‘aspirational fuel’ for communities tends to differ from place to place.
or one community may
In Myanmar, for example, electricity and electrical appliances are highly
be undesirable in other
sought after, despite relatively low levels of electrification and problems
contexts
with the quality of grid supply. In contrast, across parts of sub-Saharan
Africa, LPG tends to be the aspirational
cooking
fuel
among
low-income
77
consumers. But as well as identifying
aspirational fuels and appliances, we must
ask: what everyday conditions would have to
change to allow for the purchase of
aspirational fuels and associated products?
What are the less familiar technologies that
could be aspirational if only they were better
known? And how do cooking fuels,
appliances and practices relate to aspirations
in the city more broadly? What is deemed
essential for human flourishing, and where
do priorities lie?
Figure 9 – Addis Ababa (credit: Sam Effron)

77

Bruce et al (2017).

22

www.mecs.org.uk
Community Energy Initiatives
“Although most people without access to sustainable energy services live in rural areas, the
challenges of energy access in cities should not be overlooked. Providing electricity to 108 million
urban dwellers currently without access has been challenging due to rapid urban growth, to fragile
distribution networks and because the vast majority of people without energy access in cities live in
informal settlements”.78
Given the significant challenges involved in providing modern energy services and solutions to low-income and
marginalised urban populations,79 one set of solutions that has gained traction in recent years is the concept of
‘community energy’. While it is true that these populations could be served by modern energy cooking fuels
other than electricity – such as LPG and ethanol – community
energy initiatives tend to revolve around sustainable and
affordable forms of community electrification that help to tackle
energy poverty as a whole, and not just related to cooking.
Urban (and rural) community
Electrification provides populations with greater access to
initiatives have an essential
lighting, mobile phone charging, modern heating solutions, and
role to play if the goal of
modern entertainment (televisions, etc) as well as clean cooking.
universal access to modern
While diverse in form and scale, community energy initiatives
are also designed to decentralise energy provision and thus
energy is to be achieved
increase autonomy, independence, and collective action in
target communities.
Community energy initiatives follow a distributed electricity generation model and, in theory, are designed to
optimise generation to suit local needs, protect against failures of weak centralised grid systems, provide
opportunities for small investors, and ensure direct customer involvement.80 These additional benefits are
important, reflecting the notion that a ‘community’ is more than a location or a group of individuals; it signifies
a shared sense of local history and a basis for local political expression.81 Community energy initiatives are
therefore often classified as bottom-up approaches to modern energy provision. However, a clear distinction
needs to be made between process - who owns, participates in, and makes decisions about the system? - and
outcome - who is the system for?.82 Without due attention to processes, community energy initiatives can be
implemented without understanding local contexts, and thus worsen the conditions they are well-placed to
alleviate.
When it comes to literature relating to modern energy cooking solutions, the urban/rural binary can often be
used in place of grid/off-grid solutions. However, with a significant gap between grid connection and electric
cooking in cities, community initiatives that allow for distributed electricity generation may have an important
role to play in urban cooking transitions, and an essential role if the goal of universal access to modern energy
is to be achieved. Increasingly, mini-grid developers are looking to urban and peri-urban regions as sites of

To (2020, p.213).
IEA et al.
80 Manfren et al (2011).
81 Lai (2019).
82 Wyse and Hoicka (2019).
78
79

23

www.mecs.org.uk
operation as opposed to rural areas, as a more densely populated community with higher average incomes
increases the viability of the business model, and thus the sustainability of mini-grid solutions (Deign, 2020).83
CESET (Community Energy and the Sustainable Energy Transition84) is a new project operating in Ethiopia,
Malawi and Mozambique, and is designed to place local communities at the heart of energy transition strategies.
This recognises the importance not only of community participation and buy-in to modern energy interventions,
but also of the role of community energy in national energy systems. Crucially, CESET is not limited to rural areas,
reflecting the importance of community energy to households without a reliable grid connection. Shirley and
Attia refers to such households as “under the grid”, as many unconnected or disconnected urban households
live near – or even under – grid infrastructure.85 For these very communities, decentralised energy solutions
can be attractive due to lower up-front costs and other attractive consumer financing arrangements, as well as
the perception that they are more reliable than the grid.86 While many of these solutions to date have focused
on solar lighting and solar home systems, which are not equipped for electric cooking, the concept of community
energy remains relevant and could extend to higher capacity solutions as the price of renewables falls.
Community energy solutions can also include a number of add-on services that make modern energy cooking
affordable and sustainable to lower-income households. Community-centred initiatives that allow for appliance
rentals, flexible financing solutions, repair services, bulk purchasing, and risk pooling can lower costs and
incentivise the use of energy efficient appliances for cooking and heating. While such a business model is
sometimes deemed necessary in remote rural areas, due to the lack of appliance availability and after-sales
support, the model also makes sense for urban communities poorly served by centralised electricity services.
Overall, it is safe to assume that the mini-grid sector will increasingly look to urban and peri-urban areas for
business, challenging these more centralised systems.87
Kim and Mah have both reported on community solar
energy initiatives in urban east Asia.88 In Sungdaegol in
Seoul, South Korea, Kim writes of the significant
successes of solar cooperatives and social enterprises
built around solar infrastructure installed in the old
suburban neighbourhood, and supported and
encouraged by the Seoul Metropolitan Government.
Luonan in Foshan, China, provides an entrepreneurdriven approach to community energy, although here
the relatively autonomous Villagers’ Committee
played an important role.89 In Foshan, the community
was able to take advantage of subsidies, welldeveloped value chains, and active renewable private
enterprises.
Figure 10 – Contrasting neighbourhoods in Seoul, South Korea (credit: taylorandayumi)
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Mah (2018, p.28) emphasises the “diversity in transition trajectories”,90 highlighting the fact that community
energy solutions can work in different political, institutional and energy environments. However, Mah also
argues that five key elements are required for successful community initiatives: vision, leadership, networking,
institutionalisation, and a favourable business environment. Further work is needed to understand the viability
of community energy initiatives beyond major cities, but these examples show how a holistic approach to
modern energy cooking and community development can reap significant rewards.

4 Concepts and Approaches
The previous section has highlighted some of the main reasons why modern energy (and modern energy
cooking) transitions need to be not only urban-orientated, but cognisant of the particularities and complexities
of urban life. To identify opportunities and barriers for clean energy cooking in urban areas, it is essential to
understand situated economic realities, as well as people’s aspirations, their daily practices and consumer
habits. It is necessary for developmental and technological strategies to acknowledge differences within cities,
as well as across cities. To this end, the dualism of urban/rural needs to be challenged, and it is for this reason
we turn to urban scholarship, which has developed a range of conceptual and methodological tools for
interrogating the concept of the urban. These insights can be of use to development programmes open to the
nuances and contextual specificity of contemporary urban life.
This section introduces a range of concepts that can help develop this way of thinking, which are either derived
from or have been developed within urban studies. Southern urbanism, climate urbanism, bypass urbanism and
displacement urbanism have been discussed above as a way of challenging the urban/rural binary, and in this
section the focus is narrowed to thinking about how cooking practices can be integrated into everyday urban
practices and experiences of urban life. While the MECS programme already reflects some of the nuances
attached to these approaches, particularly in accounting for local differences and integrating energy transitions
with social practices (i.e. cooking), grounding forthcoming research in these approaches and associated
methodologies could prove vital in improving the modern energy cooking transition in any one of the
programme’s targeted countries.

Socio-technical approaches
A focus on ‘urban integration’ – from both a policy and an intellectual perspective – means designing and
constructing urban systems that complement one another. Seeking to improve the security or sovereignty of a
city’s food system, for instance, should start by understanding how that system integrates with water, energy
and waste urban infrastructures and related urban economies. However, this understanding of the urban –
popular in development and engineering circles – often fails to appreciate how these systems and
infrastructures are experienced in practice.91 In other words, the formal design and planning of urban systems
do not always reflect how they function, how people perceive them, and how people decide to act according to
their perceptions. To find out about the suitability of modern energy cooking services, the assumptions and
hypotheticals of urban systems modelling will only tell us so much. It becomes necessary to understand how
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these services fit with realities on the ground, in terms of energy access, urban livelihoods, and how the two
intersect. What makes a certain modern energy cooking service viable and practical? Does it fit with an individual
or community’s risk profile? What other value does this service provide, perhaps in terms of productive use,
heating, or the ability to multi-task? How much value do people attribute to these ‘benefits’?
Development research and interventions have become increasingly
influenced in recent years by ‘socio-technical’ ways of
understanding energy transitions. Socio-technical approaches are
designed to embed engineering, technological, economic and
A focus on cooking is itself
financial perspectives in the social world, taking account of human
recognition that energy
activity, interaction and behaviour, while not losing sight of the
transitions cannot be
broader historical, cultural and political contexts that make certain
disarticulated from the
transitions more difficult than others. Transitions are not seen as an
everyday social practices
inevitable consequence of favourable cost-benefit ratios but reflect
that make them possible
complex social dynamics and values,92 which cannot easily be
determined through quantitative methods of enquiry. In fact, a
focus on cooking is itself recognition that energy transitions cannot be disarticulated from the everyday social
practices that make them possible. Bringing the energy sector in conversation with the clean cooking sector
helps to overcome the limitations of silo-ed expertise and presents an opportunity to place people (who cook)
at the centre of development strategy.
Ockwell and Byrne write about socio-technical ‘regimes’, ‘niches’, and ‘landscapes’, in an attempt to critically
understand the barriers that prevent new technologies from becoming embedded in new markets.93 Regimes
refer to the complex interrelation of existing technologies, social practices and institutions that make it difficult
for new technologies to compete. In an example relevant to MECS, one may conceive of the urban political
economy of charcoal as one such socio-technical regime, with its established networks of producers, distributors
and consumers, tied to a range of other urban infrastructures and providing a familiar, cheap, divisible product
to the majority of city districts. A regime is constitutive of
social processes that are themselves the object of analysis,
rather than the underlying technology (/fuel). New
technologies are referred to by the authors as niches, which
require ‘nurturing’ if they are to disrupt the balance of such
regimes. Finally, a landscape constitutes a range of external
factors that may also destabilise a regime, including
economic prosperity or crisis, war, and natural disasters
and climate change. Changes in the landscape can
dramatically alter existing regimes and may even lead to
new technologies (or niches) being promoted as part of the
solution to a sudden change in context.94
Figure 11 – Ghanaian charcoal sellers (credit: Celestinesucess)
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An important characteristic of socio-technical regimes is that they often create “path-dependency”,95 referring
to the ways in which certain fuels and technologies become embedded in the political economy of the city,
through vested interest, corporate actors, and perhaps even direct government support. Returning to the
example of charcoal, a socio-technical approach emphasises the embedded nature of charcoal networks in the
urban fabric, which makes it more difficult for new technologies (niches) to compete. An urban studies
perspective can complement this approach, focusing on the wider contexts within which socio-technical
approaches are applied. Thinking about communities, spaces, networks, infrastructures, governance,
temporality and trajectory simultaneously, it becomes possible to understand the relationship between
regimes, niches and landscapes, and the implication of these dynamics for modern energy cooking transitions.
However, it is possible for socio-technical approaches to supplement technological solutions with too simplistic
an understanding of social forces and human behaviour, thus failing to anticipate how people perceive and
respond to these technologies. Monstadt, for instance, has argued that:
“little is known about the place-specific formation of sociotechnical regimes and the contestation,
negotiation, and management of urban transition strategies. Instead, the huge spatial variation of
sociotechnical regimes and the shaping of technological transitions by urban processes are mostly
neglected”.96
It is also possible for practitioners to take account of socio-technical dynamics in their analysis, while falling back
on technology-orientated solutions for the challenges that arise. An urban studies perspective can help to avoid
these specific limitations.

Figure 12 – Nairobi, Kenya (credit: ninastock)
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Assemblage
Socio-technical approaches have also been criticised for emphasising the stability and rigidity of regimes, and
particularly when this comes at the expense of an appreciation for the politics of change. For instance, energy
policy frameworks and markets ‘travel’ between cities and nations, change in form and application, and thus
play a role in transforming the places in which they are introduced. To better account for how social forces,
technologies, and change processes interact with one another, it is useful to consider ‘assemblage’ approaches
to researching urban energy transitions. Haarstad and Wanvik use the concept of assemblages to concentrate
on the instabilities and transformational possibilities within the “energy-society relationship” and focus in part
on both energy infrastructures and urban space.97 The authors state that:

“While socio-technical transitions literature is quite helpful in understanding cities as sites for low
carbon transitions and changes in the sphere of consumption, it is not without problems. In
particular, its systemic orientation prioritises broad and long-term changes rather than specific
ruptures and instabilities in cities and elsewhere.98
[...] Urban spaces are typically resistant to change, but they may have emergent capacities for
transformation and are not determined by the longevity of [urban] infrastructures.”99
If socio-technical approaches emphasise the stability and rigidity of energy systems, an assemblage approach
emphasises the temporariness of these ‘systems’.100 In other words, a range of actors, networks, policies, social
forces and economic structures ‘assemble’ in different times, in different contexts, and in different
compositions, making the notion of a ‘regime’ too static and removed from reality. Assemblage recognises that
any snapshot of energy infrastructures and related activities will be incomplete, due to continuous change and
dynamism within the system. This shift in approach has the potential to identify new ways for a modern energy
cooking transition to take hold in any given place, and the potential for a wider range of stakeholders and
environmental factors to continually shape such a transition.

Assemblage recognises
that snapshots of energy
infrastructures are
incomplete, due to
continuous change and
dynamism within the
system

Returning to the example of charcoal, an assemblage approach forces
us to consider potential instability and points of weakness within the
regime. One point of weakness often cited in development circles is
the increasing cost of charcoal, in many countries where biomass
cooking is the norm. However, what other weaknesses exist within the
regimes that are differently ‘assembled’ in each city and at different
times? Are informal charcoal vendors constantly under threat from the
authorities, causing disruption to the supply and distribution of the
fuel? How frequently do weather conditions and seasonality affect
production and supply? How have power dynamics among competing
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charcoal sellers changed in recent weeks, and what impact has this had? How are modern energy alternatives
positioned to take advantage of any of these points of weakness?
Assemblage thinking provides us with a dynamic way of
interpreting socio-technical regimes, and this allows us to
identify crucial, nuanced points of entry for modern energy
cooking technologies. In time, this will help us develop a
transition theory of change that is more sensitive to local
dynamics and more precise avenues for exploration and
possible intervention. Without an appreciation for local
context, we simply cannot grasp the variability and dynamism
than an assemblage approach requires. Change is not just
about the influence of niches and landscapes on sociotechnical regimes; change is a geographical process where
local and global dynamics interconnect and produce what ‘the
urban’ entails in different settings and places.101

Families and local communities
do not necessarily remain the
primary support mechanisms
and social structures that they
often are in rural areas, and
thus urban dwellers are forced
to seek out, build and maintain
other forms of social
infrastructure.

Everyday urbanism
Socio-technical and assemblage approaches provide a nuanced sense of how people and technologies co-exist
and reproduce one another. But what can we learn from urban scholarship if we temporarily remove the focus
on technologies and energy infrastructures, and replace it with a focus on urban life and livelihoods in a broader,
more general sense? This may seem counterintuitive at first, as the purpose of the MECS programme is to
integrate energy and cooking technologies with human behaviour, but doing so is an important step in
understanding the urban contexts that are relevant to development interventions of these kinds, and in
understanding existing behaviours and practices that define life in the city.

The challenge for the MECS programme is to take these abstract concepts and apply them to everyday urban
realities and already-existing modern energy cooking services. In order to understand the opportunity for these
services in urban contexts, we must understand how people’s lives are already co-dependent and co-evolving
with different fuels, energy infrastructures, and food systems. Furthermore, urban studies also teaches us that
cooking and other aspects of everyday life in the city are bound up with “flows, exchanges, chains of events and
decisions that seem to occur more widely [than within] immediate energy-fuelled livelihoods.”102 It is not
enough to concentrate on national innovation systems and policy frameworks. After all, everyday life for the
urban majority can often be defined in terms of circumnavigating rules and systems, gaining access to whatever
is valuable, affordable, practical. An urban agenda for the MECS programme must attend to the different social
practices and consumption behaviours of urban communities at large, and account for a wide range of urban
political economies and power structures, urban trajectories and urban change.
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‘Everyday urbanism’ is an approach that seeks to capture the realities of urban life for what the authors refer to
as ‘marginalised urban dwellers’.103 In the context of the urban majority, marginality can take many different
forms and applies to a significant (and often expanding) segment of the urban population. In contrast to
approaches that equate urban life with higher disposable incomes, greater cultural and economic diversity, and
greater access to the ‘perks’ of modernity, relative to rural areas, everyday urbanism attends to the spatial flows
and configurations that determine everyday realities in the city for the vast majority. Families and local
communities do not necessarily remain the primary support mechanisms and social structures that they often
are in rural areas,104 and thus urban dwellers are forced to seek out, build and maintain other forms of social
infrastructure. To make urban life more secure, manageable, and beneficial, urban communities “navigate” the
city through different coping mechanisms, collaborative and collective activities, seeking out opportunities,
exerting effort, and negotiating risks and challenges.105

Development initiatives need
to understand these everyday
dynamics and power relations
within the city and interpret
‘ungovernability’ as a desire
for autonomy over energy
services.
(Castan Broto, 2019)
Figure 13 – Douala, Cameroon (credit: Guaka)
Everyday urbanism teaches us that cities are constantly being reconfigured, and everyday activity in the city
often reflects a perceived need for flexibility and adaptation. This concept, along with assemblage thinking, blurs
the lines between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ urbanism. Rather than seeing formality as the norm (urban planning,
formal energy infrastructures), we can reinterpret formality as that which emerges when the informal “is seen
as a problem that needs to be fixed”.106 This has implications for the MECS programme in that it emphasises the
limitations of formal planning and the importance of engaging with informal and everyday activities, through
which opportunities for transition may emerge. It also makes us conceive of urban life not as the backdrop for
linear progress towards a given developmental outcome (i.e. to exclusive modern energy use). Instead, urban
life is conceived as a repeated, daily struggle to ‘make it’ in the city,107 ensuring that such an outcome remains
elusive, impractical, and a luxury rather than a realistic priority.
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This perspective suggests that the transition rate concerning cooking appliances cannot be reduced to a
simplistic equation of affordability, availability, convenience, as it may have been in the West during the 1950s
and 1960s, when modern energy cooking appliances hit the mainstream.108 It is important that we think about
transitions in context, and for the urban majority in many cities in the global South, ameliorating or optimising
home cooking methods may simply not register, given the wide-ranging demands of urban life. A modern,
electric cooking appliance my not symbolise social advancement or progress that it might once have done in
more materialistic, Westernised settings. This may be particularly so when advancement is less to do with the
domestic sphere and practices of homemaking, and more about the desire to move onwards from one’s current
situation or circumstance. ‘Making it’, in these contexts, involves visions of the good life that are outward looking
as opposed to inward looking. As a result, it is important to understand urban livelihoods, aspirations,
preferences, struggles and challenges, and how these perspectives relate to cooking practices. Doing so requires
recognition of how people choose to structure their lives, as well as an awareness of the fact that they may not
align with the assumptions intrinsic to development practice.

Figures 14 and 15 – Chittagong, Bangladesh
(credit: Bruno le Bansais; Angshuman Roy)
While development initiatives may seek to gain authority over a population, through various forms of
incentivisation and marketing and awareness initiatives, it is common for people to avoid such efforts and
organise their daily lives in ways that have already been figured out, and that make practical and logical sense.
Urban residents are likely to be resistant to intervention and prefer to rely on established and trustworthy
support mechanisms and infrastructures.109 Incrementalism is likely to trump transformation,110 and
programmes attempting immediate, high-profile and transformational change could prove detrimental to
genuine progress. Development initiatives need to understand these everyday dynamics and power relations
within the city and interpret ‘ungovernability’ as a desire for autonomy over energy services.111
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But to what extent is this desire for autonomy being undermined by the so-called “digital revolutions”112 taking
place in the continent’s urban spaces? Cheap phones, locally relevant apps, mobile banking, social media and
other forms of digital connectivity are argued by some to be ‘modernising’ populations across the urban South.
It is hoped that digitisation will lead to improvements in education and health, and it could be argued that a
shift towards more ‘modern’ lifestyles113 could have a positive impact on modern energy cooking transitions.
While the rising influence of digital economies in urban Africa has been viewed by some to alleviate poverty114
and by others to reinforce existing inequalities,115 everyday urbanism understands digitisation as yet another
means for people to negotiate and navigate the challenges of contemporary urban life. Amankwaa et al, for
instance, describe how Ghanaian youths use digital technologies to perform urban ‘hustle’ – for different forms
of social and economic activity – precisely because of the persistence of uncertainty and the significant
challenges that everyday life in the city presents.116 This suggests it is important to understand (rather than
assume to know) the relationship between digitisation and modern energy (cooking) transitions.

BY DAY, the population of Nairobi is approximately 6 million. At night, it is home to only 3
million, and to even fewer during national holidays. In a recent episode of the Urban Political Podcast,
Steve Ouma Akoth explains that Nairobi is a city of houses, rather than homes. A history of governmental
neglect has contributed to the continued association of home with places of historical lineage and cultural
affiliation, and the city is instead a place of transiency, and for the search for economic opportunity.
In more recent years, Nairobi has attracted the attention of international donors seeking to improve the
city’s transport and energy infrastructures. According to Akoth, these organisations struggle to grasp the
city and the everyday lives of its population. While numerous neighbourhoods in Nairobi are subject to
“perpetual upgrading”, to use Akoth’s terminology, where questions of ‘upgrading to what?’ and ‘for
whom?’ remain unresolved, much of city life is the work of the inhabitants engaging in everyday
experimentation. More and more low-income households are pushed to the peripheries of Nairobi. By
day, workers from these areas enter the city, and some are tasked with maintaining the electricity
infrastructures of higher-income neighbourhoods, while their own houses remain unconnected to the
pylons and wires that pass over them. At night, illegal connections are made incrementally, as these
workers put their skills to use in order to better the living conditions of the local neighbourhood.
Everyday urbanism points us towards these kinds of energy access dynamics, and to the people
responsible for realising the modern energy transition for the urban majority. How can a development
programme like MECS learn from these sorts of vignettes, and position itself in ways that do not
undermine, depoliticise, or inequitably capture the energies of everyday urban residents?
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What does this mean for people’s fuel choices and cooking practices in the city? It suggests that these decisions
are far more complicated than a simplistic cost-benefit analysis. This is also what socio-technical approaches
teach us, and it is useful to understand people’s everyday struggles and aspirations in a general sense, in order
to establish the context in which consumers choose to purchase, consume, and stack their cooking fuels.
According to this view, stacking behaviour appears to result from a desire for flexible and adaptable solutions
to everyday tasks, reflecting the unpredictability of everyday life and, in some cases, varying access to cooking
fuels. The focus on social infrastructures within everyday urbanism poses a series of important questions for the
MECS programme: how does the use of modern energy cooking fuels and appliances reflect wider everyday
concerns, such as the possibility of blackouts, price hikes, loss of income, or unpredictable working hours or
family commitments? How do modern energy cooking services capture the imagination in already complicated
and fraught contexts, where a community’s priorities lie elsewhere? Finally, who (or which institutions) yield
influence in demonstrating the viability and benefits of such services? Community leaders? Religious
institutions? Women’s groups?
Everyday urbanism helps to contextualise energy practices and aspirations and presents an opportunity to
engage with communities and adapt solutions to better suit local needs and experiences. Everyday urbanism
reinforces the fact that target communities are not just consumers of energy, but can also be designers,
developers and innovators. Through community engagement in cities, it becomes possible to assess the
suitability of modern energy cooking solutions and financing arrangements, and holds the potential to adapt
solutions to local contexts. It is difficult to pre-empt the kinds of information that will come of sustained
community engagement, and hence it is necessary to rely more on open-ended interviews and ethnographic
methodologies than socio-technical surveys.
These approaches provide an alternative way of
thinking about cooking practices, as the focus
within the sector to date has remained at the
household scale and nuclear family unit, where
cooking is associated with domestic work, homemaking practices, and prolonged settlement in a
particular place. It is important to consider this
alternative context, where residents may require
modern energy cooking services that are more
flexible, adaptable, shareable, and thus not out of
the reach of large swathes of the urban population.
Energy supplies are not always stable, and nor are
urban livelihoods always settled and rooted in a
particular place.
Figure 16 – Nasi Goreng in Jakarta, Indonesia
(credit: Gunawan Kartapranata)
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What does this all mean for MECS?
Sections 3 and 4 have detailed a range of concepts used within urban studies that relate to transitioning urban
populations to modern energy and modern energy cooking. The objective has been to invite development
practitioners and analysts to think again about the
cities and towns they are working in, to identify the
implicit assumptions being made about what
constitutes the ‘urban’, and to explore how a more
nuanced understanding could lead to a more valuable
understanding of opportunities, challenges and
theories of change in cities. The concepts outlined
above – socio-technical approaches, assemblage,
everyday urbanism, climate urbanism – all hold the
potential to impact future research in the modern
energy cooking space. Below is a selective list of
learning points that can contribute to the research
projects being undertaken in MECS priority countries.
Figure 17 – Dhaka, Bangladesh (credit: Aminur Rashid)
The value of traditional fuels
Charcoal and firewood have a wide range of properties and take on different forms of value in urban contexts.
The focus on biomass within the clean cooking sector tends to be limited to the fact it is hazardous to health,
inefficient, increasingly expensive, and contributing to deforestation. However, applying an urban lens requires
us to also consider how charcoal and other traditional fuels may be embedded in the urban fabric, and may even
hold value in the sense of employment within biomass industries, the convenience of established distribution
networks and the familiarity and cultural value of cooking with the fuel. Charcoal is also divisible, providing
consumers with the flexibility to purchase fuel according to their changing financial circumstances and needs.
Fuel stacking may provide energy security to low-income populations, and the continued use of biomass may
provide a sense of cultural familiarity that is otherwise absent in a rapidly changing urban environment. Of
course, these characteristics are known within the sector, but research in specific cities and towns will allow us
to understand how these different value mechanisms interrelate in specific contexts according to local
dynamics. Furthermore, a critical urban perspective requires a deeper understanding of contextual factors, and
the points of differentiation that are unique to that context and yet vitally important to the prospect of
transition. What are the visible and hidden dynamics of change in a given place, and how should we as a
programme respond?
‘Pockets’ of opportunity in cities
Statistics related to modern energy cooking in urban areas provide insight at an aggregate level. From the World
Bank’s Multi-Tier Framework series, for instance, we know that 73% of cookstoves in urban Bangladesh117 use
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clean fuel (77% in urban Cambodia118), and in Zambia119, 75% of urban households use high-capacity electrical
appliances (over 2kW). And while these data sets provide rich and nuanced details about the different attributes
feeding into modern energy transitions, we are left asking: what do these statistics tell us about the transition
in specific cities, and in specific areas within individual cities? Do rapidly urbanising areas have a similar level of
uptake when compared to the large metropolises, or are these younger cities the place to target interventions
and tap into a new and promising market? At present, energy consumption data does not exist for the majority
of cities in Africa and Asia, but innovative methodologies are being deployed to provide approximate models for
selected urban areas.120 An urban focus within the programme will complement these efforts and – in the
absence of already-existing granular data - provide us with the opportunity to assess local dynamics and
opportunities, and to consider how particular types of interventions could have the greatest impact in those
areas. To understand these pockets of opportunity, we must reassess how we select our research sites, and
what drives these choices in the absence of city-specific data. What opportunities are we missing? And what
challenges are we not yet engaging with?
Responding to urban change
Data collected over recent years provides us with vital information about the availability and affordability of
different cooking fuels and appliances. Electricity is already cost-competitive in a number of MECS priority
countries, or at least will be within the next five years.121 But to what extent are these insights accounting for
ongoing urban change, not just in rapidly urbanising areas, but in the cities and towns most at risk of climate
change, and the urban areas hit hardest by the Covid19 pandemic and responses to the crisis? How stable
are the conditions that make modern energy cooking
affordable at any given time? How frequently does
‘access’ to modern energy fluctuate, and what impact
does this have on the choices and preferences of
urban consumers? An urban focus will provide an
opportunity to understand the changes taking place in
cities in real time, and see how recent changes to fuel
supply and affordability, purchasing power, and other
shifts in urban life are impacting the uptake of modern
energy.
Figure 18 – Dar es Salaam (credit: Mazupixel)
This literature review has also revealed a need to consider how the modern energy transition in cities is
counterbalanced by patterns of displacement, dispossession, and rising inequality and energy poverty. The
humanitarian workstream within the MECS programme focuses on the energy and cooking needs not just of
displaced populations but also host communities, particularly in urban and peri-urban settings.122 In this
workstream, urban areas are both a location for opportunity – with better established infrastructures than rural
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and remote areas – as well as being challenging contexts in their own right, depending on issues of social
exclusion and land ownership.123 The urban workstream is well-placed to complement this line of enquiry by
expanding the focus beyond humanitarian displacement settings, to energy security challenges more broadly
that affect low-income households, migrant communities, and those adversely impacted by urban planning and
development processes.
Identifying scalable innovations for urban populations
Many of MECS’ priority countries face one of the two following challenges: a) demand for electricity has not
grown at a high enough rate relative to electrification, thus putting pressure on the power and utility companies,
and b) the electricity supply is compromised due to inadequate investment and/or environmental factors. In
both of these contexts, where demand and supply are poorly matched, innovative solutions are required to
overcome the challenges of integrating modern energy into everyday life. A MECS Challenge Fund project in
Myanmar, delivered by AMPERES, demonstrated the technical and economic viability of creating battery packs
out of e-Waste that can support electric cooking.124 While the pilot study was carried out in a rural context where
electricity is not widely available, the model can easily be applied to urban contexts with compromised electricity
access, and where a much greater amount of e-Waste is generated. The urban workstream is well positioned to
engage in innovations of this kind, to understand how the business model can be embedded within existing
urban economies, and how the solutions embed themselves within people’s everyday lives. Does this innovation
disrupt existing socio-technical regimes, and set in motion an entirely new ‘assemblage’ of e-waste to e-cook
circular economies? Or is this ‘niche’ too removed daily life that its impact remains limited?
A second and quite different type of innovation that lends itself to urban areas is the production of bioLPG, a
cooking fuel that can be generated from municipal solid waste. Establishing bioLPG production can be integrated
into the development of a city’s waste management system, and can incur benefits not just in relation to clean
fuel provision, but also in reducing dependency on imported energy, and contributing to a country’s green
development agenda. A recent report125 by the Global LPG Partnership recommends pilot studies in Kigali,
Rwanda and Kumasi, Ghana – large cities with sufficient institutional and infrastructural environments. While
these developments might be some way off, the urban workstream needs to understand how such adaptations
can serve fuel and cooking needs in urban environments, and what impact a domestic source of clean energy
may have on local urban economies. How resilient are the economic and social structures that have formed
around more traditional forms of energy? To what extent is this innovation perceived to better meet community
and family energy needs?
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5 A MECS Urban Research Agenda
Initial analysis and review
For all of the work currently taking place in cities across Asia and Africa to promote modern energy cooking
services, whether within or external to the MECS programme, it is important to reflect upon our understanding
of life in the cities of SSA and SSEA, and on our strategy for the regions’ urban populations. Urban political
economies differ from one city to the next. We must take account not only of the wide-ranging trajectories of
cities today, from those that are rapidly growing to those entrenched in a localised urban crisis, but also of the
significant inequalities that exist within each city.
The MECS urban workstream is designed to answer two broad questions related to the transition to modern
energy cooking in urban areas:

1. How does urban life impact household cooking practices?
• What does it mean to live in and negotiate the city, and what are the repercussions of this on home
life?
• What are the informal economies that organise urban life and shift the dynamics of food consumption
and cooking practices in particular spaces?
• How do trends in household income levels and electricity access in cities break down into subpopulations, and how do disadvantaged communities (minority groups, low-income groups, Covid-19impacted groups) feature in these trends?
2. How does urban governance impact access to electricity and, consequently, people’s energy
expenditure and cooking practices?
• What is the institutional landscape in cities in terms of policy, finance, and project implementation?
• How is electricity access governed, in terms of price-setting, meter distribution, and grid connectivity?
• How differently are these governance mechanisms constituted between cities/regions/countries?

Having highlighted several key areas for further research into the opportunities for MECS in urban areas, it will
be necessary to engage in-country urban research institutions to a) provide local expertise, and b) carry out
research that produces new insight into the state of modern energy cooking in different urban environments.
This will provide a solid basis upon which to engage municipalities and local decision-makers, and to encourage
and support localised initiatives for the adoption of modern energy cooking services.
Before conducting primary research, a review of secondary data is needed in order to gain insights into the
modern energy cooking landscape within specific cities of interest. Until now, data analysis has tended to focus
on the difference between urban and rural areas. However, there is a need to look deeper into the urban
dynamics of modern energy cooking, and to understand differences within and between cities. Phase One will
start by exploring the potential for disaggregation within the Multi-Tier Framework survey data, and look into a
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range of other data sets and modelling opportunities126. This analysis will also allow MECS to disaggregate data
on energy access for urban refugees and displaced populations, who tend to be either amalgamated into or
altogether excluded from data sets that focus on displacement in rural areas or refugee camps. This process will
also lead to insights that are relevant to the Gender-Inclusive Leave No One Behind agenda, where there are
likely to be different dynamics at play across a wide range of urban centres. Alongside this research, it is
important to start engaging in urban-centred climate discourse, and to highlight the role of clean cooking in
debates around just and equitable urban futures.

Learning from different urban contexts
The MECS programme is interested in scale; how can modern energy cooking services be extended to reach as
many of the 4 billion people worldwide who currently lack access? It is understandable that many clean cooking
interventions in urban contexts will be targeted in the capital and major cities of priority countries. Not only do
these cities have the largest populations, they are also likely to be more-densely populated, increasing the
impact of biomass cooking on household air pollution. Furthermore, these cities are also more likely to attract
the attention of policy makers, investors and the private sector, and from a logistical perspective, it is in these
cities that utility companies and development/research institutes tend to be formally based. It is often the case
that countries become defined by their largest or most famous city, and it is perhaps inevitable that they become
the primary targets of energy policies and urban clean cooking initiatives.
It is also the case that large, densely populated cities may provide the most complicated cases, when it comes
to facilitating the clean cooking transition among population segments not deemed to be ‘low-hanging fruit’.
Uptake of modern energy cooking services may be relatively high for those who can easily afford the appliances
and energy bills, and who live in affluent areas with reliable and high-capacity grid connections. But for the rest
of the population of a large, mega-, or rapidly urbanising city, uptake may be constrained by the sheer
complexity of urban life, and the dynamism and evolution of the city. Among a more heterogenous population,
too, we are likely to encounter a wide range of perspectives relating to the modern energy cooking transition,
due to cultural differences, social networks, informal practices, economic outlooks, and transient modes of city
life. More needs to be done to understand these dynamics, in order to transition urban populations more
broadly towards modern energy cooking.
Additionally, we must be cognisant of the fact that most urbanites do not live in the world’s megacities and
capital cities, and this will remain the case in the coming years. Figure 19 below shows that in 2018, half of urban
dwellers in Africa lived in towns and cities with less than 500,000 inhabitants. By 2030, this figure will rise to
approximately 60%. A focus on medium-sized and emerging cities is therefore fundamental to the goals
associated with an urban-led modern energy transition, and this provides an additional opportunity for cities of
similar sizes and trajectories to share knowledge and apply best practice thinking. This helps make the case for
expanding modern energy cooking services in urban areas outside of the national capitals and megacities.
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Figure 19 - By 2030, it is estimated that 40% of the total population in Africa (35% in Asia) will be living in towns
and cities of less than 500,000 inhabitants127
One may be tempted to dismiss this argument, based on a theory of change that emphasises the ability of large
cities to attract investment and reach economies of scale,128 and this could help spread energy access and
services to regional and smaller cities. However, it is important to recognise the significant challenges these
cities face in providing services and employment opportunities to their inhabitants. As outlined in the previous
section, many rely on the informal sector for their livelihoods and/or reside in informal neighbourhoods, where
both the reach of local authorities and access to modern energy can be limited. In turn, informality places
limitations on tax revenue and holds back public investment in improving modern energy access and services.
Reliant upon visionary local leadership, decentralised institutions, and sound financing arrangements, regional
cities provide an opportunity to implement MECS solutions in nuanced and targeted ways that reflect local
political, economic, environmental, and cultural contexts.129 This is particularly important in the context of largescale development programmes:
“The tendency to overlook certain cities is not just a concern for scholars. Political, economic
and cultural logics within individual nations and across regions will inevitably look to certain
cities over others. It is inevitable that growth strategies, development agendas, fiscal transfer
arrangements, and restructuring and reform processes are designed with certain places and
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cities in mind, implemented unevenly across vast territories and with unresolved questions of
equity and justice at their core”.130
The MECS urban agenda is designed to take advantage of the enormous opportunity and potential for modern
energy cooking in medium-sized cities. This approach will help to provide nuance to national policy discussions
and help invigorate the local urban economies of the future. A prospective list of urban case studies is detailed
below, and opportunities for engagement could be sought through existing and future research partnerships
within these countries. When reading this list, we invite the reader to consider the following questions: what do
you know about these cities? What do you know about the potential for a modern energy transition in these
cities? What assumptions are we making about these cities when we help to formulate plans for such a
transition? In instances where existing research is being conducted in these cities, to what extent are the unique
and complex dynamics of the city being taken into account?
Kumasi, Ghana
Mbarara, Uganda
Ndola, Zambia

Benin City, Nigeria
Kisumu, Kenya
Bharatpur, Nepal

Garoua, Cameroon
Iringa, Tanzania
Myitkyina, Myanmar

Bahir Dar, Ethiopia
Mzuzu, Malawi
Rajshahi, Bangladesh

Overlooked cities will be prioritised in the four work packages and proposed challenge fund outlined in the
sections that follow. This research agenda will produce new and influential data that can be used by
policymakers, producers and consumers, in targeted MECS cities and beyond.

Figure 20 – Accra, Ghana (credit: Muntaka Chasant)
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WP1: Urban Lives [Internal]
Much of this paper has focused on the highly contextual and dynamic nature of urban life, and in doing so it
emphasises the importance of localised strategies in facilitating modern energy cooking transitions. In order to
understand urban life and urban governance in MECS priority countries, we need to understand the political
economy of individual cities as they relate to energy, food, and cooking.
Work Package 1 (WP1) – Urban Lives reflects these sentiments, and consists of desk-based data analysis and
urban studies research, which will provide MECS country research teams with contextualised and disaggregated
insights into the urban dynamics of modern energy cooking transitions. First, all current MECS initiatives in urban
environments will be reviewed, in order to understand the locations and demographic make-up of existing
project participants, as well as the strategies and fuel choices being promoted in these areas. This process will
help to identify the geographical and energy-related gaps in the programme, in relation to urban areas, and this
will guide the internal, desk-based research that will supplement ongoing activities in the priority countries.
Briefing notes and ongoing support will be provided to MECS research teams and partner organisations
concerning a range of topics, including:
o
o
o

fuel choices and cooking practices in peri-urban areas
stacking behaviour among urban populations
urban-orientated stakeholder engagement.

It will be important to review stakeholder mapping and engagement activities to ensure MECS partners are
sufficiently focused on local policy makers and development practitioners in a given city. The MECS programme
offers municipal and regional governments an integrated strategy for dealing with a range of important policy
challenges, ranging from energy provision to climate change adaptation, and from population health and
wellbeing to job creation and the development of private and social enterprise. The FAO’s Urban Food Agenda
explains the importance of municipal collaboration in this space:
“Urban areas provide strategic entry points to reconfigure broader socio-economic and
environmental processes in more resilient, sustainable, inclusive and equitable ways. Indeed, it is at
the urban governance level that we have recently witnessed the most innovative efforts to
developing synergies between diverse stakeholders and between traditionally disjointed policy
domains.”131
With the support of Southern partners and link researchers, desk-based research will be carried out across MECS
priority countries concerning decentralised governance and the implications for modern energy. Link
researchers and Southern partners will be asked to engage more directly with municipalities, who will be invited
to participate as collaborators and partners in MECS activities. Where possible, WP1 will produce information
packs for specific municipalities, and will support the country teams on developing city specific MECS strategies.
It is noted here that power structures within the city are not solely determined by local authorities. ‘Stakeholder
networking’ presents an opportunity to understand different ways of influencing the modern energy cooking
131
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transition in each city, from influential families and individuals to religious institutions and welfare and food
programmes, to other forms of community affiliation.

Figure 21 – Marrakesh, Morocco (credit: Stefan Bernsmann)

WP2: Cities in Transition [External]
Case Studies: Bangladesh, Ghana, Nepal, Uganda, Zambia
Work package 2 is designed to reflect the highly contextual and dynamic nature of urban life, and in doing so it
emphasises the importance of localised strategies in facilitating modern energy cooking transitions. At present,
energy consumption data does not exist for the majority of cities in Africa and Asia, but innovative
methodologies are being deployed to provide approximate models for selected urban areas, e.g. combining
settlement type mapping with night-time light emissions data, serving as a proxy for electricity consumption.132
Quantitative and qualitative methodologies will be needed in order to map, analyse, and tell the story of modern
energy cooking transitions in specific urban neighbourhoods and districts, in order to help the MECS programme
establish transition theories of change133 that are relevant to different urban contexts.
WP2 is an exploratory study of the cooking fuel landscape in different cities. This study is designed to focus on
population segments and urban contexts that may challenge or help to qualify our understanding of modern
energy cooking transitions at the macro level. Therefore, it is expected that research projects will explore the
cooking fuel landscape in/among i) low-income households, ii) rapidly urbanising peri-urban areas, iii) recently
upgraded urban areas, iv) migrant communities, and/or v) displaced/refugee communities. While projects will
not be expected to address all five categories, it is important to recognise that these populations and contexts
often overlap, and thus cannot be viewed in isolation. Drawing on both primary data collection and a review of
relevant secondary data, the research will map the supply and usage of cooking fuels (electricity, LPG, charcoal,
and others) in carefully selected urban and peri-urban areas, in at least two cities. Field research will contribute
to this mapping exercise in order to reveal the localised realities of both access to, and consumption of, various

Chowdhury et al.
Theories that explain the factors behind households transitioning from cooking with biomass to cooking with modern
energy alternatives.
132
133
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cooking fuels. The overall objective of the project is to produce a detailed and visual analysis of the cooking fuel
landscape in the above urban contexts, for the purposes of stakeholder engagement at the municipal level and
to feed into localised transition theories of change.
Hypothesis: Cooking fuel choices among urban populations cannot be reduced to the relative availability and
affordability of different cooking fuels, and are tied to the much wider experience of urban life reflected in
different daily routines, patterns of work and community, and individual priorities and aspirations.
The research activities in the inception phase are designed to prove whether or not the above hypothesis is
indeed correct. In order to do so, the following core research question needs to be addressed:
What are the cooking fuel choices of low-income/rapidly urbanising/migrant/displaced urban households, and
how do these choices relate to broader experiences of urban life?
The programme of research should further explore the following questions:
● What are the patterns of supply, distribution and consumption of different cooking fuels among the
urban and peri-urban populations (and areas) under study?
● As a multi-dimensional phenomenon, what does “access” to various cooking fuels entail in these urban
contexts?
● How much importance is placed on the use of modern energy cooking fuels and appliances in these
urban contexts?
● What prevents these urban communities from transitioning to modern energy cooking fuels?
● What would incentivise different urban communities to use modern energy cooking fuels more regularly
or more exclusively?

The action phase will follow the inception phase, and it will take a case study approach. In collaboration with
residents, local organisations and community leaders, the case study will focus on how to address the barriers
preventing a modern energy cooking transition, in one or two of the contexts explored in the inception phase.
and provide recommendations for action that may be applicable to other, yet similar urban contexts. The action
phase will culminate in a final research report that will include recommendations for future research and
possible interventions that are applicable to urban contexts of a similar nature.

WP3: Circular Economies [External]
Case Studies: Bangladesh, Ghana, Zambia
As shown by the numerous market assessments commissioned under the MECS programme, a wide range of
electrical cooking appliances are becoming increasingly accessible and affordable to (predominantly urban)
populations across SSA and SSEA. As these markets continue to attract the attention of appliance manufacturers
and distributors, the MECS programme is working pro-actively to understand the economic and environmental
implications of these trends in priority countries.
The increasing availability and circulation of electrical appliances has implications for systems of distribution,
repair, and waste in urban environments. The market for modern cooking appliances is shaped in part by linear
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production models (‘take, make, waste’) and the ‘throw-away’ culture of mass consumerism, both of which
shorten the life spans of products and contribute to higher emissions and larger volumes of waste. The concept
of the ‘circular economy’ attempts to limit the impact of wasteful economic activity, primarily through the ‘4R
strategies’ of reduce, reuse, remanufacture and recycle. It therefore follows that the growing supply of (and
demand for) modern cooking appliances is not solely an indicator of progress, innovation and development, but
also an indicator of eventual technological breakdown and waste, repair and restoration. Appliances are not
simply produced, sold, used, and disposed of; value is generated through circular processes of repair, recycling,
and reuse. Focusing on these circular urban economies, Cross and Murray argue that ‘energy justice’ rests not
only on the fair distribution of clean energy, but also on support for the various repair economies that exist
where formal recycling infrastructures are lacking.134
The circular economy model is not limited to products in need of repair, as it also generates economic activity
at the end of the product life cycle. Globally, an estimated 53.6 megatons (Mt) of e-Waste was produced in
2019, generated mostly in cities and in part as a direct result of urbanisation processes.135 While e-Waste
generation is highest per capita in Europe (16.2kg), Oceania (16.1kg) and the Americas (13.3kg), Asian countries
were responsible for almost half of global e-Waste production in absolute terms (24.9 Mt). By contrast, Africa
generates the least amount of e-Waste per capita (2.5kg) when compared to these four geographical areas. 136
However, e-Waste management systems in African countries tend to be far less developed, and the sector is
dominated by informal collectors and recyclers. Large port cities in Africa are also major destinations for e-Waste
produced in the global North, although trade patterns are increasingly inter-regional. Growth of the modern
energy cooking appliances market will therefore have an impact on both repair and waste economies in priority
countries, posing both economic opportunities and policy challenges.

Figure 22 – eWaste at Agbogbloshie, Ghana (credit: Muntaka Chasant)

Cross and Murray (2018, p.108).
Forti et al (2020).
136 ibid.
134
135
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By engaging with research into repair infrastructures and e-Waste economies, the MECS programme seeks to
understand the state of circular economy practices relevant to modern energy cooking, and to understand how
a modern energy cooking transition may impact these practices and economies. From after-sales and end-oflife points of view, we must ask: what urban economies may emerge with the uptake of electric cooking
appliances? How might electric cooking appliances be re-purposed in the urban economy? And what are the eWaste implications (including health implications, from hazardous materials such as lithium-ion batteries,
magnetrons, etc) of providing modern energy cooking services to cities that lack ‘formal’ repair, maintenance,
and recycling infrastructures?
Based on the above, we propose work package 3 as an in-depth exploration of the current state of urban circular
economies, with respect to modern energy cooking devices. This work package consists of two separate themes,
which relate to different stages of the product life cycle and circular economy model. These themes centre on
electrical repair economies (Theme 1) and e-Waste economies (Theme 2) in urban environments.
Hypothesis 1 (Theme 1): In increasingly consumer-driven urban economies, new business and entrepreneurial
practices emerge around the repairing, re-purposing, and re-selling of electrical (cooking) appliances and
components, enhancing economic opportunities and limiting the environmental impact of modern energy
(cooking) transitions.
Hypothesis 2 (Theme 2): In the absence of centralised or municipal e-Waste management systems, the disposal
of electrical cooking appliances and components pose a significant risk to the environment and to human safety,
particularly for those involved in the e-Waste economy.
In the inception phase of WP3, the following core research questions will be addressed:
Theme 1: What are the scenarios in which urbanites seek to repair, re-purpose, or dispose of an electric cooking
appliance, and how are these activities carried out in practice?
Theme 2: How are cooking and other kitchen appliances implicated in e-Waste urban economies?
Both themes: How can the principles of the circular economy, along with already-existing practices in urban
contexts, be harnessed in order to ensure a fair and just transition to modern energy cooking?
The programme of research will further answer the following questions:
Theme 1:
● How do consumers respond when an appliance fails?
● How do consumers prefer to have an appliance repaired?
● How readily available are parts needed to make the necessary repairs?
● What are the different typologies of appliance repair workers and second-hand appliance dealers
operating in urban environments?
● What do consumers do with an appliance when it is beyond the point of repair?
Theme 2:
● What networks, economies, and material flows derive from e-Waste sites in a given city?
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●
●

How do e-Waste activities relate to cooking practices (e.g. discarded appliances) or electricity
provision (e.g. upcycled lithium-ion battery powerpacks)?
How do e-Waste activities diverge from e-Waste policy and regulatory frameworks, at the national
and/or regional levels?

The action phase (case study) will follow the inception phase. Projects should focus on one of two options per
theme:
Theme 1:
a) Investigate the extent to which unfamiliar electrical appliances (e.g. newest models of electric pressure
cooker) can be broken down, repaired and/or repurposed by existing technicians based in the cities
b) Train new, local technicians for electrical cooking appliance repair, making use of existing social
networks (e.g. hosted by religious institutions, educational institutions, commercial centres, etc)
Theme 2:
a) Working with individuals and organisations involved in the e-Waste economy, explore how e-Waste
activities can be made safer, as well as more commercially viable. This work should reference relevant
e-Waste management policy and regulatory frameworks.
b) Identify how local e-Waste is/can be transformed into makeshift devices and solutions, such as repurposed electrical cooking appliances, or battery packs that can support electric cooking.

6 Concluding Remarks
The rationale for this paper stems from a concern for urban populations and urban energy transitions within the
Modern Energy Cooking Services (MECS) programme. One of the simplest and often one of the most illuminating
ways of analysing energy and cooking transitions is to explore cooking fuel choices and modern energy access
in urban vs rural areas. Towns and cities are thought to have better energy infrastructures, greater availability
of modern energy fuels and devices, more developed value chains, and higher income populations. However, as
this paper has attempted to show, there are significant and complex challenges unique to urban areas that
require deep engagement, if the nature and potential of these transitions is to be understood and incubated.
Cities across Asia, Africa and elsewhere are increasingly unequal sites of habitation and work. Energy poverty is
increasingly an urban as well as rural concern, and projected rates of urbanisation suggest that the pressures on
existing energy infrastructures is only going to increase. Renewable energy has the potential to relieve
centralised energy systems of this pressure, lower import dependency, and diversify energy systems away from
a reliance on fossil fuels. However, the potential success of modern energy (cooking) transitions lies not only in
the success of these technologies, but also in the ability to foster demand for related products and services
across a large population range. Modern energy (cooking) services need to be affordable, reliable, and
considered suitable not just to affluent and modernising urban households, but to the urban majority, whose
priorities and concerns may lie elsewhere. The persistence of biomass use in urban areas cannot be reduced to
a simple cost-benefit analysis in relation to household finances, and also reflects concerns over energy security,
preferences for simple, convenient and familiar solutions. As the cost of biomass rises and the cost of
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renewables falls, the modern energy cooking transition will take many different forms in different national,
regional, and city contexts. To facilitate these transitions, more work is needed to understand these local
contexts and conditions.
This is the central objective of the urban workstream within the MECS programme. The workstream plans to
provide renewed impetus to engage with a wider range of city governments and community leaders, to ensure
theories of transition and implementation strategies are tailored to local environments. The workstream focuses
on a diversity of urban contexts – both in terms of urban political economies and urban population groups – as
recognition that ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ classifications are limited in their ability to capture the realities of transition.
Furthermore, the urban workstream will engage new areas of enquiry, and commission much-needed research
on matters of repair, maintenance and waste, as they relate to modern energy cooking transitions. This will help
the MECS programme achieve its goal not only in facilitating the transition of modern energy cooking services
across sub-Saharan Africa and South/South-East Asia, but to do so in ways that are environmentally responsible
and sensitive to local demands, perceptions, and contexts.
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