Powering up the Poor Shouldn't Hurt the Climate
by Fred Pearce
Oct. 19,2014 - More than a billion people worldwide – 1 in 6 people – don't yet have access to electricity.  Getting them plugged in to power will send carbon emissions soaring in developing countries, right?  Well, no, according to a new study.
People in poorer nations use so little electricity that we need not fret.  Climate fears are certainly no excuse for holding back on connecting the world to the grid, says Shonali Pachauri of the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA), a think tank based in Laxenburg, Austria.
The test case is rural India, where more unplugged people live than anywhere else – 400 million of them.  But that is changing.  India has connected an estimated 650 million people to the grid in the past 30 years.  Pachauri analyzed government data on electricity use to find out what difference it made.
She found that the emissions of the newly connected, most in poor villages, amounted to just 50 million tonnes of CO2 a year.  That was less than 4% of the increase in national emissions during that time, which was overwhelmingly from cities and industry.  The study, in Nature Climate Change, is the first such retrospective analysis of the emissions impacts of rural electrification.
Solar Pledge
Getting grid electricity to the 1.3 billion people who lack it is a target of the United Nations Sustainable Energy for All initiative.  India's new prime minister, Narendra Modi, recently promised to get electricity to every Indian within 5 years.  He plans to do much of this with solar power.  But even with coal, says Pachauri, "meeting the energy needs of the poor is unlikely to contribute significantly to global greenhouse gas emissions".
The main reason is that poor households with regular access to electricity do not have much equipment to plug in.  The average connected Indian household uses 900 kiloWatt-hours of electricity a year.  That's less than 1/10 of that used by the average US household.
Direct household electricity use is not the whole story, Pachauri agrees.  Giving people access to electricity can help them out of poverty, with the result that they start buying more consumer goods, which themselves require electricity to produce.
"We need only to look to China to see the consequences of rapid growth on emissions in a country of a billion+ people," says Roger Pielke Jr at the University of Colorado in Boulder.  Chinese carbon emissions per capita recently exceeded those of the European Union for the first time, according to Robbie Andrew of the Center for International Climate and Environmental Research in Oslo, Norway, in a study for the Global Carbon Project.  When countries get rich, their emissions rise.  But connecting poor rural households is the least of the problem.
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