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A B S T R A C T

Nigeria’s aspiration towards universal access to electricity has been hindered by a centralized and closed grid
system. The country took steps in the right direction by recently unbundling and privatizing the state-owned
electric power utility and introducing a renewable energy feed-in tariff and mini-grid regulations. The author
advocates a full-scale democratization of the electricity sector to empower local communities and small, stand-
alone producers to participate in solving the electricity crisis.

1. Introduction

Nigeria is a developing country with a poor electricity system,
especially in remote areas. Many homes and communities have few or
no options at all when the central electricity system fails or is in-
sufficient to meet their electricity need. This major drawback under-
scores the desire for private homes, businesses, and communities to
have options and more control over their electricity. It is the desire for
options and control of availability of electricity that has led to what can
be referred to as the democratization of electricity, or in a wider sense,
the democratization of energy in some developed countries. The phe-
nomenon that is now known as the democratization of energy is be-
coming increasingly popular.

Historically, in many countries, large monopolistic or oligopolistic
corporations with centralized energy systems dominate or dominated
the electricity sector. Centralized systems are dominant because of
structures that allow electricity to flow from large central power sta-
tions1 (Morris and Peht 2015) into centralized transmission and dis-
tribution grid systems. Also the desire of national governments to
control utilities, possibly borne out of the socialist tendencies to
manage public electricity utilities for the common good of the majority,
makes centralized systems popular. Unfortunately, improper manage-
ment and maintenance of public electric power utilities and inadequate
funding of programs for expansion of generation, transmission, and
distribution capacity are some of the challenges confronting govern-
mental control of electric power utilities. This is particularly true for
developing countries like Nigeria.

This article reviews democratization with a specific focus on

electricity as a sub-sector of the energy sector in Nigeria. It also dis-
cusses the rationale for democratization of electricity in Nigeria, the
adequacy of recent regulatory interventions, and suggests a full-scale
democratization that empowers small owners of stand-alone electricity
systems.

2. Revisiting the concept of democratization of electricity

The concept of democratization of energy is broader than the con-
cept of democratization of electricity because energy encompasses
power for electricity, transportation, heating, and cooking. Although
various scholars use the terms “energy” and “electricity” inter-
changeably, more emphasis will be placed on the use of the term
“electricity” for the purpose of this article. In order to understand what
democratization of electricity entails, it is important to first adopt a
deductive approach at unraveling the concept of democratization of
energy.

Tomain (2015)2 describes democratization of energy in the context
of expansion in decision-making powers that leads to decisions being
decentralized and consumers having greater input in their energy
choices. This democratization is brought about by the changing global
energy/environmental politics.3 Tomain argues that centralized energy
systems are prone to natural disasters and the best response to such
risks is to restructure the electric system through greater decentraliza-
tion as well as through increased competition and consumer partici-
pation.4 Referring to the increasing influence of merchant generators,
independent system operators as well as independent transmission
companies in the United States as examples, he argues that a more
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democratic energy paradigm affects the production and delivery of
energy.5

According to Roberts (2013),6 the democratization of energy refers
to more consumers also being producers, more and more municipalities
taking charge of their own energy, and thus power over power, as it
were, devolving into local hands. Lisa Nandy7 views democratization of
energy in terms of “putting people back in charge” and moving to
“community-based energy companies and co-operatives” to ensure a
more just energy system for all. Sheik, S., (2015)8 describes democra-
tization of energy as “energy municipalization,” that is, giving the
people back control of their energy system. He considers this an ef-
fective way of challenging the monopoly held by the big energy com-
panies. Farrel (2011),9 on the other hand, views democratization of
electricity from the perspective of distributed generation, that is, the
decentralization of electricity generation from centralized systems to
smaller producers and the citizenry. He emphasizes the potential of
distributed generation to democratize the electricity grid and create
opportunities to unlock local ownership of electricity systems. The de-
mocratization of electricity could also be understood in more simplistic
terms, from the perspective of Abraham Lincoln’s definition of de-
mocracy.10 Thus democratization of electricity may be defined as
electricity by the people and for the people.

This author defines the democratization of electricity as the process
of allowing citizens of a country either as individuals, cooperatives or
communities, control electricity generation, transmission and distribu-
tion systems, for their own use in the first instance, but with the ability
to make excess capacity available to a centralized system for the col-
lective national benefit. It is the introduction of a democratic system
characterized by the increased power of choice and control by the ci-
tizenry, in a way that promotes and accelerates the quest for universal
access to sustainable and eco-friendly electricity.

3. Universal access to electricity through democratization

Universal access to electricity by 2030 is the major thrust of Goal 7
of the Global Goals for Sustainable Development.11 The United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) estimates that about 1.1 billion
people in the world have no access to electricity.12 The poor are most
affected. The urban poor typically have some access to electricity, but
service is unreliable and intermittent, and their connections are often
informal. In rural areas, physical access is either non-existent or usually
of inadequate quality and/or quantity either from stand-alone systems
or poorly run and inefficient mini-grids that are expensive and prone to
frequent failure.

Universal access to electricity is important for improving livelihoods
and economic activities. Rifkin (2011)13 considers universal access to

electricity as the indispensable starting point for improving the lives of
the poorest populations of the world. Lighting for schools, functioning
health clinics, pumps for water and sanitation, cleaner indoor air, faster
food-processing and more income-generating opportunities, among
others are some of the benefits of universal access to electricity.

According to the United Nations Foundation, from the perspective
of jobs, security, climate change, food production or increasing in-
comes, access to sustainable energy for all is essential for strengthening
economies, protecting ecosystems, and achieving equity.14 Former UN
Secretary-General, Ban Ki-Moon, described energy as “the golden
thread that connects economic growth, social equity, and environ-
mental sustainability.”15 Universal access to electricity has the potential
for a more equitable society because more households and businesses
will have better opportunity to thrive. As more homes and businesses
have access to electricity, society becomes more equitable.

One of Nigeria’s most demanding challenges today is to deliver
access to electricity to millions (Roche, Ude, and Donald-Ofoegbu,
2017).16 In Nigeria, electrification rate is about 45% (IEA: 2015
WEO).17 There is, however, a sharp discrepancy between cities and
rural areas. The rate of urban electrification in Nigeria is 55% while the
rate for rural electrification is 36%.18 Electrification in Nigeria more
often than not connotes that there is access to electricity infrastructure
rather than the actual stable supply of electricity. Therefore, while
certain areas may be connected to the electricity grid, such areas may
witness minimal electricity supply all year round as a result of gen-
eration, transmission, and distribution constraints. Nigeria has a rural
electrification program that has, as its primary objective, the expansion
of access to electricity as rapidly as can be afforded in a cost-effective
manner (FGN 2001: National Electric Power Policy).19 Nigeria intends
to achieve 75% access to electricity by 2020, 90% by 2030, and uni-
versal access of 100% electrification by 2040 (FGN 2015: Rural Elec-
trification Strategy Implementation Plan).20 To achieve this, the
country plans to extend electrification to additional 1.1 million rural
households each year from 2015 to 2020 and 513,000 new rural
household connections each year from 2020 to 2040.21

Nigeria will need to embrace a more democratized electricity
market and renewable energy sources, especially stand-alone solar
systems for residential buildings to move rapidly towards achieving
universal access to electricity. In some countries like Germany, more
homes and communities have become energy producers as well as
consumers by embracing renewable energy and a democratized elec-
tricity market. Technological advancement and the increasing im-
portance of renewable energy in the electricity mix provide more op-
portunities for universal access to electricity. According to Farrel
(2011),22 this new trend presents an electricity future with a more
democratic and participatory paradigm. Hendrickson (2015)23 con-
siders the democratization of energy to be a very important factor in the
transition to a more equitable society. According to Rifkin (2011),24 the
democratization of energy will reorder the way whole economies and5 Ibid at p.1135.
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