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KEY MESSAGES
Status of LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS and progress towards achieving SDG 7
• LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS consist of 91 countries with a total population of about 1.1 billion. Access to energy in these vulnerable 

countries remains a major challenge. 

• About half of the people in the world without electricity live in LDCs. In 2016, the proportion of the population in LDCs with access 
to electricity was 44.8 per cent. In LLDCs it was 53.1 per cent, and SIDS it was 76.3 per cent. This data hides disparities between 
countries and regions, as well as urban and rural areas, and some countries are trailing way behind, with an access rate as low as 
7.6 per cent. 

• Ending energy poverty in vulnerable countries and ensuring that no country or person is left behind has to become a priority for 
all stakeholders in order to achieve the 2030 Agenda.

• Each country’s transition to a sustainable energy sector involves a unique mix of resource opportunities and challenges. National 
plans and policies should be designed for the particular needs and resources of each country, with a mix of grid, mini-grid and 
off-grid solutions. 

• All vulnerable countries face inefficiencies in power utilities, which impact their operations and financial viability, and deter the 
private investments needed to improve generating capacity, and transmission and distributions systems. 

Priority actions 
• To achieve the global goals on energy in LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS it will be essential to act fast to create enabling environments for 

private sector investment and to promote attractive project pipelines. This will require well-functioning institutions, and policy and 
regulatory reforms to help build credibility with investors and effectively scale up private investment, leveraging public resources 
for country-level implementation. 

• Development Finance Institutions (DFIs) and development partners should increase the funding allocated to sustainable energy 
in LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS as this will have an impact across different sectors, including most of the SDGs, accelerating poverty 
eradication, structural transformation, and reducing vulnerability to fluctuating global energy prices. 

• Moving a project from initial plan to bankable project requires significant time and human and capital resources (to prepare 
feasibility studies, environmental impact assessments, and permits). Vulnerable countries need more targeted support from their 
partners for project preparation to fast-track progress.

• Enhance integration of regional/cross border energy infrastructure and institutions to ensure economies of scale and lower the unit 
cost of energy generation. 

• 
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but also on productive uses and economic development, with 
a gradual shift towards self-sustaining systems promoting 
economic development that is transformative and inclusive. 
These two different types of end-use demand are mutually 
supportive.

Vulnerable Countries and the Sustainable 
Development Goals

Electricity access and achieving SDG 7 in vulnerable countries

Sustainable energy,120encompassing its three dimensions of access, 
e�ciency, and renewable energy, is a key development enabler 
for many SDGs. Despite the potential that sustainable energy has 
for development, many vulnerable countries, including the least 
developed countries (LDCs), landlocked developing countries 
(LLDCs) and small island developing states (SIDS), still face 
daunting challenges in achieving SDG 7. 

Together the LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS consist of 91 countries with 
a total population of about 1.1 billion. Access to energy remains a 
major challenge for them. In 2016, the proportion of population 
with access to electricity in LDCs was 44.8 per cent; in LLDCs it was 
53.1 per cent, and in SIDS it was 76.3 per cent. However, this data 
hides huge disparities between countries; some trail way behind 
with an access rate as low as 7.6 per cent. It is also important to 
stress that the portion of the population without electricity overlaps 
with the portion in acute poverty, as they are not able to utilize 
the bene�ts of modern energy to improve their health, education, 
income generation and overall social and economic development. 
Furthermore, there are wide disparities between urban and rural 
areas, with urban areas having access rates that are substantially 
higher than the rural areas. 

�e three groups of countries, LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS, all face 
a di�erent set of energy challenges, and the progress achieved so 
far depends on which pillar—access, e�ciency or renewables—is 
being measured. However, none of the vulnerable countries can 
a�ord to focus on only one of the pillars; all three areas must be 
pursued at once to achieve accelerated energy transition. 

�is policy brief will identify how vulnerable countries are 
progressing towards achieving SDG 7 and what is needed to 
accelerate their energy transition.
1  The term sustainable energy in this policy brief encompasses 
access to three forms of energy, each of which provides distinct 
but essential benefits for economic and social development: less 
polluting household energy for cooking and heating, including from 
improved cookstoves with traditional solid biomass fuels, from liquid 
and gaseous fuels such as kerosene and LPG, or energy from renew-
able energy sources such as solar; electricity for powering appliances 
and lights in households and public facilities such as health clinics, 
schools, and government offices; and mechanical power from either 
electricity or other energy sources that improve the productivity of 
labour.

Current energy access status and main challenges in LDCs, 
LLDCs and SIDS

�e 47 least developed countries (LDCs) represent the poorest 
and weakest segment of the international community and thus are 
the battleground on which the 2030 Agenda will be won or lost. 
�e LDCs have a long way to go to achieve universal access to 
modern energy by 2030. While the average global electri�cation 
rate reached 87.4 per cent in 2016, the average access to electricity 
across LDCs hovered as low as 44.8 per cent, and 540.9 million 
of the world’s 1 billion people without electricity live in LDCs. 
�ere has been progress in LDCs in recent years, but while access 
to electricity increased faster between 2000 and 2016 than in the 
previous decade, the expansion rate is still far from what is needed 
to achieve universal energy access by 2030. Expanding access has 
been hindered by high connection costs, unreliable or unavailable 
grid electricity, low population density (especially in rural areas), 
high leakage rates, high operational costs that pose challenges for 
utilities and consumers ability to pay, low demand from productive 
users, and lack of investment.

�e electricity access situation in the LDCs also varies by region. In 
2016, the Asia Paci�c LDCs reached an average electri�cation rate 
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urban areas than in rural areas. In 2016, on average, 75 per cent of 
the urban population had electricity access, compared with only 31 
per cent of rural populations, and access is expanding only slightly 
faster in rural areas. With a signi�cant portion (68 per cent) of 
the LDC population living in rural areas and a steep urban-rural 
electri�cation gap, closing this gap in LDCs will require a higher 
level of investment in infrastructure, including a combination of 
o�-grid / mini-grid and decentralized grid-connected solutions to 
reach more remote populations. �e gap between urban and rural 
populations is more extreme in African LDCs, where 64.6 per cent 
of urban populations but only 14.4 per cent of rural populations 
have electricity, than in Asia Paci�c LDCs, where 94.2 per cent 
of urban and 63.9 per cent of rural populations had access to 
electricity by 2016. 

�e 32 landlocked developing countries (LLDCs), with a total 
population of 478 million, face development challenges related to 
their geographical disadvantages: lack of direct territorial access 
to the sea, and remoteness and isolation from world markets. 
Investment in energy infrastructure, along with information and 
communications technology, underpins the ability of LLDCs 
to structurally transform their economies, and therefore is a key 
priority for all landlocked developing countries. While the average 
proportion of population with access to electricity rose from 33 per 
cent in 2000 to 53.1per cent in 2016, wide disparities between urban 
and rural areas exist in LLDCs. Furthermore, at least two-thirds 
of the population relies on biomass for cooking, underscoring the 
urgent need for improved access to clean and modern cooking 
energy. 

Small island developing states (SIDS) face additional geographic 
barriers to economic as well as sustainable energy development. 
SIDS generally rely heavily on imported fossil fuels for both 
transport and electricity generation, while their remoteness poses 
logistical and �nancial challenges to trade. �is reliance makes them 
highly vulnerable to �uctuations in global oil prices and increases 
their cost of doing business. Most SIDS rely on widespread use 
of oil-based generators for electricity, but with small, dispersed 
populations, the grid does not reach the majority of inhabitants in 
many islands. At the same time, SIDS have the potential to access 
several renewable energy sources, such as solar, wind, geothermal 
and tidal power. Hence, SIDS have the prospects to be forerunners 
in switching to renewable energy by adopting national renewable 
energy strategies, building the enabling environment, scaling up 
existing initiatives, establishing new partnerships, adopting new 
technologies and gaining better access to �nancing.

 With respect to sustainable energy, across LDCs the share of 
traditional and modern renewables in total �nal energy consumption 
(TFEC) was 67.8 per cent, which is signi�cantly higher than the 
global average of 17.5 per cent in 2015. However, this is largely due 
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continuous e�orts towards implementing their plans. Many success 
stories exist already, including the examples discussed below.

Many SIDS are emerging as frontrunners in the pursuit of 
renewables-based energy systems. Several SIDS have included in 
their national plans ambitious targets on increasing the share of 
renewable energy in their power mix. Samoa, for example, set a 
target of achieving 100 per cent renewable energy by 2025 in its 
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and building multi-stakeholder partnerships to support the energy 
transition, and 7) considering options for building energy systems 
catering to the demands of the “bottom of the pyramid”.

To accelerate progress, a holistic approach, which addresses 
all the above mentioned issues simultaneously, is needed. �is 
will require multi-stakeholder partnerships involving many 
di�erent stakeholders with individual comparative advantages. 
A national plan for energy transition that brings together DFIs, 
bilateral donors, the private sector and national stakeholders, and 
aligns energy sector budget allocations to support energy access 
investments is needed. 

It is equally important to enact regulatory reforms that are 
consistent and predictable for DFIs and the private sector to 
adhere to, thereby boosting investor con�dence and unlocking 
�nancial �ou.9 (t)19 s1p(o)12 (n t)-6 s
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both indoor and outdoor air pollution, and greater provision and 
access to quality health services; raise education standards; and 
help mitigate the impacts of climate change. In fact, there are very 
few areas in the sustainable development agenda where sustainable 
energy will not play a signi�cant role.

Going forward, national energy policies need to take into 
consideration the energy demand profile of the poorest people and 
ensure their access to a�ordable energy. �e positive development 
impacts of sustainable energy can be expanded the most by 
targeting the poorest people, the so-called “bottom of the pyramid”, 
who usually do not bene�t from modern energy. Bottom-up 
planning will enable a realistic understanding of the technologies 
needed and the scales on which they are required. �is will allow 
bringing the right �nancing tools to best address the challenges and 
needs of the poorest people. �e distributed generation solutions 
o�en require smaller project portfolios and may require di�erent 
sets of aggregation tools and early-risk capital.

At the same time, the focus should not be on just promoting 
minimum access for households, but also on transformational 
energy access, which supports productive uses, structural 
transformation and economic development, through a gradual 
shi� towards self-sustaining systems promoting economic 
development that is transformative and inclusive.
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