Burundi's Solar Plans Forge Ahead, despite Political Unrest
by David Smith
Oct. 6, 2015: Mubuga, Burundi – When entrepreneurs and government ministers signed a deal for the 1st major solar power plant in Burundi, the future of this energy-crippled nation seemed full of promise.  A day later, gunfire filled the streets and buildings were set ablaze, as a renegade army general attempted a coup.
Such are the peculiar challenges of harnessing renewable energy in one of the more unstable corners of Africa.  “We were so excited,” recalled Lazare Sebitereko, program manager in Burundi for the solar and social development company GigaWatt Global.  “It was upsetting, because we wanted to get on with our program.  We didn’t stop completely, but it’s slow compared to what we expected.”
Nevertheless, Sebitereko hopes that work will begin by the end of the year on a 7.5 MegaWatt (MW) solar farm that will change lives in a small, landlocked country where just 1 in 25 people has residential access to electricity.  It will be spread over 17 hectares of land in Mubuga village, Gitega province, 65 miles from the fraught capital, Bujumbura.
GigaWatt Global is drawing on lessons learned in neighboring Rwanda, where last year it opened east Africa’s biggest solar field at 8.5 MW.  But despite their similarities in climate, topography and culture, Burundi is currently a more unpredictable and risky proposition.
Sebitereko and Jean Jacques Nyenimigabo, an adviser to Burundi’s president, paid a visit to the remote site in September.  They took a journey of breathtaking beauty among verdant hills and valleys, where men on bicycles cling to the backs of trucks to ease their passage on the winding roads.  The delegation was greeted by performers wearing white, red and green robes, beating drums patterned with the national flag, and dancing inside a circle of local villagers, including 4 boys who had climbed a tree.  A police officer filmed the scene for posterity with an iPad.
Mubuga has never had electricity and is 11 km away from the power grid.  Its residents have depended on candles, lanterns, firewood, and charcoal since time immemorial.  Construction materials will spend days making the 900-mile road journey here from the port of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania.
As the villagers listened intently, Nyenimigabo, in his home constituency, reassured them that they would feel the impact of the $22 million (£14 illionm) solar plant.  “It would not be good to see the cables coming from Mubuga and passing to other places and not benefiting us,” he noted.  “But trust us, we’ll have power that goes to Mubuga.  Wherever it goes, we are also the 1st beneficiaries of this electricity.”
The plant will also create 300 jobs in maintenance, construction and support, Nyenimigabo promised, and at least 40% will go to women.  “When men work, they waste the money on drink.  With women we know the money’s going back to the family.”
The availability of power will allow people to open small businesses that would create further spin-offs to tackle youth unemployment, he predicted.  “With electricity, they can create jobs for themselves.”
Few people in the village have heard of solar power before, but they seem excited by its potential.  Janine Nsengiyumva, 18, a student, said: “It will help us to get light so we can study at night.  We can’t do our studies at night now.  We have to use torches or lanterns and candles.”
Josephine Ntawundorera, 36, whose 18-month-old son, Kevin, was tied to her back, said: “I feel very happy with this project, because we’re going to get jobs and it’s giving priority to women.  Normally they are excluded from projects when they come.”
One of the new jobs has gone to Prosper Ndayishimiye, 45, who started work as site manager about a month ago, as a fence went up around the land.  He says it is leased from a man who inherited it from his grandfather but now lives in Canada.  “People here don’t know what solar is,” he said.  “They will be surprised….  We have a shortage of electricity, but we have sun.  We don’t know winter.  It can shine all year and can be used to generate the power needed.  There are no problems at all that can hinder this project, except security.  But what happens in Bujumbura doesn’t happen here.”
GigaWatt Global will also distribute 100 solar panels to local chiefs.  One chief, Placide Manirambona, said: “This is a very welcome project, because we live in darkness and just go to sleep at night.  We feel good, because we see it with development programs coming alongside.”
The 34-year-old added: “We hope solar power will reduce the trees that we use for firewood and charcoal, as people use electricity to cook.  The project will help our performance in education.  Those who were not studying at night will now study.  The strain of the eyes caused by improper light will be reduced.
“If this project goes well, other communities can take the example and use it, because many countries lack electricity.  If we can take electricity from the sun, this is going to be a fantastic thing.”
Burundi is certainly in need of more power from somewhere.  The country has a total of only 52 MW of installed capacity, including 15.5 MW generated by diesel.  Blackouts are a way of life.  Downtime in electrical access averages 2 days a week, severely constraining industries such as mining.
Sebitereko said of Bujumbura: “In the offices, you can’t work.  They have 2 scanners in the hospital, but because of power shortages, they can’t use them.  You have to travel more than 200 km for a scan.”
Part of the solution, he believes, lies on this unremarkable hillside of wild grass and vegetation that will host the array of Chinese-made solar photovoltaic panels.  They increase Burundi’s generating capacity by 15% and produce electricity for 60,000 households.  Casting his glance around, he said: “You see all the sun that’s not being exploited.”
Sebitereko argues that the project, supported by grants from the US, UK, Finland and Austria, will also give the community a sense of ownership and have long-term benefits in training and employment.  “The relationship between the project and education is crucial.  Tomorrow we need technicians; we don’t want to rely on the outside.  Tomorrow we can do it ourselves, we can be part of the system.”
This includes collaboration with the Polytechnic University of Gitega for the site installation and collection of meteorological data.  Sebitereko continued: “In Africa, projects are usually done by experts in the West and 80% goes on their salaries.  After implementation, the experts go and, if maintenance is not done by people on the ground, the project will fail.  Local people are not given the same opportunities and privileges, so they work without motivation.
“But this project is bringing in the people on the ground.  They feel this is part of them.  The children who grow with this, some of them will work on these sites, not only as laborers but as technicians.”
Yet this grand vision was put in jeopardy by the turmoil in Bujumbura this year.  Street demonstrations erupted from April, against president Pierre Nkurunziza’s decision to run for a 3rd term in office, widely condemned as unconstitutional.  Police were accused of a brutal crackdown, shooting unarmed protesters as they fled.  At least 100 people are thought to have died in the unrest, while 200,000 fled to neighboring countries.  The capital remains a tinderbox.
In May, general Godefroid Niyombare, a former intelligence chief, declared that Nkurunziza had been ousted while he was outside the country.  But public celebrations proved premature, as independent broadcasters were hit by rockets and grenades and the president reasserted control.  The failed coup came a day after the solar plant contract was signed, in the presence of the Dutch ambassador.
Sebitereko admitted: “The situation has been temporarily slowed down, but we are still very optimistic to carry out the project, and for its success.  You find businesses in Bujumbura are sometimes shut because of the problems, but everything has an end.  This crisis is there today, but we hope there will be a political breakthrough, especially if negotiations resume.”
A violent coup attempt was the last thing that GigaWatt Global needed to hear.  Michael Fichtenberg, its managing director in Burundi, described the timing as “unsettling.”  But he added: “We are looking to the international community to bring in funding and get us over the finish line.”
The American-owned Dutch company says it has a “hybrid model” that uses renewable energy projects as a catalyst for social development.  Yosef Abramowitz, president of GigaWatt Global, said: “We are deeply concerned about the poverty of the Burundian people.  We just hope we’re able to bring the project to life to help the community.”
GigaWatt Global plans to build 1,000 MW of solar in Africa by 2020, providing electricity to millions of households and institutions.  Abramowitz added: “I believe solar power is the engine of transformation in Africa.  It can deploy so quickly that you can drive poverty alleviation and economic growth like no other technology.  It’s going to take off so fast now.
“Once you’ve shown the economic model, the ability to scale up quickly is there.  We’re going to see GigaWatts of solar in the next 5 years.  A lot of the economic growth is going to come from Africa.”
 www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/oct/06/burundis-solar-plans-forge-ahead-despite-political-unrest
