
  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOGERV 

The Sustainable Off-Grid Electrification of Rural Villages 

(SOGERV) Project is funded by the Scottish Government and 

runs from 2015 – 2018.  The project is led by the University of 

Strathclyde and partnered by United Purpose – Malawi and 

WASHTED – Blantyre Polytechnic.  The project aims to deploy 

sustainable off-grid energy projects in Chikhwawa district, 

Southern Malawi, providing communities with affordable energy 

access. 

  



 

CONTEXT 

According to the most recent estimates, only 10% of Malawi’s 18 

million people are connected to the main electricity grid. In rural 

areas, connection is roughly 2%.  Overall energy consumption is dominated by the 

use of traditional biomass at 89% of the total. With the population growing at around 

3% per annum, increasing biomass demand is causing widespread deforestation. The 

electricity grid has an installed capacity of 360MW – primarily hydro generation located 

on the Shire river – that struggles to meet peak demand.  This is exacerbated by 

increasingly erratic rains and Shire water levels decreasing, 

Off-grid electricity is a growing sector in Malawi with numerous initiatives focussing on 

mini-grid deployments and community energy schemes.  However, the sector is still 

young and learning on sustainable models for off-grid electrification in the Malawian 

context is vital 

 

 
 
 

OBJECTIVES 

Working in 4 communities in Chikwawa District, SOGERV set out 

to establish sustainable energy businesses, testing alternative business 

models, establishing long-term support structures.  A community energy model is 

common for rural energy projects in Malawi with the model typically include community 

ownership and operation and targeting a public facility such as a primary school or 

health centre.  Despite the high impact, many of these projects have fallen short of 

sustainability expectations1. 

SOGERV has delivered impact in 2 key areas – improving sustainable energy access 

to communities in Chikwawa and contributing critical learning on sustainable 

community-based approaches to rural electrification. 

 

  

                                                           
1 
https://pure.strath.ac.uk/portal/files/66400800/Buckland_etal_2017_Sustainability_of_Solar_PV_Systems_in_
Malawi.pdf 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IMPACT  

4 Community energy providers have been established in the 

villages of Mandrade, Kandeu2, Thendo and Gola.  Mandrade is the 

longest running and has been in operation since March 2017.  Thendo and Gola have 

been in operation since November 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each energy provider has a ‘Charging Station’ powered by a 4kW PV array and 

provides a range of battery charging services, ‘wired’ small business connections, 

SHS PV system rentals and PSP product sales.  

  

                                                           
2 The Kandeu energy business operated from July 17 to January 18.  It is currently transitioning to a new 
management structure and is expected to reopen May 18.  

795 households are purchasing renewable 

energy services and products 

10 small businesses are paying for 

electricity supplied by the community 

energy providers. 

2 Schools and 2 Health Clinics have power 

and lights.  On average, 55 students ( 42% 

female and 20 teachers access the energy 

each evening. 

The community energy providers have 

maintained positive net income and are 

growing their customer base and product 

offering 



COMMUNITY ENERGY PROVIDER 

BUSINESS MODEL 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 The market has largely 

materialised in line with 

initial market 

assessment 

expectations 

 Ability and willingness to 

pay is strongest for smaller 

portable products 

 SHS rental is only viable for 

PUE small business 

 There is an upper segment 

of the market for larger 

portable products 

Analysis of the community energy provider’s business performance is being used to 

assess the most sustainable business models for community energy providers 

‘Wired Connections’ for small PUE 

businesses have been an 

unexpected opportunity with new 

businesses co-locating with 

Charging Stations 

 
SHS system rental to 

small PUE businesses 

has only been 

maintained by a small 

number of the larger 

local businesses 

Net income is positive 

and a maintenance 

fund is being 

established 

 

PSP sales rely on 

payment instalments 

Revenues display   

seasonal patterns 

Maintaining sales 

requires transport 

Net income has been 

positive, allowing re-

stocking and commission 

for sales 



SUSTAINABILITY 

 

DISTRICT COUNCIL SUPPORT 

A programme of district council engagement has been conducted throughout the project.  

Engagement has focussed on ensuring the energy initiative was well aligned with local 

development plans and securing support for long-term sustainability.  The DC have been 

highly encouraging of the initiative and signed a MoU outlining future support commitments.  

However, it has been clear that District capacity to support energy projects (from both a 

knowledge/skills and budgetary resource perspective) is low.  SOGERV learning 

emphasises the importance of the District Energy Officer initiative being led by 

Community Energy Malawi3.  

SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS MODELS 

Three business models have been trialled: Franchiser/Franchisee, 

Independent Entrepreneur, and Community Energy Committee.  

Under the 1st model, a Blantyre based RET company acted as a 

franchiser to Franchisee entrepreneurs in Mandrade and Kandeu.  

Despite offering expertise and access to supply chain that no doubt 

contributed to the success at Mandrade, there is insufficient short-

term financial return to maintain a purely commercial interest. 

Although the Mandrade business has thrived, Kandeu has suffered 

from a lack of oversight.  The Independent Entrepreneur is showing 

good initial business performance, but has requested the kind of 

support a Franchiser could provide.  The Community Energy Committee are also managing 

good early business and provide close integration with other village development activities, 

but establishing clear roles and responsibilities and an incentive scheme to drive sales is a 

challenge for this model.  SOGERV learning is pointing to a hybrid of the tested models – a 

social energy business filling the Franchiser role managing community energy providers 

whose activities are fully transparent and accountable to Village Development Committees. 

CONNECTION TO SUPPLY CHAIN 

Access to suitable electrical contractor support and high quality stock at wholesale prices is 

essential for the community energy providers.  All the businesses have demonstrated 

independent access to wholesale PSP suppliers and have successfully restocked when 

required.  This provides a key business differentiator as inferior standard of RE products in 

Malawi is growing issue.   

Although faults have been dealt with 

effectively, access to competent, 

affordable electrical contractors has been 

a challenge  

                                                           
3 
https://pure.strath.ac.uk/portal/files/67933569/
Buckland_etal_2017_Malawi_district_energy_of
ficer_blueprint_recommendations_paper.pdf 



 

 

 

A ROADMAP FOR HIGHLY DISTRIBUTED 

RURAL ELECTRIFICATION 

Building on learning from SOGERV and drawing on engagement with stakeholders 

across the sector, a framework for scaling up community-based, off-grid rural 

electrification is emerging. 

Key Learning: 

 Community energy providers can establish sufficient revenues for sustainable 

5-10 year business modelling; however, achieving sufficient revenue to enable 

repayment of initial set up capital is unlikely.  

 Even the most successful community energy provider is highly vulnerable to 

economic and environmental shocks – operating under the umbrella of ‘parent’ 

organisation that spreads risk across multiple assets is desirable. 

 A purely commercial model for an umbrella ‘parent’ organisation is unlikely to 

be attractive for most Renewable Energy companies in Malawi. 

 A supportive ‘enabling environment’ at a district and national level is essential. 

 

 

 


