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The Human Rights Dimensions of the World Bank’s Energy Policy
It is clear to most anyone that access to affordable, reliable, and renewable energy will be one of the planet’s most critical development challenges of the 21st Century. If some calculations suggesting that the global population will reach 9 billion by 2050 are accurate, and if we accept the World Bank’s own numbers that global economic production will increase fourfold by that same year, our planet faces an enormous challenge in meeting our energy needs. 
Current climate change negotiations indicate that the world’s principal development concern possibly for the entire next century will revolve around energy infrastructure. 
So where should the World Bank focus its energy agenda in this context. 
If we agree that the World Bank is a global inter-governmental institution devoted to reducing poverty (at least that is what is prominently displayed on the wall of its headquarter building in Washington DC), then we should understand that it’s global duty is to focus on achieving energy access for the poor, and certainly for the most vulnerable amongst the poor. 

And while the World Bank’s overall challenge is to provide developing countries generally with sustainable development finance solutions, with a broad poverty reduction target, which in turn includes large-scale energy provision, some more vulnerable groups have immediate and urgent needs that the World Bank should address more concretely. 

Communities with no access to energy or with limited access to energy are generally poorer than those with energy even in relative terms in developing country economies. Energy deficient communities are less productive and need to work harder to achieve that which others do with energy. They have lower property value, and suffer from various forms of physical insecurity having to live literally, in the dark. 
Communities with limited or no access to energy at all are at a technological disadvantage than those with energy, as they have limited access to the benefits of modern technology and communications and as such they need more targeted policies to address their limitations. Poorer households operate for fewer hours which means that children have less time to study and cannot access educational resources available through energy-powered educational vehicles such as internet, radio, television, video, etc.. 
Energy for heating can be critical for very poor communities facing severe winters, while hotter climates can create unbearable indoor living conditions for low income households. Lack of energy in low income households can also result in health risks from spoiled foods. It is known that household smoke in very low income communities is one of the highest root causes of respiratory disease and death amongst children. 
Another dimension of energy which greatly affects the poorest communities and societies more generally is the quality of energy (particularly, the negative externalities caused by dirty energy). Contamination resulting from high-carbon energy disproportionately affects the health of the poor, and especially of women, children and the most vulnerable in ways not affecting communities living with better quality energy sources. 
Finally, access to justice and other forms of remedy for victims of human rights in poor countries, which can be expected to have more limited energy access, also presents serious human rights realization potential. 
It is evident that energy access (or lack thereof) and energy quality (high carbon energy vs. renewable, for example) plays a critical role in the state of human development of most societies. We can say that energy has profound implications on, and is intricately associated to, the state of human development, and that this relationship is more evident and more relevant to poorer communities and especially communities that do not have energy infrastructure, or that have very poor or irregular access to it. The step and linkage of energy policy to human rights becomes obvious. 
Basic human rights principles, are extremely relevant and should be considered in energy policy and the World Bank would do well to consider approaching its energy policy, especially policy in very low income communities, from a human rights perspective. 
What would this entail? 

First of all, considering energy policy from human rights perspective reverts our vantage point from which we depart on policy formulation. We no longer depart from an overall policy on energy and then consider how that energy policy can affect human rights but rather, we depart our analysis from victims’ needs. That is, we examine poor or marginal communities from the human rights problems they face (health, development, education, water, sanitation, productivity, etc.) to determine what sorts of energy answers that community or household will need to begin to resolve their lack of development and rights realization. This profoundly alters (basically reversing) the way in which we will approach energy policy development. 

A human rights approach to energy policy would steer policy to ensure qualitative results in terms of human rights realization and basic universal principles of human rights. We would ask questions such as, how is energy related contamination affecting (or likely to affect human health)? What are the energy access difficulties faced by a given community? How can energy access help improve the development opportunities of a given household? How much can a particular household afford to pay for energy? This leads to the development of policy aimed at resolving human rights realization dilemmas, as opposed to the traditional approach to developing policy in which we examine positive and negative impacts of programs that have been designed ex ante to human rights considerations. 
A human rights approach to energy policy would include orienting the World Bank’s energy policy towards guaranteeing equity in the provision and accessibility of services, non-discrimination in terms not only of access to energy grids, but also in terms of considering resulting contamination in which proper attention is given to ensuring that society’s most vulnerable groups do not suffer a disproportionate burden of environmental degradation and contamination, etc. resulting from dirty energy delivery. 

Further, the World Bank’s policy under a human rights perspective would and should help guarantee certain procedural dimensions of energy policy, ensuring proper and effective access to information about energy is available to the most vulnerable groups,  regarding policy and investment choices, etc, that effective participation in the development of policy is guaranteed and that effective remedies are in place where violations are likely can occur. 

Let’s look specifically at how Human Rights plays out in energy policy. 
· Equity of Access. Clean and affordable energy must be equally accessible for all persons. Our present global distribution of energy infrastructure and resources, and the evident pressures of climate change on our global community does not offer such energy equity. Serious challenges exist to achieve this equity, particularly in terms of accessibility between industrialized and developing countries. The World Bank’s energy policy should be heavily engaged towards rebalancing energy equity in favor of developing countries, poorer communities, and particularly climate vulnerable communities and this necessarily means that , a greater portion of the costs (in some cases all of the costs) should be absorbed by industrialized countries in favor of climate vulnerable communities. 
· Prioritizing connections for vulnerable groups and those without. A human rights approach prioritizes the most vulnerable groups. Some communities need energy more than others for basic survival, human health, and development reasons. Human rights realization criteria can help inform energy investment choices, providing grants and low cost financing to those communities that need energy most from a human development and rights perspective. The World Bank should begin with such communities, before it finances less human rights urgent cases. 
· Progressive Pricing. While market factors can and should help guide pricing energy, a human rights approach to energy policy would consider other factors that should be key in determining price point in relation to low income consumers of energy. While in bigger picture, dirty energy should be more expensive than renewable energy, concessions should be considered in terms of the most vulnerable groups, even if they are using dirtier technologies. Our policy should not be so inflexible that we cause human rights violations in communities and to consumers that have no alternatives but to consume dirty energy. Further, the formalization of public service delivery can have devastating psychological and economic impacts on households that are unable to generate enough income to pay for services, leading to contradictory impacts to well-intended public service infrastructure investments.

· Consumption vs Production. Impacts on human rights of energy infrastructure and use play out very differently when considering basic energy needs for local households (especially low income households) vs. consumption for productive processes and these differences should be factored into decisions about overall energy policy. Household energy consumption of low income households should take priority (and remain economically accessible) over other uses. 
· Investments in mass-energy production vs. social and environmental impacts of investment projects. Much has been written on the impacts of large dam or extractive industry projects on social and environmental conditions around project sites. World Bank large energy infrastructure projects in the past have been rather limited in their consideration of social and environmental impacts (with impacts such as displacement, damage to ecosystems, etc.), while policy, mechanisms, and institutions at the World Bank to address these negative externalities have been limited in effectiveness. Hydroelectric power investments are a perfect example of a controversial typology of World Bank projects which it now intends to resume. Further and deeper considerations of tradeoffs between such investments and resulting human rights violations should form part of policy decisions. Proper human rights impact assessments and policy choice analysis from a victim’s perspective is needed to consider such policy choice before further such projects are considered. 
· Energy solutions for Public Institutions. The World Bank can be a source of renewable energy solutions for key public institutions and infrastructure, particularly public institutions that provide key human rights promotional services, such as public hospitals, schools, etc helping such institutions lowering overhead costs and thus incrementing their expenditures on service provision. 

· Adaptation Funding. A human rights approach to developing energy policy would help further encourage and prioritize Climate Adaptation funding for climate vulnerable communities. The World Bank should accelerate the provision of adaptation funding to energy deficient communities, and ensure that energy policy prioritizes and targets the World Bank’s financial resources and adaptation funding, in the form of grants, to the most vulnerable and energy deficient communities. 

· Mitigation Funding. Part of the problem of moving poorer countries into new energy technology has to do with the high investment costs of converting high carbon energy production to renewables. Industrialized countries (and the World Bank in particular) should make energy investment choices for developing countries between renewable and fossil fuels investments more attractive by absorbing incremental costs between options (in the form of grants to developing countries). The financing of such incremental costs is part of the historical environmental and climate inter-generational debt owed by industrialized countries to developing countries. The World Bank should take a lead to ensure that developing countries receive such finance as grant investments. 
· Energy Policy Innovations. Availability of renewable energy, and particularly energy self-sufficiency can be extremely relevant to human rights realization, particularly if vulnerable communities can become self-reliant on energy, and if they can convert present human rights violations (such as lack of sanitation systems or risks to safe drinking water) into community energy sources while eliminating sanitation risks to health. Projects already exist that convert waste water in slum communities into energy for household consumption. More energy efficient cookstoves now exist which lower smoke emissions and sequester black carbon. Such multifaceted approaches to development needs, which provide cheaper, cleaner and more reliable energy, while contributing to lowering climate change problems are precisely the sorts of projects the World Bank should foster on grand scale, acting as catalyst to more sustainable solutions to development problems. 
Human rights realization is inextricably related to resolving the world’s poverty predicament. As and institution devoted to reducing poverty, the World Bank’s approach to energy must consider human rights realization in poor communities as central to its’ energy policy. A first step is for the World Bank to consider its’ energy policy from a victim’s perspective, a not from a market perspective maximizing energy efficiency and cost. The World Bank’s top priority should be resolving energy accessibility for the poor, in an equitable, safe, and sustainable manner. 
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