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The board of the multilateral development finance institution has approved a $20 million facility to back the

deployment of renewables-based minigrid projects in the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Upon completion, minigrid systems ranging in size from 3 MW to 10 MW will help to provide electricity to

21,200 homes, as well as 2,100 buildings and small- and medium-sized enterprises. In an online statement, the

bank said that it expects these projects to provide benefits to at least 150,000 people.

Amadou Hott, the bank''s vice-president for power, energy, climate change and green growth, expects the plan

to significantly change the country''s energy sector. "The innovative scheme under this program is also

expected to demonstrate viability for private sector led mini-grid financing, which will open up a market for

mini-grid investment in sub-Saharan Africa. We hope to replicate the same model once this pilot demonstrates

success," Hott said.

The funds will be used to support the deployment of minigrids in the off-grid municipalities of Genema, Isiro

and Bumba. The bank will draw upon a mix of private and concessional resources, including support from

development partners such as the Green Climate Fund (GCF). Last October, the GCF board gave the go-ahead

to provide $21 million to back minigrid development in the country.

"The long-term and concessional financing provided by the bank and the GCF, and potentially other donors,

will enhance the commercial viability of the minigrid projects while ensuring affordable tariffs," said Daniel

Schroth, the African Development Bank''s acting director for renewable energy and energy efficiency. "The

bank''s significant commitment, which is in line with its mission to deploy well-structured, innovative

financing to power the continent, will provide additional comfort to investors."

The country''s limited grid coverage, which the bank estimates at about 10%, means that many Congolese

citizens depend on diesel fuel and kerosene for lighting, cooking and electricity generation.

"Less than 1% of rural and 35% of urban areas have access to electricity from the national grid," the bank said,

noting that average on-grid electricity coverage stands at roughly 24.6% throughout sub-Saharan Africa as a

whole. "(This) program will supply power to cities with sizeable populations, some of them with a few

hundred thousand inhabitants, without any access to modern energy."

Very little solar has been built in the country thus far, with statistics from the International Renewable Energy

Agency (IRENA) showing that just 3.66 MW of PV had been installed by the end of 2017. However, the

massive Central African nation is a major producer of lithium and cobalt -- raw materials used to produce

lithium-ion batteries for electric vehicles and stationary storage systems.
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