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Executive Summary
◊ The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 7 
(SDG 7) aims to ‘ensure access to affordable, reliable, 
sustainable and modern energy for all’. Achieving this 
goal will require a massive expansion of renewable 
energy use and energy access by 2030. The governance 
framework for SDG 7 is fragmented but growing, and 
international cooperation to achieve the goal has risen 
to the top of the global policy agenda.

◊ Demand for renewable energy is rapidly growing and 
expanding across regions, but the pace of expansion is 
not fast enough. In 2016, renewable energy accounted 
for only 18% of total energy consumption globally.

◊ Given the falling cost of wind and solar power, however, 
global renewable energy markets are now commercial 
and their growth does not depend on generous 
subsidies. The International Renewable Energy Agency 
(IRENA) and the International Solar Alliance (ISA) stand 
out as important global organisations that can help 
reduce remaining obstacles to growth, such as financial 
risk.

◊ In terms of energy access, progress in rural 
electrification has been faster than progress in clean 
cooking fuels. To provide access for the remaining one 
billion people without power at home, new technologies 
such as solar home systems hold promise. A combination 
of public-private partnerships and new financing 
mechanisms can solve the problem.

◊ The lack of access to cleaner cooking fuels, most 
notably liquefied petroleum gas (LPG), is a far more 
challenging problem and requires generous funding. 

The area of energy access is at the early stages of 
global governance, but the Sustainable Energy for All 
(SEforALL) initiative has emerged as a key platform for 
bringing together different partners. 

◊ While expanding their own renewable energy 
deployment and use, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries 
can reap considerable benefits from participating in the 
above-described international-level processes and fora. 
In renewable energy, the UAE can continue to support 
IRENA and ISA with a particular focus on financial 
instruments that de-risk renewable energy investment.

◊ Regarding energy access, new renewable energy 
technologies offer commercial opportunities. The lack of 
funding for clean cooking fuels offers an opportunity to 
expand the UAE’s traditional development cooperation, 
drawing on prior experience with energy access projects. 
SEforALL offers a natural platform for partnerships and 
initiatives in energy access.
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The Issue
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 7 
(SDG 7) aims to ‘ensure access to affordable, reliable, 
sustainable and modern energy for all’. The most 
important targets under the goal are universal access 
to electricity and clean cooking fuels, increased use 
of renewable energy, and improved energy efficiency. 
These targets are to be met by the year 2030. 

Achieving any one of these targets will require massive 
investments across the world. International cooperation 
can play an important role in catalysing and coordinating 
those investments. The 2015 Paris Agreement on 
climate change governs low-carbon development, and 
the United Nations Sustainable Energy for All (SEforALL) 
initiative promotes global action on energy poverty.

For the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), SDG 7 is both a challenge 
and an opportunity. The challenge lies with achieving 
concrete progress on decarbonisation, and reduced 
reliance on fossil fuels in particular, at home. The 
opportunity is found in international collaborations 
and commercial opportunities outside the GCC that can 
help the Gulf countries reap reputational, technological 
and economic benefits from the quest for low-carbon 
energy and universal energy access under increasingly 
stringent carbon constraints. 

Changing Global Governance of Clean 
Energy and Energy Access
Both clean energy and energy access have risen to 
the top of the international policy agenda. The key 
governance challenge is two-fold. On the one hand, 
international cooperation can help countries accelerate 
the deployment and development of renewable energy 
to meet the targets of SDG 7 (see Box 1) and the 2015 
Paris Agreement on climate change. While SDG 7 does 
not specify a quantitative target for renewable energy, 
doubling the share of renewable energy in the global 
energy mix would be a major step toward limiting global 
warming. 

On the other hand, universal energy access by 2030 
requires international cooperation to support aggressive 
investments in both rural electrification and access to 
cleaner cooking fuels. In particular, although energy 
access interventions have in the past mostly focused on 
rural electrification, the governance landscape is now 
shifting and cleaner cooking fuels will be the next major 
priority.

 

 

Clean Energy – Status and Governance
Modern renewable energy, especially wind and solar 
power, produces very low levels of greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions. The competitiveness of renewables 
in electricity generation has improved dramatically.1  
For example, the cost of utility-scale solar power has 
decreased by 86% in the United States since 2009.2 
Despite this decrease, the share of renewables in 
the global energy mix remains stagnant at about 
18% globally.3 Renewable energy markets remain 
underdeveloped in many countries and progress has 
been slow outside the power sector. A substantial 
increase in renewable energy deployment would 
require conducive policies on electricity generation 
and, increasingly, public investment in non-electricity 
uses of renewable energy such as heating, industry, and 
transportation.

In recent years, the pace of renewable energy deployment 
has increased. However, these increases have not yet had 
a large impact on the share of all renewables (including 
large hydroelectric facilities and biomass) in the global 
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Box 1: Sustainable Development Goal 7

Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable 
and modern energy for all.  

• By 2030, ensure universal access to affordable, 
reliable and modern energy services.

• By 2030, increase substantially the share of 
renewable energy in the global energy mix. 

• By 2030, double the global rate of improvement 
in energy efficiency.

• By 2030, enhance international cooperation to 
facilitate access to clean energy research and 
technology, including renewable energy, energy 
efficiency and advanced and cleaner fossil-fuel 
technology, and promote investment in energy 
infrastructure and clean energy technology.

• By 2030, expand infrastructure and upgrade 
technology for supplying modern and 
sustainable energy services for all in developing 
countries, in particular least developed coun-
tries, small island developing States, and land-
locked developing countries, in accordance 
with their respective programmes of support.

Source: UN. ‘SDGs Knowledge Platform.’ Accessed Oct 2018. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg7
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energy mix. This share was about 18% in 2015, and 
thus only slightly above the share in 1990, though 
renewables in power generation increased from 19% to 
23%.4 A key problem is that renewables have made only 
limited progress outside the power sector, where wind 
and solar power have recently emerged as competitive 
alternatives.  

Another major issue is the lack of progress in certain 
regions, such as the Middle East and Southeast Asia. 
In these regions, modern sources of renewable energy, 
excluding hydroelectric dams, account for a tiny fraction 
of total energy use: less than 1% in the Middle East and 
less than 5% in Southeast Asia.5

The global governance architecture for renewable 
energy remains fragmented. Bilateral and multilateral 
development agencies, such as the World Bank, 
support renewable energy projects with concessional 
and commercial finance, while the International 
Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) focuses on technical 
support and capacity building in developing countries. 
The International Energy Agency (IEA) collects data 
and prepares annual outlooks for renewable energy 
development, while the newly founded International 
Solar Alliance (ISA) focuses on enhancing the financing 
of solar power. 

The World Trade Organization (WTO) also plays an 
important role in managing trade disputes related to 
renewable energy technology, such as import duties 
on solar panels. In the future, trade in critical materials 
such as lithium or cobalt could emerge as a central issue.

At present, only 3% of the world’s electricity is traded 
between countries.6 Considering the limited nature 
of cross-border trade in electricity, it is not surprising 
that the governance framework for renewables at the 
global level is relatively weak. Besides trade disputes, 
global governance is mostly about knowledge transfer, 
technical support, and finance. This state of affairs is 
unlikely to change over the next decade without major 
breakthroughs in electricity trade.

If renewable energy is to displace fossil fuels across 
sectors and in multiple continents, its competitiveness 
must grow in a wide range of economies. Global 
governance and international cooperation can play 
a role in supporting this transition.7 It can do so by 
supporting the growth of renewable energy in several 
ways, including but not limited to the following:

• International organisations can support technology 
innovation, demonstration projects, and new 
policies with finance, technology and capacity 
building;

• Development agencies can help least developed and 
lower middle-income countries prepare policies, 
regulations and markets for renewable energy 
deployment; and 

• Through international agreements, governments 
can exchange reciprocal commitments to renewable 
energy deployment to halt climate change and 
promote low-carbon growth.

Energy Access – Status and Governance
Energy access is also improving across the world, but the 
international community is not yet on track to meeting 
the target under SDG 7 of ensuring universal access 
to affordable, reliable and modern energy services by 
2030.8 In 2016, 87% of the global population had access 
to electricity at home. To bring this percentage to a 
hundred by 2030, accelerated progress will be necessary. 

The primary problem lies principally with Sub-Saharan 
Africa, where increasing electrification rates fail to keep 
up with population growth, and the number of people 
living without electricity is actually expected to increase 
from 590 million today to 602 million in 2030.9

At the same time, the situation with clean cooking 
fuels is even worse. Only 59% of the global population 
had access to clean cooking fuels in 2016, with only 
marginal progress compared to 58% in 2014. A massive 
acceleration will be required to make clean cooking fuels 
universal by 2030, and this is ignoring the challenges of 
‘fuel stacking’ – households continuing to use firewood 
despite having access to clean cooking fuels.10

Replacing firewood with alternatives that produce less 
air pollution, notably liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) – a 
cooking solution that produces little air pollution but is 
also not a threat to climate change mitigation goals11  
– promises major health gains, but current policies are 
making limited progress at best.12

Ending energy poverty will thus require substantial 
public investments. While there are commercial 
opportunities in new technologies, such as decentralised 
renewable energy generation, the nature of the problem 
necessitates public support through social policies. At 
the global level, this means that the least developed 
countries struggling with energy poverty will need 
development assistance from donors. A clear emphasis 
on supporting poor countries with large energy-poor 
populations with grants and concessional loans is 
therefore important. 

The global governance framework for energy access 
focuses on developing and deploying solutions. The 
most important initiative is SEforALL, which serves 
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as a platform for a wide range of public and private 
solutions. As the leading global platform for action on 
energy access, SEforALL brings together governments, 
private sector, and civil society for partnerships aimed 
at ending energy poverty by 2030 under SDG 7. The 
SEforALL platform’s strength lies with the ability to 
bring together investors, entrepreneurs, companies, 
and civil society. International funding for energy access 
solutions remains limited and depends on bilateral 
and multilateral donors.13 In middle-income countries, 
public investment has driven progress in energy access.14 

In this situation, global governance and international 
cooperation can offer several forms of support. One 
is traditional programme support, such as grants and 
low-interest loans to help governments expand modern 
energy access. This kind of support is of particular 
importance in the case of clean cooking fuels. Because 
cooking fuels are expensive relative to households’ 
disposable income, market-based solutions driven by 
the profit motive have only limited applications.

The other form is financial support to social enterprises 
and non-profit entities active in the area. This kind of 
support can tap into private capital in areas that are 
ripe for commercial interventions, such as business 
models that use a combination of mobile money and 
distributed solar power to improve energy access. In 
many countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, low 
population densities and limited power demand favour 
distributed solutions, and this fact opens a window of 
opportunity for public-private partnerships that catalyse 
private capital to increase household electrification 
rates through distributed power generation. 

While energy access should not be confused with 
renewable energy promotion, distributed solar power 
is often the least expensive way to achieve minimal 
electricity access in remote rural communities.15 
International organisations can play an important role 
in facilitating public-private partnerships and catalysing 
finance for distributed solar power. 

Implications for the UAE and other 
GCC countries
The UAE and the other GCC countries can both 
contribute to and benefit from the global effort to 
meet SDG 7. Cooperation on clean energy presents 
a clear opportunity for domestic decarbonisation, 
economic diversification and commerce. Energy access, 
in turn, offers an opportunity to strengthen relations 
with emerging countries through innovative forms of 
development cooperation.  

Clean Energy
To meet the clean energy goal of SDG 7, the UAE and 
other GCC countries need to strengthen their domestic 
clean energy targets and support the deployment 
and innovation of solar power in other countries. In 
2017, total renewable energy generation in the entire 
Middle East was only 1.4 million tons of oil equivalent 
(toe), or less than one percent of the total final energy 
consumption. In contrast, the UAE alone consumed 
more than 100 million toe in that year.16 In the long run, 
the Middle East could generate most of the electricity it 
needs with solar power. 

The UAE’s first nationally determined contribution 
(NDC) to the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change 
aims to increase clean energy – nuclear and renewables 
– to 24% of total power generation by 2021.17  According 
to calculations by the ‘Climate Action Tracker’, this policy 
would leave the country’s GHG emissions, excluding land 
use change, at 50% above 2010 levels – which is better 
than business as usual but not yet enough, given the 
scale of the challenge in limiting global GHG emissions.18 

Given that mitigation (reducing GHG emissions) remains 
the most important rationale for expanding renewable 
energy generation, the 2021 target can be argued to 
leave a lot of room for improvement. The UAE does have 
a more ambitious 2050 target of 44% for renewable 
power generation,19 but the target would still need to be 
backed up by ambitious interim targets to guide policy 
and investments in the coming decade.

An ambitious domestic clean energy target is arguably 
also necessary for international credibility and equal 
collaboration with other countries, in line with the UN 
principle of common but differentiated responsibilities 
and respective capabilities. It is often argued that given 
the considerable financial resources that the UAE and 
other GCC countries, notably Saudi Arabia, possess, a 
high level of domestic ambition would increase these 
countries’ international credibility as major partners 
in the pursuit of low-carbon growth. Along this line of 
reasoning, their per capita high carbon dioxide (CO2) 
emissions and dependence on fossil fuels further 
underscore the necessity of accelerating the transition 
toward cleaner energy sources. 

However, the issue can also be looked at from an 
opportunities-oriented perspective: as climate change 
increasingly dominates the global energy landscape 
and renewable energy becomes the most important 
low-carbon energy source, the UAE and the other GCC 
countries can reap both reputational and commercial 
benefits from leading the charge.
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Solar power offers a particularly important opportunity 
for the UAE and the other GCC countries. The combination 
of falling costs and accumulating experience with 
policies and regulations enables these countries to 
make cost-effective investments in solar power. The 
Middle East has abundant solar resources, and Saudi 
Arabia still produces one half of its electricity using 
oil.  Investments in solar power, along with nuclear 
power, could allow the UAE to ratchet up its NDC to the 
Paris Agreement in the spirit of increasingly ambitious 
domestic policy over time.

In this context, the commercial opportunity for the UAE 
and the other GCC countries is two-fold. On the one 
hand, domestic action can reduce the cost of electricity 
generation and fuel subsidies in countries that use oil or 
natural gas in power generation, such as Saudi Arabia. 
On the other hand, Dubai’s standing as a financial hub 
means that domestic investment experience can be 
converted into commercial opportunities abroad. If 
the UAE can develop effective financing mechanisms to 
meet domestic and regional needs, a vast opportunity 
in global renewable energy finance emerges. 

Today, renewable energy development in many 
emerging economies and least developed countries, 
including India, is held back by high interest rates 
for project finance and the lack of suitable financing 
mechanisms.21 As technological progress in renewables 
continues, financial innovation will be the next major 
imperative for the global governance of renewable 
energy. Through IRENA and ISA, as will be explained 
below, the UAE could establish itself as an important 
financial hub in renewable energy. One encouraging 
example is the Dubai Green Fund.22 

The UAE has an excellent opportunity for international 
engagement through IRENA, based in Abu Dhabi. 
Research shows that IRENA has established itself as a 
leader in supporting least developed and lower middle-
income countries with renewable energy development 
through capacity building, policies, regulations, and 
basic resources such as geospatial resource mapping.23  
The UAE already has played an active role in IRENA, 
supporting distributed renewable energy in the Pacific 
and the Caribbean, through the joint Project Facility 
between IRENA and the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development 
(ADFD). 

By continuing to support IRENA, which will likely remain 
the dominant organisation in the renewable energy 
space, the UAE can develop important international 
partnerships and collaborations in the field of sustainable 
energy with the next batch of emerging economies such 
as Ethiopia, Kenya, and Nigeria. Most importantly, the 

UAE should support emerging economies’ efforts to 
deal with the challenge of integrating larger shares of 
renewable energy into their power systems.

Another major opportunity for the UAE is the ISA. Led 
by India and France, ISA plans to lower the costs of 
renewable energy finance and strengthen the supply 
chain for solar technology. The UAE has signed, though 
not yet ratified, the ISA Framework Agreement. 

Considering the ISA’s focus on finance and the UAE’s 
participation in the initiative, the ISA offers a natural 
opportunity for the UAE to create and strengthen 
demand for potential financial products and innovations 
in the coming years across a wide range of important 
partner countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
North Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, and Southeast 
Asia. For example, the UAE could sponsor a new financing 
mechanism that pools resources to de-risk renewable 
energy projects in emerging economies.

Energy Access
In supporting universal energy access, development 
assistance in its different forms remains a key 
instrument. The fundamental obstacle to ending energy 
poverty is the lack of affordability of modern energy.24  
Geographic factors such as long distances and poverty in 
general prevent households and firms in least developed 
countries from realising the benefits of modern energy.  

Energy access is not a problem that can be solved 
through commercial approaches without extensive 
support from governments and the civil society. 
Therefore, development assistance remains an impor-
tant instrument – and an area of opportunities for the 
UAE, which has some experience with energy access 
assistance but has not made it a major focus.

The first opportunity is to offer direct support to the 
large-scale deployment of cleaner cooking fuels, 
especially LPG, in poor countries. As explained above, 
progress in universalising access to clean cooking fuels 
remains very slow. The need for a major intervention 
with sufficient financial resources, a multi-year time 
frame, innovative public-private partnerships and 
a global coalition is clear. The UAE could work with 
SEforALL to launch a major initiative that coordinates 
and tracks these efforts until 2030, with annual financial 
and implementation targets.

The UAE, considering its resources and extensive 
experience with development cooperation on energy 
issues, could greatly strengthen its profile by leading 
the pursuit of universal access to clean cooking fuels. In 
recent years, the UAE has supported the substitution of 
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solar power for diesel generators in island communities,25 
and a major program on clean cooking fuels would be a 
natural next step.

The second opportunity is the development of innovative 
financial mechanisms to support market-led energy 
access solutions for rural electrification. While progress 
in household electricity access has been consistent, 
much remains to be done to reach remote rural 
communities in Sub-Saharan Africa through distributed 
renewable energy and ultra-efficient appliances. 

Here the best opportunity for the UAE is to invest in 
supporting interventions that increase the affordability 
of electricity, reduce the financing costs for the private 
sector, and support the development, demonstration 
and scaling of new technologies. Deploying these 
new technologies on scale will be critical to achieving 
universal energy access.26

At the international level, the UAE can engage with the 
energy access community in a few important ways, 
especially by engaging with SEforALL. By participating in 
SEforALL, the UAE can reach private investors, companies 
with new technologies and business models, and 
governments interested in development cooperation. 
No other platform offers the same combination of 
breadth and sharp focus on key energy access issues. 

The two most important initiatives under SEforALL are 
finance for energy access and the focus on twenty high-
impact countries with large energy-poor populations. 
Over the coming decade, the UAE should actively 
support both initiatives. Most importantly, the UAE 
could spearhead efforts to raise and allocate public 
funds for clean cooking.

Commercial opportunities are also available, again with 
a particular emphasis on finance. One major challenge 
for many commercial enterprises in this space is the lack 
of access to credit. The UAE could lead an international 
coalition that allows commercial enterprises to raise 
commercial or quasi-commercial funding on the 
appropriate scale. A major financial commitment to 
offer funding to companies focusing on distributed 
power generation could bring down financing costs, and 
thus remove a key important barrier to growth in this 
sector.27  Considering that the IEA expects distributed 
power generation to provide the majority of new 
electricity connections between now and 2030, the 
commercial opportunity is measured in hundreds of 
billions of US dollars.28
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Summary of Policy Recommendations
Based on the aforementioned analysis, the UAE can 
contribute and benefit from international cooperation 
and governance around the SDG 7 through the following 
policy measures:

1. Strengthen domestic targets for clean energy 
deployment under the 2015 Paris Agreement on 
climate change and the SDG 7.

The first step for the UAE and the other GCC 
countries is to continue increasing domestic 
ambition for clean energy in the spirit of common 
but differentiated responsibilities. The UAE has 
already shown leadership in moving the GCC toward 
a low-carbon future, but making the current targets 
more ambitious would help to showcase the UAE as 
a global leader. 

Stronger domestic targets will undergird inter-
national initiatives with credibility and establish the 
UAE as a leader in the area. They also enable the UAE 
and GCC to reap economic gains from increasingly 
affordable renewable energy. Through international 
institutions, the UAE and the other GCC countries 
can learn from other countries’ experiences and find 
the most effective policies.

2. Invest in solar technology, business models, 
and financial instruments in collaboration with 
IRENA and the International Solar Alliance (ISA).

At the global level, the UAE and the other GCC 
countries can achieve major gains through 
institutions such as IRENA and ISA by investing 
in solar technology, business models, and most 
importantly financial innovation. Now that 
renewable energy is commercially viable, finance 
will be the most important challenge and focus 
in the global governance of renewable energy 
until 2030. Such investments can strengthen the 
reputation, partnerships, and commercial standing 
of the UAE as a leading finance hub for sustainable 
energy. 

The UAE has already supported IRENA and is a 
signatory to ISA. Through IRENA, the UAE can in 
the future help emerging economies integrate 
larger shares of renewable energy into their power 
systems. Through ISA, the UAE can lead efforts 
to de-risk renewable energy projects by pooling 
financial resources.



Cooperation on SDG 7

7

3. Expand direct support for access to clean 
cooking fuels and invest in innovative financial 
mechanisms for rural electrification in 
partnership with SEforALL.

While renewable energy is by now a commercial play, 
ending energy poverty requires more direct forms of 
support. The UAE’s track record in supporting human 
development in partner countries offers a platform 
for strengthening diplomatic and commercial 
relations with least developed countries through 
investment in rural electrification, innovative 
technologies such as decentralised renewables and 
clean cooking fuels. The UAE has some experience 
with energy access funding, and now would be a 
good time to scale up. 

Ideally, both the UAE and the other GCC countries 
would invest heavily in the 20 high-impact countries 
identified by SEforALL and place a premium 
on grants and concessional lending for clean 
cooking fuels. These measures would have a large 
development impact and situate the UAE and the 
other GCC countries as key partners for emerging 
economies in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and 
Southeast Asia.
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