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Light and hope for woman in Afghanistan – successes from a solar energy project 
In a NCA funded project, 118 rural villages in rural Afghanistan have been electrified with solar energy. The solar panels created light for 7805 households or about 110.000 people. In these villages, the shift from using kerosene (paraffin), a fossil fuel, to solar energy, is less costly, prevent indoor pollution, and is creating less greenhouse gas emissions.
By actively involving women in the local communities in the project design and in skills training as barefoot solar energy engineers, women increased their role in local decision making. 
Lys og håp for kvinner i Afghanistan - erfaringer fra et solenergi prosjekt

Gjennom et Kirkens Nødhjelp prosjekt har 118 landsbyer i Afghanistan blitt elektrifisert med solenergi. Solenergipaneler har gitt lys til 7805 hushold, om lag 110.000 mennesker. I landsbyene har overgang fra å bruke parafin, et fossilt brensel, til solenergi, redusert utgiftene til brensel og forurensning innendørs. I tillegg har prosjektet bidratt til reduksjon av klimagassutslipp.
Prosjektet har på en særlig måte  involvert kvinnene i lokalsamfunnet i utforming av prosjektet og tilbudt dem opplæring som ” barfot ”solenergi ingeniører. Dette har økt deres innflytelse på beslutninger som fattes i lokalsamfunnet.
The Solar Energy Initiative 
The majority of Afghans everyday life is characterized by poverty, lack of clean water, food, electricity, health care and education. Access to energy is essential for development and increased social and economic welfare. In 2005, NCA in Afghanistan initiated a rural electrification project in a total of 5 provinces of Afghanistan as a part of its integrated effort to improve livelihoods of poor rural people. Most of Afghanistan’s 25 million people have no access to electricity, gas, or liquid fuels for lighting cooking or heating. The remoteness of rural locations and the topography of the country have made the expansion of a centralized grid system (grid is a distribution net of electricity) impossible. 
To survive, the rural population depend on diesel, fuel wood and crop residues for cooking and water heating, and on kerosene for lighting. These fuels are polluting and inefficient, damaging the environment and creating an unhealthy indoor environment. The unhealthy indoor atmosphere adversely affects the health of women and children in particular.  Neither a conventional grid system nor diesel generating is a long term answer to providing electricity for remote villages.  It is too expensive, too dependent on engineers, personnel and fossil fuels from “outside”, while diesel is polluting, expensive and difficult to transport. 

Since it is estimated that Afghanistan has sunny skies for over three hundred days a year, the answer is to use solar energy and for the community to own, manage and control their own systems. The ultimate goal of this initiative was to secure technically and financially self sufficient solar electrified villages, providing opportunities to generate income and to connect people to the outside world.

To achieve this goal; Norwegian Church Aid – along with their local Afghan partners - initiated an approach with a difference. The key to the success was that rural communities, men and women, were actively involved in the project design and made an essential part of the decision making process. The idea was to get the whole community to agree on how much they would pay for the use of solar units.  Both women and men, although they had limited reading and writing capabilities, were selected, as they were respected and rooted in the community. They were to be trained as “barefoot solar engineers” to install, repair and maintain the solar home systems and solar lanterns. A total number of 84 solar engineers were trained, 28 women and 56 men. Once the community had decided and the engineers were trained, the technology was introduced.

The project directly addressed the importance of women`s participation in decision making and in skills training, and as such ways to overcome discrimination against women in Afghanistan. Poverty and lack of basic resources affected women and men differently.  Women suffered from gender discrimination in access to health care, education, employment, and lack of choices concerning marriage. Involving  women actively in the community and offer skills training as “barefoot solar engineers”, contributed to enhancing their access to other resources and to decision-making.
The Barefoot Approach to solar electrification of remote rural villages and Impact on poor peoples livelihoods
The Barefoot Approach originates from The Barefoot College, Tilonia in Rajasthan, India.  The vision is to provide poor rural communities with the skills and confidence to solve their own problems. The Barefoot Approach to solar electrification was replicated in Afghanistan. The solar energy pilot project was implemented from 2005, and 10 “barefoot solar engineers”, 7 men and 3 women, were selected by their communities and trained at The Barefoot College for 6 months. They came from poor, inaccessible and challenging villages in Faryab, Bamiyan, Daikundi, Uruzgan and Badakshan. Three of the communities created history by choosing two couples (husband and wife) and one mother and son, thus enabling women to be trained. Poor women from remote villages in Afghanistan had never been trained as “barefoot solar engineers”. Despite not knowing the language, and hardly able to read and write, they participated in the training at the College and learnt about solar solar energy and electrification. This enabled them to fabricate charge controllers, install, repair and maintain  solar home systems when returning back home in their villages.

After returning to their villages, the “barefoot solar engineers” electrified every household in their villages without any outside assistance. The Barefoot Approach gave them skills and confidence in own capacity. All households in the village were included to ensure equal access to solar energy. The solar systems were only introduced after the communities were prepared and had taken collective decisions and agreed to take responsibility for the introduction of the solar energy. The “barefoot solar engineers” were paid a monthly salary decided by the villagers, on average equivalent to the cost of monthly use kerosene and diesel. A rural electronic workshop was built by the communities on their own initiative to have a place for equipment and spare parts and a place for repair and maintenance. 
In most cases the NCA funded project carried the cost of the hardware and training, and the villagers themselves pay for the use of the solar panels, spare parts and new batteries. The life of the 70 W solar panels is 25 years. The batteries have to be replaced after 5 years. Each of the solar units can power 4 lamps, each which is ten times stronger than a kerosene lamp. Saving systems for replacing batteries after 5 years need to be in place to ensure long term sustainability of the project, as well as small scale entrepreneurship models for ensuring availability of spare parts and panels with high quality for a reasonable prize.      
The training of new “barefoot solar engineers” were organised by NCA within other part of Afghanistan, and carried out at the village level by the master trainers trained at The Barefoot College in India.     

The project has shown short-term impact on people`s lives and was therefore extensively demanded by new remote villages without access to electricity. During the years 2005-2009, 118 villages and 7805 households were fully electrified. Approximately 110.000 people are benefitting from the project. Forty four workshops were established and 84 people (56 men and 28 women) were trained as “barefoot solar engineers”. 
An external evaluation of the project, carried out in 2008, estimated that with an average of 3 families per household , with a yearly expenditure of  minimum 3000 Afs per year on fuel, gas and kerosene; the total saved investment per year is14 mill USD.            
The evaluation concluded that significant improvement in life-conditions had taken place for household involved.. The project had resulted in improved social and economic conditions as well as improved opportunities for skills training and income.  Children were now able to do read and do their school work during evenings.  The clean solar energy replacing kerosene reduced health risks as respiratory illnesses and burning injuries, especially for women and children.
Light also improved the hygiene in the household according to a man in Bamiyan;

“When I put the light in my kitchen, my wife said “Thank God. Now I can see my dishes while cooking and I can wash them properly”. It is the women who normally stay at home. Whatever you bring home, it will benefit the woman first”. 
.  

In Pirdad, a village in Bamiyan, people tried to quantify the impact of the solar panel:

“Solar panels has solved almost 80% of our social problems and had additional impact on our economical, social and environmental status.”
Women benefitted through access to skills training and new opportunities to generate their own income. They received acceptance to the idea that women could also be  trained as skilled workers and hold an important position in the community as “barefoot solar engineers” were needed.. The project has increased their self-esteem and created healthy indoor environment. The female “barefoot solar engineers” were also seen as important role models, especially for the girls and other women. 

The project also created better access to the outside world as new possibilities for utilising radio and black and white TV were possible though solar energy. This is also an important part of awareness raising and inclusion in democratic and political processes. 
The light did not only improve access to media, but also to security in the community:       

 “When there is a light outside the house, the children are quite safe because now they are not scared to use the toilet which is outside. My children can study in the nights because I am free in the nights so I can teach them. Believe me, when there is light, even the wolf do not attack our domestic animals” Woman in Daikundi
By electing a substantial number of women to be trained as “barefoot solar engineers”, the project has contributed to equal opportunities, as well as access to and control of new technology, for women in rural Afghanistan. By choosing women, the project would become more sustainable as women live in the villages, they could train other women. They were more likely to stay that the men, as they often leave the village for employment for long periods of time. Due to traditional division of work and restrictions in the relationship between women and men, male “barefoot solar engineers” cannot enter a household and speak to women if no men of the family are present. The female “barefoot solar engineers” were therefore playing a crucial role in making the solar energy project accessible to everybody in the villages, and through this also more sustainable.
Empowering Women through The Barefoot Approach – 

A Gender Perspective on Solar Energy
The Good Practice 

”I now have the ability to repair the electricity and give people light. That’s why the people respect me a lot. They say that when you brought light to us we were happy because of you! Earlier people thought that women are not able to do anything. Now they say you are a strong lady and you have done good service for the people” (Gul Zaman BSE from Daikundi province).
Applying a gender perspective as an important part of community participatory approaches has proven to be a necessary part to the success of projects. The good practice has improved living conditions for everyone by recognising and making use of the knowledge, competence and capacities of local women, especially the female “barefoot solar engineers”. 

The solar energy  project increased  women`s empowerment and created new space for them through participation in the men`s “shura”, the local village council where women traditionally have no access. For Afghan women living in remote villages, this is an important political arena that can increase their access to decision making and improve their rights as women in society. 
Rural women always work with other women and organise themselves in groups, and through this their skills are shared and their voices heard by the local leaders. By building their confidence and acknowledging their capacities, as well as introducing new female role models, the project challenged the traditional roles of women and men. Women were seen as active and important partners for development work and for social and economic changes in the communities. The project created new identities and gender roles when women increased their access to decision-making in their families and communities It also to some extent changed men`s view on the important roles of women in development work. 
The female “barefoot solar engineers” with new skills also increased their own status as individual women. This will also contribute to increase their overall status as women in their communities.
Lessons Learned 

The project has provided new experiences of the importance of  involving and training  women in new technologies like the solar energy,  even when if this  traditionally was perceived as outside women’s affairs and control. Women’s participation and skilled knowledge in installing and maintaining solar energy equipment have been key factors to:

· The sustainability of the project
· Gender equality in terms of access, rights and ownership the  new solar energy  technology 

· The positive effect of training women in skills needed for improved livelihood

· Highlighting the special needs of women and children in relation to household energy in their communities.

· Understanding the positive links between empowering women and empowering the whole  village through solar energy. 
Impacts and Results 

Solar energy offer women benefits in three important aspects of life: Women’s living conditions, women’s social life and women’s participation in community decision-making. 

The solar energy extends a family’s time per day to do income-generating activities such as carpet-weaving. The shift from use of Kerosene lanterns has the double benefit of diminishing energy expenses and indoor pollution that causes serious health damages for women and children as they are more indoor than men. Both women and men in Bamiyan reported that the solar energy had contributed to a doubled yearly household income and the money was spent on better food, clothes and school materials for children. Access to enough food and better nutrition is crucial to avoid maternal and other health problems, which contribute to a large decrease in life expectancy for women and children in Afghanistan. 

The solar energy project also had great impact on women’s social life.  Women reported that the indoor lightening provided more time for leisure and conversation between family members. The burden of housework was lessened and access to TV and radio might have improved the psycho-social well-being of women and the relationship within their family and with their husband. The project has increased women’s mobility within the villages, because the solar energy provided a portable lantern to bring when moving around the village when dark. This gave a sense of safety, according to the women,  and the result has been more time for socialising with extended family, with other women and their networks, and participation in literacy and hygiene courses. All of which contribute to a woman and her family’s safety net in emergency situations. Improving education and skills training for women have been thoroughly proven to benefit the well-being and health of the woman’s family. 

The training of female “barefoot solar engineers” had effect on women`s say in community decision-making. All of them had political positions in their village women’s council (“female shura”) or in the joint women and men’s council. This was not the case for male “barefoot solar engineers”, who had no automatic place in such councils. The gender perspective in The Barefoot Approach helped transforming the traditional role of women by making use of their new knowledge on solar energy technology. This gave acknowledgement to their ability to provide services for their fellow villagers, such as the needed maintenance of the solar energy equipment. The women’s valuable skills when returning from the Barefoot College training, sent a message to the villagers about the potential human resources they didn`t know existed in their own villages.
Ms. Ghul Zaman (Barefoot Solar Engineer, Dai kundi): “As a woman I was marginalized and deprived in the society before joining Barefoot College to become an engineer. But now I am respected as a human being and I found my space and place in the society.”
The Challenges 

Introduction of new energy sources, as solar energy, has profound impact on changes  in livelihood in local communities. Women were provided with financial support for skills training and were acknowledged as important rights-holders
 in the project as they were as a group often disadvantaged and excluded from participation and resources. But some villagers –women, but also some men - were more disadvantaged and excluded than others from the benefits of the project due to extreme poverty or low social status. One of the main challenges were the female headed households, widows, or households where the man was sick, disabled or without employment. Some of these household did not have the means to contribute with remittances to “the barefoot solar engineers”. They did not have any means to buy diesel before the solar energy was introduced.  
In addition, the rapid return of refugees from Iran and Pakistan also constituted a challenge. When some villagers are left behind, the risk of conflicts between neighbours and families might occur as it affects the Afghans sense of justice. It could also create a general distrust to humanitarian work and agencies. The project was well aware of these challenges and worked hard to find good solutions. Therefore, the project continued to extend the solar equipment to new households and new villages.
Another main challenge when working to promote women`s rights and gender equality in Afghan communities is that conservative elements in communities actively work against projects which challenge their own power and resource distribution. In some areas, like Uruzgan province,  the project did not, due to security reasons,  require that a number of  women should be chosen for skills training as “barefoot solar engineers”. The consequence was that women were not participate in the project. In some cases in Afghanistan, demanding women’s right to participate, might do harm to the women and their communities, as traditional authorities could create tension and conflicts in society. 
The most serious challenge will continue to be the security threats of the ongoing conflict and the extreme poverty that most Afghans face everyday. The work to ensure that humanitarian assistance reach out to people is a responsibility of the government as duty bearer responsible for  the security situation. This is an acute challenge for all development work in Afghanistan.
Potential for Replication

The Barefoot Approach to solar electrification of remote rural communities is replicated   with success in other countries where NCA is working, like Mali and Mauritania. Community mobilisation which also actively include women, is a key strategy  before solar energy technology is introduced.  Training of  local people – both women and men - in the villages is a key to provide long term sustainability of the project. Provision of energy from renewable energy sources is a major step in developing environmental friendly livelihoods.  It also creates hope, by its short term and visible impact, that development is possible. Some villages were contributing their National Solidarity Program (NSP)
 money to install solar panels. This showed initiative and commitment by  the villagers to share their experiences with others. 
The provision of solar energy should however be seen in an integrated perspective with other development activities to have a maximum impact on livelihood security of poor households. Entrepreneurship models need to be developed further to sustain access to hardware and spare parts. The “barefoot solar engineers” need to organise themselves better in associations or other types of formalised institutions to be able to voice their interests and influence policies from below. A main challenge is to get acceptance form officials and engineers to accept their new qualifications.  The empowerment of women as right holders, by providing them with new practical skills and responsibilities in the society, are changing their roles and status in the community.  When rural, illiterate women in Afghanistan can be trained and accepted by the community at large as engineers of solar energy technology, it can happen everywhere. 

The challenge in the future will remain the mobilisation of the duty-bearers, the Afghan as well as the Norwegian state, to give their commitment and resources to uphold and expand the solar energy project throughout Afghanistan. 
For more information please contact:

Ingebjørg Kårstad, Program Coordinator Afghanistan ika@nca.no
� The documentation of this project’s good development practice and impact on the environment is based on Gry Synnevåg’s work and experience as NCA resident representative in Afghanistan and her  work on the project from 2005 till 2008. The impact of the Barefoot Approach on women rights-holders is based on interviews with BSEs and their communities conducted by � CONTACT _Con-3E6C9B791 \c \s \l �Karina Standal� in Kabul and Bamiyan July 2007. The findings are presented in the Master thesis “Giving Light and Hope in Rural Afghanistan- The Impact of Norwegian Church Aid’s Barefoot Approach on Women Beneficiaries” (Standal 2008) The thesis can be found at: http://www.duo.uio.no/sok/work.html?WORKID=76872
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� In a Right based Approach, one seeks to support the Right Holders, often the poor and excluded,  in claiming their basic rights (entitlements) that are needed for a decent life. Correspondingly, the Duty Bearers are those who have power, resources and responsibility to ensure that all citizens can enjoy their rights. They  have a duty or obligation to remove barriers or take positive actions to fulfill these rights. 


� The National Solidarity Programme (NSP) was created in 2003 by the � HYPERLINK "http://www.mrrd.gov.af" \t "_blank" �Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development� to develop the ability of Afghan communities to identify, plan, manage and monitor their own development projects. Through the promotion of good local governance, the NSP works to empower rural communities to make decision affecting their own lives and livelihoods. The programme is inclusive, supporting entire communities including the poorest and vulnerable people. The NSP provides direct Block Grant transfers to a bank account established by the Community Development Councils (CDCs) to support rehabilitation and development activities planned and implemented by the elected CDCs. The funding takes the form of Block Grants which are calculated at US$200 per family. 
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