
I N T R O D U C T I O N

Access to clean and renewable energy is 
essential for human development, econom-
ic growth, and environmental sustainability. 
However, significant energy disparities exist 
in Sierra Leone, especially affecting rural 
and peri-urban communities where tradition-
al biomass fuels dominate cooking practic-
es. This reliance on biomass contributes to 
deforestation and health risks, particularly 
for women and children who are primarily 
responsible for collecting and using these 
fuels.

The Sierra Leone Medium-Term National 
Development Plan (MTNDP) 2024 – 2030 is 
targeting expand electricity connection from 
36% to 60% of the households by 2030. 
The assessment aims to inform national 
efforts for promoting gender equality in 
energy access, aligning with the Sierra 
Leone Energy Transition and Green Growth 
Plan 2024 which targets achieving 100% 
electrification by 2040. 

As of 2023, about 36% of households had 
access to electricity, with rural areas facing 
acute energy poverty, with access rate as low 
as 6%. The use of biomass constitutes about 
80% of the country’s total energy consumption. 
Imported petroleum products, which are 
mainly used for power generation represent 
the second-largest source, accounting for 
13% of energy consumption. 

The study uses both qualitative and quantitative 
techniques. A representative national survey 
was conducted to collect data on the use and 
access to energy source from 2,517 house-
holds across the 16 districts of Sierra Leone, 
complemented by qualitative insights from key 
informant interviews and focus group discus-
sions with policy makers, gender groups and 
community leaders. Key findings reveal signifi-
cant gaps in energy access, persistent gender 
inequalities and disparities that challenge inclu-
sive development, environmental sustainability 
and potential for economic transformation. 

This policy brief is presenting a summary of the Assessment for Gender Gap in Energy 
Access in Sierra Leone Report 2025. The study was commissioned by UNDP Sierra 
Leone in collaboration with the Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, and 
Ministry of Energy. Research, data collection and analyses were led by ILEM Consulting 
Group and Statistics Sierra Leone. The study evaluates the extent of gender disparities 
in energy access in Sierra Leone, highlighting the critical need for gender-sensitive 
energy policies and interventions. It outlines the current state of energy access, the 
challenges faced by women, and the socio-economic implications of these disparities.
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Gender disparities in energy 
access are the significant 
driver of inequalities and 
poverty in Sierra Leone 



K E Y  F I N D I N G S

The study identifies several key findings regarding gender disparities in energy access:

headed households are more likely to have 
lower income, limited access to formal 
education and employment, and largely 
rely on informal income sources such as 
petty trading and remittances for household 
survival. 

Figure 1. Gender disparities in education and main sources of income for households’ heads | Source: Assessment of 
Gender Gaps in Energy Access in Sierra Leone 2025

l Socioeconomic and Gender Disparities: 
Male-headed households dominate in rural 
areas, accounting for 51.8% compared to 
15.3% for female-headed households. This 
disparity translates to other socio-economic 
inequalities and the underrepresentation of 
women in key development areas. Female-

l Energy Access and Usage: 
Only 30.86% of households are connected 
to the national grid, with significant gender 
differences in access to modern energy 
solutions. Male-headed households 
have better access to all energy sources 
including grid electricity, mini-grids, and 
solar technologies. Clean cooking solutions 

are nearly absent, with over 90% of the 
households depending on biomass fuels like 
firewood and charcoal for cooking. Women 
are less likely to use generators, or other 
costly sources of energy such as solar-
based lanterns, solar panels due to financial 
constraints.

Figure 2. Sierra Leone Energy Mix and gender disparities in energy access. | Source: Assessment of Gender Gaps in 
Energy Access in Sierra Leone 2025



l Barriers to Energy Access: 
Financial constraints are the primary barrier 
to energy access and investment, affecting 
91.25% of households, particularly women 
and rural households. Reliance on traditional 
fuels, firewood and charcoal persist due to 
affordability, despite health and environmental 
risks. Upfront costs for grid connection, solar 
devises and clean cooking solutions prevent 
potential transition. Unreliable supply of grid 

electricity and household decision-making 
dynamics contribute to the gender gaps 
in energy access further exclude access 
for female -headed households. Less than 
2% of women are involved in decisions for 
household energy choices, female-headed 
households are also less likely to receive 
donor or government support for energy 
access than the male-headed.

Figure 4. Average monthly incomes and the cost of cooking fuels for households

l Investment and Capacity Needs: 
Almost all the households indicate willingness 
to pay for better energy services, especially 
among male-headed households. This may 
also be influenced by the decision – making 
and ability to pay factors between the male 
and female-headed households. Female-
headed household strongly support energy-
focused micro-finance and micro-loans for 
improved energy sources and access to 
solar products. 

l Impact on development: 
Improved energy access is associated 
with higher learning outcomes and school 
retention, especially for girls. However, 
improvement in human development 
indicators is perceived by the male headed 
households more than the female-headed 
households. In all regions, the female-
headed households were less likely to 
identify social, or income benefits due to 
improved energy access. 



l Strengthening policy and institutional 
framework to ensure targeted interventions 
and response to enhance women’s access 
to clean energy, particularly in the rural and 
marginalized communities. 

l Institutionalizing gender inclusive 
governance and coordination that fosters 
collaboration among government, private 
sector, gender groups and development 
partners will expand representation and 
agency of women in key decisions, energy 
planning and implementations strategies. 

l Expand Access to Clean Energy: 
Prioritize electrification projects in rural 
areas and promote off-grid renewable 
energy solutions. Targeted interventions 
and increased investment in affordable 
energy resources and technologies, such as 
solar home systems, mini-grids and clean 
cooking stoves will be necessary to bridge 
the gaps between male and female -headed 

households. Further, prioritizing involvement 
of women in the distribution, maintenance 
and advocacy for clean energy will be 
critical to ensure equitable development and 
inclusivity.   

l Enhance Women’s Participation: 
Implement policies to increase women’s 
involvement and leadership in the energy 
sector, including vocational training 
programmes for renewable energy access 
to enhance access to energy and economic 
utilization among women.  

l Promote Financial Inclusion for women: 
Develop gender-sensitive financial products 
and mobilize public-private investments to 
support women-led energy initiatives 

l Data Collection and Monitoring: 
Strengthen gender-disaggregated data 
collection to track progress and inform policy 
adjustments 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

The assessment underscores the urgent need for gender-sensitive energy policies in 
Sierra Leone to address existing disparities and empower women in the energy sector. The 
recommendations to enhance gender-responsive energy access include:



K E Y  M E S S A G E S

l Energy poverty is one of the major 
drivers for multidimensional poverty 
and inequalities. According to the report, 
more than 97% of the households are 
dependent on biomass fuels for cooking, 
and modern energy sources are limited to 
less than 15% of the populace. This has 
highly constrained prospects for education 
and productivity. The Western and Eastern 
districts have shown most gains, while the 
rural regions continue to lag, deepening 
regional inequalities and poverty trapping 
for the communities. 

l The cost of energy is the main barrier 
for energy transitions among the low 
-income and female headed households. 
The poorest household, especially those 
headed by women rely on firewood and 
charcoal for cooking and use candles and 
gasoline lambs for illumination. Inclusive 
financial intermediation mechanisms, 
including access to credit, collateral or 
income sources, will be required to reduce 
the upfront costs for female-headed 
households and help break the cycle of 
poverty. 

l There are significant gender inequality 
gaps in energy access in Sierra Leone. 
Although all households are dependent on 
firewood for cooking, the access gap to 
electricity, mini-grids and solar devices is much 
higher male-headed households than female 
headed. The women’s agency is further limited 
in decision-making for household energy 
choices. Due to limited access to modern 
energy, women are constrained to participate 
in formal employment, entrepreneurship and 
leadership roles. 

l The national policy and institutional 
framework are limited to address gender 
gaps in energy access. Women are 
underrepresented in the energy sector 
governance, planning and implementation, 
preventing them from accessing most 
interventions for community empowerment 
and access to energy. Due to limited 
coordination and harmonization between the 
national policy frameworks, fragmentation 
and lack of gender-sensitive policies, the 
specific needs of women and marginalized 
groups are often overlooked, leading to 
further inequalities and exclusion. 




