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ABSTRACT 

Contemporarily, the right of access to electricity has become very topical with many scholars 

having diverse views as to the nature and scope of the right. Due to the effects of climate 

change, the source of electricity generation is currently of prime importance. Clean electricity 

has topped the pyramid in terms of importance as opposed to fossil fuels. This is further 

explained looking at the central role clean electricity plays in our collective efforts of attaining 

the sustainable development goals, especially Goal 7 which makes access to clean and 

affordable energy one of our collective priorities. However, scholars have often disagreed on 

the appropriate legal regime to qualify the right of access to clean electricity. Starting with the 

right to clean electricity as a contractual right, it is argued that a contractual right is a right that 

is dependent on a specific relationship between human beings. The most important examples 

are rights you have as part of a community, especially as a citizen. However, this right lack 

universality since it is owed only to members of a specific community depending on their level 

of development. Therefore, foreigners who are not members of that society will not be able to 

benefit from the right. From a human rights perspective, access to clean electricity is viewed 

as one of the basic rights that are given to every human being for the sole reason of belonging 

to the homo sapiens family. However, there are some difficulties in contextualizing this right 

as a human right. The first problem stems on the fact that, if the right to clean electricity is 

made a human right, states will be forced to do everything possible to make electricity available 

to their citizens and where they are unable to use clean sources, they may rely on 

environmentally unfriendly sources like fossil fuels. In conclusion, it was realized that, access 

to clean electricity perfectly fits as a derived right. This means it is a right dependent on other 
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rights for its survival. For example, it is dependent on the right to a Healthy Environment and 

the right to Development. Therefore, in my opinion, the right of access to clean electricity is 

best qualified as a derived right. 

Keywords: Clean Electricity, Climate Change, Right, Legal Qualification, Clean Energy. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The International Energy Agency (IEA) in its 2021 World Energy Outlooki notes that, 

electricity is taking on an ever-more central role in the lives of consumers and, for an increasing 

number of households, it promises to become the energy source on which they rely for all their 

everyday needs such as mobility, cooking, lighting, heating and cooling. The reliability and 

affordability of electricity is set to become even more critical to all aspects of people’s lives 

and well-being. Electricity’s share of the world’s final consumption of energy has risen steadily 

over recent decades, and now stands at 20% as of 2021ii. Its rise accelerates in future years as 

the pace of transitions picks up. Due to climate change related concerns, clean electricity has 

taken the centrality in current electricity development projects. In the Net Zero Emissions 

(NZE), electricity accounts for around 50% of final energy use by 2050 (around 30% in the 

APS).  

Given that electricity delivers useful energy services with better efficiency than other fuels, the 

IEA posits that, the contribution of electricity is even higher than these numbers would suggest. 

The rise of electricity requires a parallel increase in its share of energy-related investment. The 

Outlook also reveals that since 2016, global investment in the power sector has consistently 

been higher than in oil and gas supply (which is a great development in the climate change 

discourse). The fastness in the clean energy transitions, the wider this gap becomes, and as a 

result, electricity becomes the central arena for energy-related financial transactionsiii. 

Attempts to actualize the right of development through attainment of the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) and now the Sustainable development Goals (SDGs) in 

developing countries, have served clearly to highlight the fact that development is premised on 

the availability of modern and clean energy services to the wider segment of the populationiv. 

There is also a very strong and vital nexus between clean energy and sustainable development. 

In fact, the growing importance of clean electricity in contemporary developments has 
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necessitated the emergence of a new right (right of access to energy services) which is 

debatably considered a human right today. Like the right to development, the right of access to 

energy services has been driven by the United Nations specialized agencies such as the United 

Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), the United Nations Development 

Program (UNDP)v and other international organizations such as the International Energy 

Agency (IEA). For more than a decade, the IEA has in its flagship yearly publication (World 

Energy Outlook) highlighted the crucial role access to energy services has to play in increasing 

national development levels. It is now clearly identified as being essential to the realization of 

the right to development, and is therefore in the process of evolving into becoming a newly 

emerging human right of the twenty-first centuryvi. 

The term electricity services refer to the benefits derived from the use of clean and efficient 

electricity sources, over and above that derived from basic biomass, which is largely the fuel 

of the poor in developing countriesvii. These benefits make fundamental differences to peoples’ 

lives and standards of living. They include mechanical power for work, so that tasks like 

grinding corn or other grains, or harvesting crops are made easier; lighting for reading and 

greater productivity at night; cooking safely and without the stress of having to regularly source 

for firewood or other basic biomass; refrigeration so that one is freed from having to buy food 

daily, or have needed food rotting away; telecommunication so that there is no longer the need 

for the poor to embark on costly and long journeys in pursuit of transactions that can easily be 

concluded over the phone; and transportation, without which the people will have to walk over 

long distances or travel on donkeys, camel, horseback or bicyclesviii. The fuel of the poor 

(firewood, crop waste, dung, and wood shavings) cannot provide such services and therefore, 

the term access to electricity services implies access to services derived from more efficient 

and clean fuels, thereby providing greater opportunities for greater productivityix.  

The 2010 statistics of the IEA reveals that, while millions of people now have access to modern 

electricity services, one fifth of the world’s population (1.4 billion people) lack access to 

electricity and twice as many still rely on traditional uses of biomass for cookingx. 

Commutatively, more than 95% of those without access to modern energy services live in the 

developing countries of Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, with the greater majority living in rural 

areasxi. In sub-Saharan Africa as of 2013, the electrification rate was 31% and the number of 

people relying on biomass was 80%xii. Seven of the ten largest population without access to 
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clean cooking facilities, including two-third of the Indian population, reside in developing 

Asiaxiii. 

The poor live in different energy world, restricted to the use of biomass in the crudest form 

(wood and animal dung) they live at subsistence levels. Women and children are primarily in 

charge of gathering biomass, and it is an unhealthy, time-consuming and hard task, involving 

long walks carrying heavy loads in all kinds of weather. These tasks take several times than 

they normally would, health services are poor, and schools where they exist function at very 

rudimentary levels. These factors mean that these communities have greatly reduced 

productivity, and that there are fewer opportunities for growth and breaking away from the 

prevailing poverty, all of which further perpetuate the existing conditions of 

underdevelopment, and help trap the user in povertyxiv. 

During the era of the Millennium Development Goals, it was recognized that improved access 

to modern energy services is the single most important component of any development 

strategy, and none of the MDGs are capable of realization without the use of efficient energy 

within the very poor communities of the worldxv. The Sustainable Development Goals 

recognize the importance of clean energy (electricity) in the developmental drive of countries, 

specifically in Goal 7 which makes access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 

energy for all one of the prerequisites for the attainment of the said Goalsxvi. Deprived 

communities all require access to clean energy (electricity) services, which must be provided 

by a source of primary energy or an energy carrier, which will be utilized by them. It is now a 

trite fact that, it is not the presence of the raw resources which is important, or that makes the 

difference, rather it is the utilization in conjunction with the appropriate end-used technologies, 

to provide services to the citizens of the country that is of upmost importancexvii.  

Energy (electricity) services improve the quality of life, and free people from the burdens of 

life, effectively lifting them from conditions that can only be described as stone-age in the 

twenty-first centuryxviii. Electricity undoubtedly is the single most important factor in defining 

the way of life of citizenry and until as many people in as many countries as possible have 

access to clean energy and the services that it provides, achieving the goals of sustainable 

development and poverty eradication will remain an illusionxix.  

In recognition of this, the United Nations in December 2011, declared 2014 to 2024 as the 

“Decade of Sustainable Energy for All”, with the General Assembly reaffirming its 
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determination of making sustainable energy for all a realityxx. The resolution stressed on the 

need to improve access to affordable, reliable and environmentally sustainable energy services 

and resources and highlighted the need to improve energy efficiency and to increase the share 

of renewable energy and cleaner energy-efficient technologiesxxi. The effort was to be driven 

by Kandeh Yumkella, the Director-General of UNIDO and Chair of UN-Energy, who was 

named as Special Representative for Sustainable Energy for All and Chief Executive. In his 

words, he recognized the importance of this initiative in finalizing the attainment of the MDGs 

and for opening up new opportunities for growth and prosperity in every country of the 

worldxxii. This same approach has been upheld by Policymakers as modus to the realization of 

the Sustainable Development Goalsxxiii.   

 

THE BASES ON WHICH ACCESS TO CLEAN ELECTRICITY IS 

CONSIDERED A RIGHT 

Generally speaking, no international Declaration or Resolution explicitly claims that access to 

electricity is a universal human rightxxiv. The only international agreement that explicitly 

mentions electricity is the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW)xxv. The convention specifies that women should have adequate 

living conditions, including access to electricity and waterxxvi. However, this convention refers 

to women in particular and still does not provide support for claiming that access to electricity 

is a right for every human being, the core idea of universal human rightsxxvii. From a legal 

perspective, it seems that the right of access to electricity is still in its infancy. On the other 

hand, the CEDAW also confirms that it is possible to talk about access to electricity as a legal 

rightxxviii. But the rationale for using such terminology ethically becomes questionable. To 

settle this uncertainty requires a more detailed analysis of what a right is supposed to be, both 

its formal and substantial content. Substantive rights are basic human rights possessed by 

people in an ordered society and include rights granted by natural law as well as the substantive 

lawxxix. Substantive rights include for example the rights of being human such as life, liberty, 

happiness etc., rather than a right to a procedure to enforce that right, which is defined by 

procedural lawxxx. 

Arguably, electricity could be considered as a subsistence right in itself. However, the current 

point is to flesh-out how one can conceptualize a right to material conditions, whether it is 
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conceived as subsistence or not. Henry Shue sees subsistence as an example of basic rights. He 

states that, “basic rights, then, are everyone’s minimum reasonable demands upon the rest of 

humanity…they are the rational basis for justified demands, the denial of which no self-

respecting person can reasonably be expected to accept”xxxi. Basic rights are rights that other 

rights are dependent upon, and they can therefore not be sacrificed for other thingsxxxii.  

Shue argues that the right to subsistence includes unpolluted air, unpolluted water, adequate 

food, adequate clothing, adequate shelter and a minimum of preventive health carexxxiii. 

Electricity is not explicitly included in Shue’s list. One reason for this is the apparent close link 

between subsistence and basic biological needs for human survival. An example of such 

reasoning can be found in the discussion about the right to waterxxxiv. It is not obvious that 

electricity should be understood as a basic right similar to a right to water. Electricity can be 

sacrificed in order to achieve other things. One can live in a house without electricity, but one 

cannot live without water. However, a focus on biological needs is too restricted. Such widely 

accepted rights as the right to free speech are obviously not about biological needs but are 

related to ideas about appropriate government. One can therefore argue that electricity is a right 

to a resource, which makes it easier to live a good enough human life even though it might not 

be necessary for survivalxxxv. Moreover, Shue himself claims that the main critique facing the 

right to subsistence does not concern whether it can be a right or not. The critique is aimed at 

the practical challenges of realizing this rightxxxvi. It is therefore not unreasonable to conceive 

access to clean electricity as a right.  

After arguing that access to clean electricity can be understood as a right, the next step is to 

consider what kind of right it is supposed to be. We will discuss three possible answers to this 

question. The first answer considers access to clean electricity as a contractual right, the second 

answer presents access to clean electricity as a derived right that is dependent on how we 

interpret other fundamental and basic human rights in specific contexts, and the third answer 

posits that access to clean electricity is a universal human right (i.e. it should be available to all 

humans). 
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ACCESS TO CLEAN ELECTRICITY FROM A CONTRACTUAL 

RIGHTS STANDPOINT 

As aforesaid, a contractual right is a right that is dependent on a specific relation between 

human beings. The most important examples are rights you have as part of a community, 

especially as a citizen. The idea is that an individual can only have a justified claim for access 

to electricity in a community if the community acknowledges such a right. One example of 

such rights is the minimum standards for material conditions provided by the welfare statexxxvii. 

An ethical justification for contractual rights can be found in contractual ethics. John 

Rawlsxxxviii, for example, defended a modern version of contractual ethics which is based on the 

common idea in this tradition that, rules guiding a society should be based on an agreement 

between the membersxxxix. Parties in the contractual situation (the original position) lack 

knowledge of their actual situation. Rawls calls this lack of knowledge the veil of ignorance, 

and it ensures fairness in the decision procedurexl. Rawls claims that parties in the original 

contract’s position would agree to a broad set of primary goods that each contract participant, 

the contracting parties, should have access to and this includes rights. Primary goods are things 

that every rational man is presumed to want. These goods normally have a use whatever a 

person’s rational plan of lifexli. Primary goods are thus essential for anyone to live a good 

enough life. 

One central assumption is that outside parties do not have access to these rights since they are 

not recognized as full contractual participants. Thus, actors suffering from deprivation of 

general needs or frustrated interests do not figure directly in the contract. The contracting 

parties can, however, agree to principles of solidarity with non-participants, but the latter are 

dependent on the good will of the participants. Rawls does not mention clean electricity nor 

energy explicitly. But it is possible that the contracting parties can agree that they need energy 

access and include it in the list of primary goodsxlii. Electricity has a wide variety of uses; 

therefore, it is probable that each member of the contracting parties will be able to use this 

energy carrier to forward his or her plan of life. An argument against this interpretation is that, 

Rawls adds that primary goods are a necessary means to reach ends, whatever that may bexliii.  

However, Rawls also related primary goods to people’s expectations. People have expectations 

of certain goods as part of a group even if the exact distribution between the members might 

vary. Here, it is plausible to say that many citizens have an expectation to gain access to clean 
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electricity, especially if other citizens have this access. A particular interpretation of a 

contractual right (an interpretation that Rawls would reject) claims that citizens have the right 

to buy their supply of electricity on the open market. The right to access is conditioned upon 

such factors as the ability to pay. An argument for a market approach is that electricity can be 

treated just like any other commodity and be exposed to the same supply and demand factors. 

This will introduce higher efficiency in the use of electricity and expose consumers to higher 

prices in high demand situationsxliv. If the barriers to enter this market are low, for example, 

with no state monopoly for electricity generation, there is also the possibility for faster response 

from electricity producers, which can offset higher pricesxlv.  

The right to access clean electricity is effectively reduced to a question about consumer rights. 

Only a consumer that fulfils his or her obligations has a right to electricity. This market access 

conceptualization of rights is inadequate. As Shue points out, a right to something is not a right 

to have a right to somethingxlvi. A right is about accessing something concrete such as food. A 

market-based approach fails to grasp that it is not a right to access a market that matters, it is 

the enjoyment of what the market can provide that is the object of the right. This confutation 

does not reduce the force of the claim that access to electricity can be conceived as a contractual 

right.  

More significantly, a contractual conception of access to clean electricity as a right does not 

consider national or global inequality. This conception of rights cannot easily explain why it is 

reasonable that more humans should have access to electricity. They are either not part of the 

contracting parties or lack funds for buying electricity on the market (if at all there is one)xlvii. 

In 2016, the IEA noted that, a significant part of the global population (at least 1.2 billion 

people), lack access to electricity and another large group has random and unstable accessxlviii. 

Another key point is that many states can claim that their citizens have access to electricity, but 

this can in practice be an unsecure and unstable access. The more pertinent issue therefore is 

to consider to what degree is it reasonable that every human should have access to clean 

electricity independent of the specific community they live in. This invokes other alternative 

ways of conceptualizing the right of access to clean electricity. 
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ACCESS TO CLEAN ELECTRICITY AS A RIGHT DERIVED FROM 

OTHER RIGHTS 

Just as the name implies, a derived, or derivative right is a right based on other rightsxlix. 

Derived rights are necessary for protecting or satisfying basic rights. Jaakko Kuosmanenl 

believes that basic rights are directly related to the protection or promotion of a human need 

such as life or housingli. As a derived right, it could be demonstrated for example that, humans 

have rights to a healthy and sufficient living condition. Electricity can help to improve such 

conditions. This is the position of Stephen Tully who posits that, electricity access is already 

well established within the framework of human rights, either as an implicit attribute of a pre-

existing right (non-discrimination, adequate living standards, housing, health, and sustainable 

development) or explicitly in the context of eliminating discrimination against womenlii.  

Tully claims that electricity becomes a right because of such rights as the right to housing. The 

benefits of this position are that access to electricity can be adequately protected in a society 

that conceives that good housing is a human right and that housing includes access to clean 

electricity. Owoeye presents an overview of UN proceedings and activities that make direct 

references to energy issues. He especially notes the outcome document of the United Nations 

Conference (Rio + 20), a document that was also adopted by the United Nations as a General 

Assembly Resolution. He comments on the outcome document’s provision found in paragraph 

125 and notes that this provision clearly accentuates the significance of energy (electricity) 

access to the right to life, the right to health, the right to social security, the right to the highest 

attainable standard of living and the right to developmentliii. It is again noteworthy that the 

focus is on the derived importance of clean energy (electricity). What is even more important 

is that, clean electricity access is included in a modern conception of a good life, which is 

closely connected to improved material conditions and the right to developmentliv. 

Jack Donnelly stresses from the conclusion that if there is a right to something, there is a long 

step to interpret and apply this right. He claims that there is a strong global consensus on the 

concept of human rights but clear disagreements on how these concepts should be interpreted 

as well as how they should be implemented in concrete contextslv. The right to work, for 

example, can be interpreted in several different ways. Should it mean that individuals are 

guaranteed a job or is it enough with unemployment compensation? A number of 

interpretations of this right can be equally reasonablelvi. 
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Martha Nussbaum argues that each human being should be able to live a life of dignity, a life 

that everybody would consider a minimally decent human lifelvii. She makes a list of 10 

possible ways of living, which each person should be able to have in order to live a decent 

human lifelviii. Nussbaum’s list includes, for example: each person should have bodily integrity 

and ability to move around freely; that each person should be able to use their practical reason 

to plan their life; and that each person should have time for play and recreation. The list includes 

substantial ideas about what should be part of every life and goes far beyond material 

conditionslix. The Capabilities approach is closely related to human rights with its focus on 

every human’s justifiable claims.  

In relation to Nussbaum’s capabilities list, it is clear that electricity is a very practical way to 

assist people in developing their practical reason and to give them time for play. Most humans 

need to spend much of their time in different types of work-related activities. The time for 

reading and relaxing is often the evenings. It becomes significantly more difficult to engage in 

these activities when one lacks access to electricity. An essential issue from Nussbaum’s 

perspective is that electricity provides options to live in other ways, and her list provides a 

clearly articulated normative proposal on what this should mean in practice. This suggests there 

is a reason to provide every human with electricity to facilitate more options. On the other 

hand, Nussbaum’s position is open to the fact that this is an empirical question. If there are 

other ways to strengthen capabilities than providing electricity, these might also be worth 

pursuing. 

 

THE HUMAN RIGHTS BASIS OF ACCESS TO CLEAN ELECTRICITY 

The right to a healthy environment has successfully gained the status of a human right in 

contemporary times. The difference between a derived human right and a universal human 

right concerns the scope of a right. Both rights presume that electricity has no inherent 

importance and that its purpose is to protect values that are more fundamental, for example, 

biological needs. Thus, in this section, we ponder on what extent it is reasonable to treat access 

to clean electricity itself as a universal human right, a right that is only dependent on being part 

of the species Homo sapienslx. It is common knowledge that necessity is the birth of all 

inventions and laws are instituted within the changing times for the betterment of a people in a 

particular community.  
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Shue argues that “basic rights” have a universal scope. As noted, before, a key part for Shue’s 

argument is that, basic rights include a demand towards the rest of the humanity to be treated 

in a way that is consistent with self-respectlxi. Jack Donnelly provides a similar theory about 

rights, but he explicitly uses human rights terminology. He says human rights are firstly, a 

minimum set of goods, services, opportunities and protection that are widely recognized today 

as essential prerequisites for a life of dignity, and secondly, a particular set of practices to 

realize these goods, services, opportunities, and protectionlxii. For Donnelly and Shue, part of a 

right is what it does for humans (that is, if it protects or facilitates a minimum level of self-

respect or dignity). These ideas are related to electricity in the sense that in some societies, such 

as members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), one 

cannot easily function as a citizen without access to electricitylxiii. Therefore, there is a great 

necessity for the electricity supply to be from a clean source. 

Rawls too claims that self-respect is an important part of his list of primary goods in addition 

to rights, liberties, income, wealth, powers and opportunitieslxiv. The parties in the original 

position will agree to the idea that whatever kind of life they want to lead, they need to be able 

to have confidence in their life plans and abilities to realize them. This also includes 

confirmation from others who share these projects and an ability to avoid conditions that might 

undermine individual’s confidence in realization. One needs to have confidence to carry out 

life plans. Access to clean electricity provides support for this since it, for example, enhances 

the chances of obtaining an education that will affect one’s whole life. This reasoning suggests 

that it is sensible to consider access to electricity as a universal human right that is of 

importance for every person. 

However, there are also problems with understanding access to electricity as a universal human 

right. The first problem is related to the factual challenges with treating electricity as a right. 

The second problem relates to the extension of rights language to clean electricity access itself. 

The first problem facing this specific conception of the right to electricity access is practical 

and based on empirical factors. According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), fossil 

fuels such as coal, oil and natural gas provided 66.7% of the total electricity production in 

2014lxv. The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has produced ample evidence that 

anthropogenic climate change is dependent on fossil fuel combustion and associated Carbon 

dioxide (CO2) emissionslxvi. Any discussion about electricity must therefore be conscious of 
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the close relationship between fossil fuels and electricity production in the light of climate 

change.  

Besides fossil fuel based and CO2 intense production systems, there are nuclear power and 

renewable energy. Nuclear power produced 10.6% of all electricity in 2014. The main type of 

renewable energy is hydropower, which constituted 16.4% of the total electricity generation 

that year. Other renewable energy sources such as geothermal, wind and solar produced 6.3% 

in 2014lxvii. The upshot is that many humans are highly dependent on fossil fuel for their 

electricity supply, and a reason for this is that it can be relatively inexpensive, especially in 

cases where there is an existing infrastructure already adapted to such fuels. Total costs would 

most likely increase significantly if all environmental costs were included. Nevertheless, the 

production systems themselves do not include such costs. Key treaties like the Paris Agreement 

from 2015 also state that relatively poor countries should be allowed to continue to increase 

their greenhouse gas emissions in order to eradicate povertylxviii. 

If all humans have a right to electricity and this implies that each state has an obligation to 

satisfy this right, there is a risk that states still perceive fossil fuel powered production systems 

as the most attractive for improving electricity access. This is a case where human rights might 

be in conflict with sustainable developmentlxix. If sustainable development implies that there 

has to be a transition from fossil powered electricity generation to renewable generation, many 

poor states will face extra burdens in the form of lack of know-how and additional costs to 

promote this right. This is an unfairness that seems incompatible with an egalitarian idea of 

energy justicelxx. 

The second problem regards the use of rights language and electricity. For example, Bradbrook 

and Gardam stress that it is the energy services provided by different resources that are 

important and not the type of energylxxi. They additionally claim that energy underpins all 

rights, including the right to water and that energy therefore should have a clearer recognition 

in international human rights policy and lawlxxii. The argument that access is important and not 

the actual resource can be both extended and challenged with the help of Nussbaum’s writing. 

From Nussbaum’s perspective, electricity is still a means to an end. Nussbaum does not provide 

a list of material resources that should be considered to be rights. In fact, she argues against 

such lists. She criticizes John Rawls’ list of primary goods as inherently limited. Individuals 

are different in their capacity for converting resources into different ways of living their lives. 
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Some individuals, such as those who have different disabilities or children might need 

substantially more resources to live a life of dignity. Thus, providing electricity will not help 

somebody if they are more in need of a personal assistant. Focusing on only access to electricity 

can hide other inequalities that might be much more important. 

Based on Nussbaum’s analysis, the most essential challenge in claiming that access to 

electricity is a universal human right is that it risks extending human right language too far. 

One can argue that the idea that access to certain resources, such as electricity, should be 

conceived as human rights can diminish our focus on the main point with rights. Universal 

human rights should focus on securing a minimum level of what is of universal importance for 

humans, such as good health or similar needs. Electricity is not always the most useful way of 

solving our needs. Other alternatives might be more appropriate, especially in rural areas. For 

example, there is evidence that fuels such as liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) is both cheaper 

and thermodynamically more efficient in providing energy for cooking compared to 

electricitylxxiii. The IEA points out that LPG and similar fuels might be the most realistic 

alternative to biomass for cooking when there is a lack of electricity related infrastructurelxxiv. 

It is also noteworthy that IEA claims that universal access to electricity would cost around 1.1 

trillion USD until 2040, but the investment for reaching universal access to cleaner cooking 

facilities would cost just around 5% of this sumlxxv. Aiming for access to cleaner cooking 

facilities can therefore be a more efficient and realistic use of funds. The long-term goal of 

universal energy access might eventually be reached through global electrification. However, 

in the meantime, there are arguments for using other sources of energy too as complements.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Lars Löfquist notes that, electricity provides numerous benefits to human beingslxxvi. The 

arguments presented in the analysis do not challenge this claim. It has been argued that it is 

possible and reasonable to consider electricity access as a right. It is also not surprising that 

states consider electrification and access to electricity a core need of its citizens. The argument 

for considering this as a contractual right is well supported by the actions and understanding of 

how states promote electricity. An aspect that contractual rights miss is that, some states are 

unable to provide electricity to its citizens. Another issue is that non-citizens’ need for 

electricity is negotiable. Non-citizens cannot make binding claims on a state to provide 

electricity if access to electricity is conditioned on citizens’ status. This makes the contractual 
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understanding of electricity as a right too restricted. This conception does not capture the 

unique influence electricity has for us to lead our lives.  

According to him, derived rights provide a stronger argument that even non-citizens should 

have access to electricity. The core human right documents claim that access to a certain 

material standard, such as housing, is a human right. Nussbaum’s reasoning on capabilities 

provides a philosophical argument for using electricity to strengthen people’s abilities to lead 

their own life. This is a powerful argument to consider access to clean electricity at least as a 

right derived from other rights. Nevertheless, this position also acknowledges that access to 

clean electricity will be dependent on local contexts and that it is not reasonable to claim that 

all humans have a right to electricity access.  

Finally, it was noted that our need for social recognition and ability to lead our life is supported 

by electricity. If electricity access is so important, it is relevant to consider if it can be a 

universal human right. This claim that electricity is a universal human right faces two important 

problems. The first is that it is practically challenging to provide electricity to every human 

being. Since electricity generation is still dominated by fossil fuels, there is a risk that the right 

to electricity clashes with the goal of sustainable development. It was noted that it is 

problematic to extend human rights language to include electricity access itself when there 

might be far cheaper and faster ways to satisfy humans energy needs.  

The second argument against considering access to electricity as a right is that it extends rights 

language to include different means for supporting humans to live good enough lives. Such an 

extension is unnecessary in this case. To put it bluntly, a right to health might sometimes be 

best served with an X-ray machine, but it is not necessary to extend rights language to include 

this machine. In many instances, a right to health is best supported with vaccinations and access 

to high quality food. The rights humans have to electricity access should be understood in the 

same way. It is enough to claim that basic rights and people’s abilities to lead good enough 

lives are often best protected and promoted with X-ray machines and electricity. 

Therefore, from the above analysis we have made of the three angles from which the right to 

clean electricity is previewed, it is my opinion that, the right of access to clean electricity fits 

perfectly as a derived right. This is because, the right cannot survive on its own, rather it rests 

on the shoulders of other rights such as the right to economic development for its survival. 
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