Multiple energy use in
street food catering:
Rwanda, South Africa and Senegal
BACKGROUND
Energy for productive uses was identified
as one of five key research areas by
ENERGIA in their DIFD funded call for
proposals published in 20141. In addition
to the basic energy needs of cooking and
heating for domestic purposes, energy is
required for a range of income generating
and productive uses. Our research focuses
on the micro and small and medium-scale
enterprises (MSMEs) in the informal food
sector (IFS)2 in urban areas of Rwanda,
Senegal and South Africa.

which will explore from a gender
perspective the changes that may be
brought within small food preparation and
processing enterprises as a result of the
use of and access to Modern Energy
Services (MESs). The project will also
track how access and use of MES for
enterprise purposes impacts on the
households
(through
changing
role
patterns, responsibilities and decisionmaking balance) of the enterprise owners
and
how
this
affects
women’s
empowerment.

Using mixed research methods, we have
surveyed and interviewed a wide range of
male and female owned enterprises,
including those preparing street food, to
those that process food products such as
tea, coffee, nuts, dairy and fish.
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During the scoping phase in 2015, a total
of 194 interviews were conducted (179
surveys and 18 in-depth interviews) with
enterprises in the Informal Food Sector in
the three countries. The Scoping Phase set
the baseline for the Phase 2 of the project,
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The definition of what constitutes the ‘informal
sector’ has been subject of discussion over time.
Here we take the definition based on the OECD
Handbook: Measuring the Non-Observed Economy.
(2002). Paris: OECD. The informal sector comprises
of enterprises not formally registered, which keep no
accounts and, where people are employed in an
enterprise, they are not formally registered as
employed. There are two main categories of
enterprises within the informal sector: own account
and informal employers.

CASE STUDIES
Six case studies that capture the key
issues arising from the Scoping Phase of
our research are presented here.
Gasabo, Rwanda: Fuel preference
Uwimana sells grilled maize opposite a bus
stop in Gisozi, Gasabo. She uses a
charcoal stove to grill the maize. She
prefers charcoal stove because it’s easier
to use, easier to clean and more available,
but unfortunately it’s expensive. At home

they use firewood for cooking. She chose
this work because she thinks it is the
easiest business to start in terms of
capital as well as rules and regulations.
Bugesera, Rwanda: Location
Mutega operates from a small school
canteen in Nyamata, Bugesera. She chose
to hire the canteen because it is near
his/her home, required little start up
capital and would give him/her some time
to rest in school holidays. She sells tea,
drinking yoghurt and ready made snacks
to school children - of the 600 students
about 150 students visit the canteen
everyday. He/she prepares the tea and
heats the milk for the drinking yoghurt at
home use a wood fire. Although she would
prefer to use gas, which doesn't give off
smoke, it is too expensive. She said,
"Firewood is cheaper and it prepares tea
and milk faster than charcoal." She also
uses electricity for storing milk.
Johannesburg, South Africa: Enterprise
growth
A husband and wife team in Kliptown near
Johannesburg, prepare and sell deep fried
dough (fat cakes, vetkoek or amagwinya)
on site. Initially, the wife used to sell to
school children at multiple locations. When
the husband left his former employment
and joined her, they were able to increase
their production. He begins at 3am,
working with assistants to prepare and
deep fry the dough in a demarcated
market area near a busy transport hub.
The wife takes buckets of warm fat cakes
to sell at the entrance to the local school.
They use paraffin to heat the oil and
electricity to boil water for tea and
washing up. They find that the product is
best when cooking with a paraffin stove
and their electricity supply is unreliable for
their business.
(Also interesting: The husband explained
that the work is too time consuming for
him to operate another business (such as
furniture making) and they are satisfied
with this business because it allows them
to earn enough income for themselves

and to send money home to their children
for food and school expenses in Lesotho.)
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Durban, South Africa: Energy use at
home
Nonhlanhla is a young woman who
prepares and sells take away meals of
beef stew, rice and phutu (similar to
polenta) to customers at a large taxi rank
in Pinetown, near Durban. She was
successful in applying for a trading permit
from the local civic centre. Because they
do not have electricity on site, she uses a
gas stove to cook the stew and a paraffin
stove to cook the rice and phutu. The
temperature control of her gas stove is
not very good causing the phutu to burn.
She therefore uses the paraffin stove even
though she doesn't like the bad smell it
makes. To cater for the increased demand
at month end, she buys additional stock
and stores this in her refrigerator at home
over night. Other than that she doesn't
operate her business from home.
Saint-Louis, Senegal: Energy stacking
Aïssata Ndiaye Sall is a single woman who
sells meals in a rural village, Doddel
located in Podor in the region of SaintLouis, Senegal. She has been doing so for
ten years to support her family. She
prepares the meals in her house before
she sells to customers in the evening at
the village crossroads during weekdays
and on weekends. She uses firewood
because she considers it cheaper and
readily available, as well as gas for
cooking meals. She uses the charcoal
recovered from the wood stove used
during cooking, to reheat the meal at the
time of sale. However she considers gas

and coal to be more suitable for her and
hygienic.
She also uses electricity at
home to keep stock in a freezer. If she
had more customers, she could keep
savings aside and eventually invest in
more efficient equipment for her business.
Dakar, Senegal: Modern Energy Use
Mamadou Cellou and Amadou Diallo are
men who have been cooking and selling
food for over 10 years in a precarious
neighbourhood in the city centre of Dakar.
They operate in a canteen made of Zinc
sheets and with electricity and they have
a freezer. They use a gas stove for
cooking, which they find is convenient and
allows them to cook meals quickly. They
also like that electricity is versatile, they
can cook other meals at the same time
such as omelette, French fries, kebabs
and spaghetti and for an express service.
They see no problem with gas either.
Their priority is to keep the place clean in
order to attract more customers and serve
hot meals for breakfast and dinner.

•

•

sector require various forms of
energy.
A mixture of modern energy
services for cooking, refrigeration,
heating, drying or curing can
improve the quality of food and
increase market opportunities and
income generation but also health
and safety of both entrepreneurs
and customers.
Many aspects of the adoption of
MES in the IFS are underresearched, and in particular, little
is known about the factors that
motivate adoption of MES or the
transition to MES from a gender
perspective. For example, are
women less likely to adopt MESs in
their enterprises than men? Is the
transition from traditional to MESs
universally desired and positive in
its impacts on the enterprise?

Figure 1: Majority of enterprises in the
Informal Food Sector are owned by women

KEY FINDINGS
•

•

•

The conclusion of a literature study
carried out by ENERGIA is that
there is a clear gap in knowledge
about the role of MESs in informal
sector enterprises3.
Like the many surveys of informal
sector enterprises, our survey
confirms that there are more
women owners, operators and
employees in the informal food
sector (IFS) sector than men. (See
figure below)
The informal food sector (IFS) is an
important
source
of
income
generation for the urban poor (of
which the majority is women); the
sector is also important for urban
food security. The preparation and
processing of food items in this
•
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Understanding uptake behaviour is
considered
complex,
at
the
household level; studies thus far
found cash and credit constraints

•

to be the most significant factors
affecting uptake4. However, the
role of socio-psychological drivers,
such as discount rates, risk
aversion, peer pressure as well as
contextual factors such as local
institutions and the quality of the
supply chain have received less
attention5.
One of the key findings in Scoping
Phase of this study confirmed the
existence of the energy stacking
behaviour, and found that multiple
sources of energy were used as
part of the energy mix of an
enterprise for a variety of reasons,
including ease of use (electricity),
customer preferences (in relation
to flavour and wood), affordability
(wood and gas); and availability
and regulation (electricity).

KEY MESSAGE FOR POLICY MAKERS
The
multi-fuel
use
strategies
of
enterprises working in the informal food
sector (IFS), including the use of
traditional energy meets their unique
energy demands and needs.

“

suitable policy response to the needs of
MSMEs in this sector.
Energy policy also needs to plan for the
supply
constraints
and
demand
projections of energy for productive uses
in this sector. The sustainable supply of
multiple energy sources for the IFS is an
important objective of SE4ALL. Energy
policy needs to be considerate of
enterprises, which use a combination of
wood, charcoal, paraffin, electricity, gas
and other modern energy sources to
remain competitive.
Local
government
has
traditionally
classified
the
informal
sector
and
particularly the informal food sector (IFS)
as a menace. In Rwanda specifically, the
IFS is heavily regulated and most food
enterprises are forced to operate in a
formal setting following rules set by the
local authorities. This has led to informal
enterprises halting their activities during
the day and operating at night when there
is less regulation by the authorities. The
case of Rwanda illustrates that overregulation does not always lead to the
intended results. Instead of punitive
policies that govern informal enterprises,
basic
services
and
platforms
for
engagement should allow the IFS to raise
their needs, co-regulate and develop
without adding a significant cost and
operation burden on MSMEs. This could
lead to a win-win situation whereby
enterprises in the IFS use improved
energy equipment and methods for
preparing food that is requested by the
population.

Energy policy needs to be
considerate of enterprises,
use a
SAID which
SOMETHING
combination of wood, charcoal, paraffin,
electricity, gas and other modern energy
sources to remain competitive.

”

Energy policy makers need to be sensitive
SMALL
VERY
SMAL
to the ‘energy
stacking’
strategies of men
and women owned enterprises in this
sector that decrease the vulnerability
associated
with
a
single
source.
Electrification on its own is therefore not a
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Improved equipment and methods for
preparing food in the IFS should also be
an objective of health and food security
policy. It is important to promote food
hygiene,
addressing
practices
and
processes that pose health risks, etc.
As with other informal enterprises,
economic development policies need to
provide women and men with access to
microfinance and the training and support
to do so.
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