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DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO

Steffen Krüger

CLIMATE AND ENERGY POLICY POSE 

 CHALLENGES FOR DEVELOPMENT POLICY

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) covers 
an area of 2�34 million square kilometres and has a 
rapidly growing population. During the last five years 
alone, its population has grown by over 15 percent to 
more than 75 million people� Recent years have seen 
numerous political and military conflicts, which have 
made the DRC one of the world’s poorest countries� 
In contrast to other parts of Africa, which are already 
experiencing serious droughts, food shortages, cyc-
lones, flooding and desertification, the DRC has only 
felt minimal effects from climate change� This can be 
explained by its relatively low population density and 
modest industrialisation�

The public debates that take place on climate and 
energy policy usually revolve around the difficult 
relationship between environmental protection, eco-
nomic development and food security� These debates 
are usually sparked by the many problems facing the 
country, which especially affect the poorer classes of 
society� Such problems include drinking water provi-
sion, forest clearing and food supply difficulties.

THE IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE DRC

The African country with the greatest abundance of 
water has a drinking water problem� Only around 
26 percent of the population has access to potable 
water� This puts the DRC far below the African average 
of 60 percent� Moreover, samples taken by UN envi-
ronmental workers have shown that drinking water is 
often contaminated with harmful bacteria� In urban 
areas this is usually caused by a shortage of well-
maintained water sanitation plants and the general 
pollution of ground water and river water� People in 
urban areas commonly throw rubbish in rivers or – if 
any exist – in the waste water systems� Their bottles, 
plastic bags and other waste have poisoned the rivers, 
leaving very few fish or plants in urban waterways. In 
some places the mountains of trash that fill the rivers 
are so big that people can use them as bridges� In 
rural areas, soil erosion and deforestation are further 
reducing drinking water resources�

Forest clearing in the DRC also entails other envi-
ronmental risks� The DRC has 167 million hectares 
of forest, making it the one of largest forested areas 
in world� As a result, it is often – like the Amazon 
rainforest – described as one of the Earth’s lungs� If 
carbon emissions from agriculture and logging are 
included, the DRC ranks among the top 25 carbon 
emitters in the world� Its forests therefore play a large 
role in international treaties� The negotiations focus 
on cutting greenhouse gases by limiting the use of 
fossil fuels and reducing deforestation� The produc-
tion and use of charcoal is another major problem 
for the DRC’s natural environment� The extent of the 
clearing of large forested areas to make charcoal is 
most apparent just outside urban areas� Many tonnes 
of charcoal are used each day to prepare food in the 
capital Kinshasa alone� Every day hundreds of trucks 
loaded with charcoal drive in from the countryside to 
sell their charcoal at city markets� Charcoal is more 
lucrative than agriculture, so more and more farmers 
are clearing forests to produce it� The process makes 
the land virtually unusable, and so it goes to waste�

Forestry – whether of the industrial or artisanal 
variety – is one of the biggest branches of industry 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo� The local 
authorities have trouble controlling the maze of arti-
sanal forestry groups� But industrial forestry poses a 
greater problem for the DRC’s forests� Corruption and 
mismanagement make it easy for illegal operators to 
export valuable tropical woods and sell them with fake 
papers on the international market� Now and then the 
national government shuts down illegal export chan-
nels and operations� But the sector is very chaotic� 
Logging concessions are often used multiple times or 
sold� In many cases, legislation is unclear and govern-
ment institutions are weak, which further facilitates 
corrupt business practices�

The third problem that has been accelerated by envi-
ronmental damage involves supplying the people of 
the DRC with food from agriculture� Only 3 percent 
of the land in the DRC is used for farming, but over 
60 percent of the workforce is employed in this sector� 
Most of these are subsistence farmers, whose land is 
increasingly affected by heavy rains, soil erosion and 
shifting rainy seasons� Some agricultural products 
need to be imported from other countries to meet 
local needs�
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ENERGY POLICY AND ITS POTENTIAL

The Congo River is immense in terms of the volume 
of water it discharges and also features swift cur-
rents and rushing water� Equipped with appropriate 
hydropower plants, it could supply a large part of 
the continent with electricity� Yet this is not what is 
happening, unfortunately� There are currently only a 
few antiquated hydropower plants that provide the 
most important cities and raw material mines with 
electricity� During the dry season, when water levels 
are low, there are times when they cannot supply 
any electricity at all� Mismanagement at state power 
companies is causing electricity costs to rise higher 
and higher�

Almost every member of society is affected, so there 
are plenty of debates on these issues in the DRC, 
especially from an economic perspective� The poorer 
segments of the population are most affected by these 
problems, but they cannot expect much from their 
government� The debate over climate change prima-
rily takes place in relevant government ministries and 
committees� Their focus is usually on development 
cooperation projects and international agreements for 
environmental protection in the DRC�

CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE INTERNATIONAL 

 CONTEXT

Due to its vast wooded areas, the DRC is an impor-
tant partner for the REDD mechanism� The basic idea 
behind REDD involves measuring and monetising the 
carbon stored in forests to make protecting wooded 
areas as profitable as clearing them. Affected coun-
tries are to receive payments for conserving their 
forests� One hectare of rainforest can store up to 180 
tonnes of carbon, and clearing the same area releases 
about 100 tonnes of carbon� REDD was upgraded to 
REDD+ in 2007 and consists of three phases. The first 
phase involves non-performance-based support, which 
is followed by results-based demonstration activities� 
In the third phase, REDD+ countries receive results-
based funding� However, the international community 
still has questions about the funding and how the 
results are to be measured� Such measurements can 
be very expensive, especially for forested areas as 
large as those in the DRC� Poor administration and 
weak rule of law mean that the governing elite may 
siphon off a portion of this additional funding that is 
designed to protect the tropical rainforests� Recent 
years have seen the creation of a series of funds and 
initiatives to finance and implement the REDD mecha-
nism� Yet experts have criticised the responsible inter-
national organizations for poor internal coordination�

Beyond REDD, there are many other projects that deal 
with energy and climate issues in a broader sense� 
They cover items such as environmental protection 
projects in the national parks, increased access to 
clean drinking water and electricity, and improve-
ments in agriculture� These projects are accompanied 
by continuing education courses at universities� The 
DRC government is currently working on plans to build 
a new hydropower plant with international support, 
and negotiations are under way in the region to divert 
water from the Congo River so that the water level in 
Lake Chad returns to normal�

Beyond this, the DRC government does not have any 
further policies on climate change or specific strategies 
for their deployment� Experts in relevant ministries are 
aware of Europe’s climate and energy policy, but the 
DRC government’s plan is focused more on preparing 
and securing the country’s energy supply�

THE DRC’S POSITION IN MULTILATERAL 

 CLIMATE POLICY

The DRC is part of the African Group of Negotiators 
(AGN), which meets before every UN climate summit 
to adopt a common position� At the summits, African 
countries normally negotiate as part of the Group 
of 77 plus China, or as part of the Least Developed 
Countries Group� In the past, the DRC has lobbied for 
technical support from industrialised countries to pro-
tect the natural environment in the DRC and appealed 
for funds to offset losses incurred during recent events 
tied to climate change�

Replanting indigenous tree species on cleared areas in Mai 
Ndombe, located in the Bandundu province. The REDD+ 
 project is designed to secure the livelihoods of people living 
in the project area over the long term while stopping the 
destruction of this species-rich rainforest habitat.


