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The competition

Whether proposing a rural energy business 
supplying electricity to a house, business, 
community or national grid, or starting a 
business selling fruit dried by the sun, a 
smart and easy way to conduct research is 
to find one or two similar businesses that 
have received financing or are operational 
and collecting revenues and study them. 
Investors are not pioneers if they can avoid 
it. Most choose to avoid it and lenders are 
almost never pioneers. So a good place to 
begin in the business development process 
is to answer the question, “Have others 
done this before?”

This is easiest, of course, if one or 
two businesses similar to the one you are 
proposing have been started. You need 
to do some research and document what 
happened to your competitor (and when). 
While everyone likes to think that is to her 
business is unique, uniqueness is definitely 
not an asset when trying to convince 
others to make loans or an investment.

If nothing like the proposed business 
has been built - and all too often this is the 
case - then the entrepreneur needs to build 
as many arguments as possible to reduce 
the perception of ‘pioneering risk’ (when an 
investor funds a business for the first time).

For example, similar businesses may 
have been constructed and operated, 
albeit by the government or through an 
NGO programme using grant funds. This 
helps to reduce any perception that there 
are no qualified contractors or workers; 
that equipment is unknown, and so on. 
By citing such examples the entrepreneur 
confines the “newness” of the transaction 
to the fact that a private company  
is going to build this business (instead of 
the government).

There are cases, however, where the 
entrepreneur will be the pioneer (the 
authors have been involved in a few). In 
these cases it must be proven that even 
though no such business presently exists, 
there is demand for the product or service, 
and that sales and profits will be realized. 
Is this easy to argue from this starting 
point? No. Can it be done? Yes - through 
thorough documentation, step-by-step 

market research and cross checking of the 
validity of your assumptions.

The most effective way to define your 
competition is to think of similar businesses 
that compete for your customer’s money. 
When thinking of competitors, it is 
essential to consider both your direct and 
indirect competition. Remember, direct 
competitors are those that sell exactly the 
same type of product or service as your 
business, indirect competitors are those 
that sell a product or service that provides 
the same benefit for the customer.

For this section, information must 
be gathered regarding the numbers of 
competitors and details of their operations 
and financial stability. Completing this 
task will help you to understand your 
competitor’s strengths and weaknesses, 
the potential demand for your product and 
this information will eventually be used to 
develop your competitive advantage and 
build barriers between your business and 
your competitors.

Figuring out who are competitors 
can be done in several ways. One of 
the simplest is to consider the situation 
from the customer’s point of view and to 
think of all of the possible ways in which 
customers can solve their purchasing 
need. A way to learn about competitors 
while developing your business strategy 
is to keep records of them. Put together 
a file on each of your competitors and 
include copies of their advertising and 
promotional materials. Continue to add 
to the file and review it often—it will 
help you when you are determining your 
strategy for attracting customers.

Now that you know your competition, 
complete the following exercise:

Competitor questions 

1.	 Who are your five nearest direct 
competitors? What do they do?

2.	 Who are your indirect competitors? 
What do they do?

3.	 How are their businesses: steady? 
growing? declining?

4.	 What have you learned from their 
operations? from their advertising?

5.	 What are their strengths and 
weaknesses?

6.	 How does their product or service 
differ from yours?

7.	 From where/whom do they source 
their product?

8.	 What is the sales price of their product 
or service?

9.	 How far is the nearest competitor from 
where you hope to sell your product  
or service?
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Conclusion

In any energy project you need to know 
as much as possible about your potential 
customers and existing competition, by 
acquiring as much accurate and specific 
information about them as possible. 
However, thorough research is time-
consuming, but it is vital. Research 
provides clear answers to critical questions 
like ‘Can my customers afford my 
product or service?’ and ‘Can I generate 
revenues?’

This toolkit has outlined the reasons 
for collecting sufficient amounts of high-
quality data, which can then be used in a 
wide range of activities including project 
reports and even full business plans. So 
now you’re ready to collect as much data 
as possible pertaining to your idea. Once 
you have completed your fact-finding 
exercise you can move on to analyse and 
then present your idea in full.

The REED Toolkit

This toolkit is taken from the UNEP 
REED Toolkit ‘A Handbook for Energy 
Entrepreneurs’, a step-by-step guide to 
turning your clean energy business idea 
into a reality. The topics covered range 
from defining your personal and business 
objectives to preparing financial analyses 
and determining your distribution strategy. 
In addition to explaining what information 
is needed in an effective Business Plan, 
the Toolkit will help you to gather that 
information, and then to present it in an 
informative and convincing manner. By 
the end, you will have a Business Plan you 
can use to attract financing and to guide 
the growth of your company. 

In this edition of Boiling Point we 
present part of Chapter 2 of the toolkit, 
focussing on fact-finding. You can access 
the full toolkit via the @HEDON link on 
this page.

Profile of the authors

The Rural Energy Enterprise 
Development (REED) initiative is a 
flagship UNEP Energy effort focused 
on enterprise development and 
seed financing for clean energy 
entrepreneurs in developing 
countries. Today REED programmes 
are operating in five countries of 
West and Southern Africa, Northeast 
Brazil and China’s Yunnan Province. 
This energy through enterprise 
model has been pioneered by the 
clean energy investor E+Co and 
advanced by a partnership between 
UNEP, E+Co, the UN Foundation, 
the W. Alton Jones Foundation and 
a diverse group of country enterprise 
development partners.

Philip LaRocco is E+Co’s Founder 
and Chief Executive Officer, with 
over 25 years of experience in 
international business and project 
development. Phil specializes in 
innovative financing mechanisms 
and teaches a graduate course 
on Energy and Development at 
Columbia University’s School of 
International and Public Affairs.  
E+Co is a non-profit investment 
firm that provides business support 
services and capital to energy 
enterprises in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America. With 15 years of experience 
and offices in 10 locations, E+Co’s 
innovative business model provides 
lasting solutions to climate change 
and poverty.

www.hedon.info/XXPA
Full Toolkit online with  *	

	 extra resources
The REED Toolkit  *	

	 ‘A Handbook for Energy 	  
	 Entrepreneurs’ is available 		
	 online

AREED Website*	
UNEP Energy Branch website*	
E+Co website*	

Meet us @HEDON
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The following supplementary papers can be  
read in full on the HEDON website – see the  
@HEDON box below for more details.

Community based biodiesel  
processing in Sri Lanka
Namiz Musafer
Practical Action Sri Lanka, 5 Lionel Edirisinghe Mawatha, 
Kirulapone, Colombo 5, Sri Lanka.  
Email: Namiz.Musafer@practicalaction.org.lk

This article summarizes recent experiences in developing 
community based biodiesel processing in Sri Lanka. By 
building on over 20 years of community based energy 

sector experience in the region, as well as the lessons learned 
by Practical Action in Peru, a research project was established 
centred on a biodiesel processing facility in Gurugoda, a remote 
village situated in the dry zone in North-Western Sri Lanka.

The initial work carried out by Practical Action will require 
further development, and remains the only example of its kind in 
the country. More time will be needed before clear conclusions can 
be drawn about the viability and appropriateness of this technology 
as a solution to the energy needs of poor rural communities.

Improved cook stoves and their impact on 
firewood consumption and carbon dioxide 
emissions: A case study from TMJ area, Nepal
 
Ram Chandra Khanal and Leena Bajracharya
IUCN Nepal, PO Box 3923, Kathmandu.  
Email: khanal@iucn.org.np

Improved Cook Stoves (ICS) are becoming one of the most 
widely adopted technologies in some parts of rural Nepal. 
However, although ICS can provide social, economic and 
environmental benefits, their dissemination at the national 
level has been more limited. 

This case study attempts to assess the contribution of ICS 
to the reduction of both firewood consumption and CO2 
emissions. 71 households were surveyed, using the before and 
after method, and focus group discussions were carried out. 
The study was carried out by IUCN in a rural mountainous 
part of eastern Nepal.

Renewable human energy: One renewable 
energy company invests in the power of 
women through renewable skills philosophy
 
Angela Blake
Public Relations, SunTank, 207 Arcadia Street, Hatfield, 
Pretoria, South Africa, PO Box 730, Groenkloof, 0027, 
South Africa. Email: info@suntank.com

SunTank, a Pretoria based solar heating company, manufactures 
and markets solar water heating systems for commercial 
and industrial applications as well as for all residential uses, 
large-scale and domestic. As a vertically integrated company, 
SunTank’s services run from the local manufacturing of their 
products through to the sales and final installations of the 
systems, supported further by an after sales team. 

In this article, the company investigates the challenges faced 
in striving to maintain its leadership in the South African swh 
systems industry, despite the negative socio-economic impacts 
on the workers productivity and quality levels of output in the 
workplace. The company uses its manufacturing division as 
a social platform for the sustainable development of women 
specifically coming from social backgrounds where access to 
quality vocational training and employment is not granted.

 

 
 
MandESIG - The special interest group  
on Monitoring and Evaluation
Established in September 2008, MandESIG connects all those 
engaged in the monitoring and evaluation of household energy 
projects in developing countries.

MandESIG will foster coordination and collaboration 
between and among those working with M&E with a general 
aim of operationalising M&E in the household energy (HHE) 
sector. More specifically the aims of the SIG are to: 
1.	 Support information exchange, knowledge creation and 

help build M&E capacity among all stakeholders 
2.	 Consolidate existing M&E resources (methodologies, 

techniques, best practice, reports, meetings etc.) 
3.	 Provide a framework to increase the profile and effectiveness 

of existing and future M&E initiatives of key stakeholders 
(GVEP International, M&EED, WHO, GTZ etc) 

4.	 Involve and learn from M&E practitioners from outside the 
HHE sector (health, water etc) 

5.	 Work towards a closer integration of various M&E themes, 
including social development, user perspectives, technical, 
financial, health and emissions. 

To visit the MandESIG pages follow the link in the  
@HEDON box below.

HEDON

Supplementary papers

HEDON

www.hedon.info/UEQA
Read the supplementary papers in full*	
Visit the MandESIG webpages*	

Meet us @HEDON
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CALL FOR PAPERS

Boiling Point looks for articles which are 
written in clear plain English, which have 
positive information and can be used by 
other people in their own work. Do not 
be deterred, however, if English is not 
your first language or if you are not used 
to writing - it is the information which is 
important - we will edit articles and return 
them for your approval.

Theme articles

Each edition of the journal typically 
contains 4 to 5 full length theme articles 
which can include research papers, 
programme reports etc that are relevant 
to the theme topic. Boiling Point 57 will 
focus on ‘Household Dynamics’:

In designing and implementing 
household energy projects, it is easy to 
assume that because an intervention is 
affordable and has been technically proven 
to yield benefits, it will be accepted by 
target beneficiaries. Experience however 
shows that the success of household 
interventions is mitigated by an array 
of complex factors. Issues that affect 
household energy and the responses of 
households to interventions include gender, 
migration (transient and permanent), 
income and social/livelihood security, 
cultural perceptions, livelihood strategies 
etc. Together these can be described as 
Household Dynamics and in this edition 
of Boiling Point we will be looking at how 
some of these factors can shape household 
energy interventions and responses.

General articles
 

In addition we welcome general/short 
articles, which can cover any topic and 
examples include project/programme 
updates, technical papers, book/report 
reviews, conference and workshop 
reports etc. Please note: Technology based 
articles should be focussed on the real 

life application of proven technologies. 
Each edition of the journal also contains 
a Toolkit and regular features such as a 
Case Study or Viewpoints (Opinion pieces 
and interviews) and if you are interested 
in contributing to one of these then please 
contact us on the address below.

Front cover photo competition
 
HEDON are offering you another fantastic 
opportunity to get your best image onto 
the front cover of Boiling Point. We are 
looking for a full colour photograph for 
the front cover that illustrates the theme 
of BP57 - Household Dynamics

More specifically the photo must be: of 
good quality format and suitable for high 
resolution colour printing (a minimum 
resolution of 300 dpi and a higher quality 
file type i.e. not .bmp); sent to us in it’s 
original format (not pasted into an MS Word 
file); credited to the correct person, with a 
caption if appropriate; owned by the person/
organisation entering the competition; and 
preferably have a central focal point, a bold 
composition and rich colours.

The editor’s decision is final and the 
selected photo will win absolutely nothing, 
apart from the admiration of our 2,000+ 
subscribers and of course our thanks.

Guidelines and submission dates

The BP57 deadline for article submission 
and the front cover photo competition is 
Friday 15th May 2009.

When submitting an article to Boiling 
Point authors should note the following  
instructions: Articles can be submitted 
digitally in a commonly used word 
processing format or via post on a disc 
or transcript; Articles should be no more 
than 1500 words in length; Illustrations, 
such as drawings, photographs, graphs 
and bar charts are essential and should 

follow the ‘Figure Formatting’ guidelines; 
All references should be provided in the 
format given in the ‘References’ guidelines. 
In addition articles should include a 100-
200 word summary, a 50 word profile for 
each author and up to six keywords that 
you feel best describe your article. 

Please read the more detailed guidelines, 
available at www.hedon.info/BoilingPoint 
or via the @HEDON link below.  
Files can be emailed to the editor at 
boilingpoint@hedon.info or posted to the 
address below.

The Boiling Point editorial team will  
review your submission and final article 
selection is based on article quality, 
originality and relevance. Thank you 
for your cooperation, and please do not 
hesitate to contact us if you would like to 
clarify any of these issues.

Regards,
The Boiling Point Team

 
HEDON Household Energy Network 
PO Box 900, Bromley BR1 9FF, UK 
Tel + 44 (0) 20 30 120 130 
Fax +44 (0) 870 137 2360  
Email: boilingpoint@hedon.info

Call for papers
Boiling Point 57: Household Dynamics

The next edition of Boiling Point is due for publication in mid 2009 
and we are inviting readers to submit articles, papers and news. So if 
you feel that you have something to contribute to the wider household 
energy community, then please read the information below and send us 
your experiences – HEDON would love to hear from you!
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www.hedon.info/VDQA
View the call online*	
Read the detailed author 		 *	

	 guidance notes

Meet us @HEDON
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The new look HEDON website!

A practitioner’s journal on 
household energy, stoves  
and Poverty reduction

A publication of the

www.hedon.info

The Hedon Household Energy Network is an  
international forum dedicated to improving social, 
economic, and environmental conditions in the 
South, through promotion of local, national, 
regional and international initiatives in the 
household energy sector.

Sponsor HEDON  
and Boiling Point 
 
Does your organisation want to become a sponsor?  
We offer a variety of website and journal 
sponsorship levels to suit your needs.  
For more details see www.hedon.info/Sponsors

All back issues now online
 
• 56 editions over the past 27 years!
• Free access and download 
   www.hedon.info/BoilingPoint

www.hedon.info/JoinTheNetwork

• It’s free and easy to use
• Create your own webpage
• Share your information
• Join a Special Interest Group
• Become a volunteer
• RSS feeds – put the HEDON news  
   on your website

Plus news, events and lots more…
Sign up for HEDON now!

Want to write an article?
• Share your experience
• Publish your results
• Write a letter to the editor
• Next issue on…
          Household Dynamics 
 
If it’s your news, project updates or just a story –  
we want to hear from you! See page 53
�
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