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Introduction

In September 2012, Daniel Uphaus—a young German entrepreneur and founder of the nongovernmental
organization African Solar Rise (ASR)—was in his office.in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, reading this passage
from The Economist:*

Which plastic gadget, fitting neatly in“one hand,.can most quickly improve the lives of
the world’s poorest people? Forsthe past decade the answer has been clear: the mobile
phone. But over the next decade it will be the solar-powered lamp, made up of a few
light-emitting diodes (LEDs), a solar panel, and a small rechargeable battery, encased
in a durable plastic.shell. Just as the spread of mobile phones in poor countries has
transformed lives and boosted economic activity, solar lighting is poised to improve
incomes, educational.attainment, and health across the developing world.

As the head of an organization distributing solar products, Uphaus had personally observed the potential
benefits of such.technology for the local population in Tanzania. He thought about Micah Rukenya, a Maasai
schoolteacher from Langai' whom he had recently met. An amicable fellow and a typical young man living in
rural Tanzania, Rukenya trusted Uphaus enough to share his problems. “One night my daughter was sick, you
know. She is very naughty, you know, she laughs all the time. But she was sick. Very sick.” Unbeknown to
Rukenya, his.daughter had inhaled fumes from the kerosene lamp they used to light their home—a common
practice in rural Tanzanian families.
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Cltl ’ Rukenya desperately needed to call a doctor but his mobile phone, an old Nokia,

was completely uncharged. Charging the mobile phone involved a litany of challenges.

Proud Sponsor | It is extremely difficult for Langai’s people—just as it was for some 85% of the country’s
L e population—to obtain electricity (see Figure 1 for an overview of electrification levels
in Tanzania).? Charging his phone required that Rukenya undertake an arduous journey
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"' A small village near Simanjiro, one of the five districts of the Manyara region in northeast Tanzania.
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