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SOUTH AFRICA

Holger Dix | Jan-Wilhelm Ahmling

Among the fundamental rights guaranteed by South 
Africa’s constitution is the right to a clean environment 
that is not harmful to human health and well-being� 
Yet according to estimates by Greenpeace Interna-
tional, the air pollution caused by state-run utility 
Eskom’s coal-fired power plants alone kills 2,200 to 
2,700 people each year� In Mpumalanga province, 
which has a high concentration of coal plants, 51 per-
cent of all hospital stays are related to air pollution, 
according to information from South Africa’s health 
ministry� There seems to be a world of difference 
between the nation’s green aspirations and the reality 
for its people�

COAL: SOUTH AFRICA’S MAIN ENERGY SOURCE

South Africa is the biggest producer of greenhouse 
gases in Africa and one of the 15 biggest producers 
worldwide� Its use of coal in energy production is 
particularly to blame. Coal-fired power plants generate 
72 percent of its energy supply, and 85 percent of its 
electricity comes from coal� Coal is also used to make 
synthetic fuels�

Coal is an affordable and important product for the 
South African economy� The country is home to 
95 percent of Africa’s coal reserves and 4 percent of 
global coal reserves� A low-cost, coal-based energy 
supply is seen as both an investment and compe-
titive advantage by the energy-intensive industrial 
and mining sectors� In addition, coal mining employs 
70,000 people in a country with high unemploy-
ment, especially among low-skilled workers� South 
Africa needs to diversify its energy mix in spite of 
its economy’s dependence on coal, because without 
fundamental changes in its energy policy the country’s 
carbon emissions will quadruple by 2050�

THE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE

The economic importance of coal use contrasts 
with the impact of coal use, which is already being 
observed in public health in particular, but also in the 
country’s vulnerability to the long-term effects of cli-
mate change� Long-term forecasts show temperatures 
rising by 1 to 2 °C on the coast and 2 to 3 °C in the 
interior of the country by the middle of the century� 
By the year 2100 they are expected to climb by 3 to 
4 °C on the coast and 6 to 7 °C in the interior� This 
kind of warming would have a significant impact on 

the country’s already precarious water supply as well 
as on agriculture, coastal settlements, biodiversity 
and water-intensive economic sectors like mining and 
electricity production� South Africa faces the challenge 
of preventing emissions from rising further, preparing 
itself for the inevitable effects of climate change and 
disconnecting the economic development needed to 
fight poverty and employment from environmentally 
destructive and carbon-intensive energy production 
and use�

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT IS ON THE 

 NATIONAL AGENDA

South Africa’s government is aware of the problem 
of climate change and has developed relevant stra-
tegies and policies� It signed the UNFCCC in 1993 
and ratified it in 1997. It submitted its first report in 
accordance with Article 12 of the convention in 2004� 
The second report followed in 2011� At the 2009 UN 
Climate Change Conference in Denmark, South Africa 
agreed to cut its greenhouse gas emissions by 34 per-
cent by 2020 and 42 percent by 2025� In 2011, it 
adopted a strategy for responding to climate change1 
that focuses on reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
and adapting to the inevitable impact of climate 
change� The following year, in 2012, it passed a Nati-
onal Development Plan that underscores the need for 
a sustainable low-carbon economy� Moreover, South 
Africa has been actively involved in international 
negotiations on climate change, while also empha-
sising that its status as a developing country would 
require additional financial assistance to successfully 
implement carbon reduction�

In South Africa, 80 percent of greenhouse gases result 
from inefficient energy production and use. South 
Africa’s economy ranks as one of the most inefficient 
on the planet in terms of the ratio of economic output 
to emissions levels� As a result, South Africa’s climate 
policy focuses on increasing energy efficiency, redu-
cing emissions in energy production and the transport 
sector, and pursuing carbon sequestration� All of these 
measures are part of a package called the Near-Term 
Priority Flagship Programmes�2

1 |  Republic of South Africa, “National Climate-Change 
 Response”, http://climateresponse�co�za [28 July 2014]�

2 |  Republic of South Africa, “New-Term Priority Flagship 
Programmes”, http://www�gov�za/documents/download�
php?f=152845 [28 July 2014]�

http://climateresponse.co.za/
http://www.gov.za/documents/download.php%3Ff%3D152845
http://www.gov.za/documents/download.php%3Ff%3D152845


105

Examples of concrete measures in the package include 
plans for more intensive use of methane gas in the 
waste sector, pilot projects aiming for commercial 
viability of CCS technology by 2025 and greater effici-
ency in public transport and public buildings, and 
funding for solar-powered water boilers in rural areas� 
To address rising water shortages, the government 
hopes to implement the National Water Conservation 
and Water Demand Management Strategy in almost 
every sector of the economy and to install water tanks 
for storing precipitation in rural areas� It also intends 
to introduce a carbon tax in 2016� According to recent 
plans from the finance ministry, the tax will be supple-
mented by a practice borrowed from carbon trading, 
which lets companies reduce their tax rate by inves-
ting in emissions-reducing projects�3

In addition to these measures within the existing 
energy system, the government plans to drive the 
expansion of renewable energies with a Renewable 
Energy Flagship Programme� Expanding renewables 
to a capacity of 18�2 gigawatts by 2030 is expected to 
create a total of up to 50,000 new jobs�4

3 |  Republic of South Africa, National Treasury, “Carbon 
 Offsets Paper”, 04 / 2014, pp� 6 – 7, http://bit�ly/1rGIETU 
[28 July 2014]�

4 |  Ulrike Lorenz-Carl, “Südafrika und die EU� Eine einseitige 
Partnerschaft” (South Africa and the EU� A one- sided 
partnership), Kai-Olaf Lang and Gudrun Wacker (eds�), 
“Die EU im Beziehungsgefüge großer Staaten” (The EU in 
the network of relations with large states), SWP Study, 
SWP, 12 / 2013, pp� 77 – 87, here: p� 84�, 
http://swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/ 
studien/2013_S25_lng_wkr�pdf [28 July 2014]�

Green energy will also be part of an energy mix aimed 
at reducing emissions, in which all types of energy 
would have almost equal weight� The government 
hopes to realise this new mix of energy sources by 
2030. It will entail a five-fold increase in nuclear 
energy production versus current levels, and a four-
fold increase in natural gas and biogas production�5 
There are also high hopes for fracking for natural gas 
in the semiarid Karoo region, which the South African 
government is convinced will provide significant 
momentum for the country’s economic development�

Besides expanding these energy sources as an alter-
native to coal, the government intends to further 
develop the energy infrastructure� Its Distribution 
Asset Management Programme, for instance, aims to 
drive the expansion of the electricity grid, which is 
overstretched in some areas� There are also plans to 
build and develop a strategic fuel storage facility and 
to construct a pipeline from Durban to Johannesburg�

CLIMATE PROTECTION HAS LIMITED SOCIO- 

POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE

The large number of climate policy measures, whe-
ther planned or already begun, are only partly an 
expression of the people’s desire to bring about 
reform in this area of policy� In general, the socio-
political significance of environmental conservation 
is limited� Of the 29 political parties that took part in 
the 2014 parliamentary elections, not a single one of 
them gave the environment top billing in its platform� 
The platforms of the six most powerful parties only 
addressed questions of environmental protection at 
the periphery, mainly in connection with tourism� The 
Democratic Alliance, the largest opposition party, was 
the only one to offer a plan to combat climate change, 
which included efficiency labels for machinery and 
devices, the introduction of carbon trading, improved 
disaster management and compensation payments 
for farmers affected by climate change� The scant 
attention given to environmental issues by most of 
the political parties is a reflection of the importance 
of these issues in society� With 40 percent of South 
Africans living below the national poverty line, many 
people have to deal with more tangible problems in 

5 |  According to information from the Ministry of Energy, 
the energy mix targeted for 2030 is: 17 percent nuclear, 
17 percent solar, 16�3 percent wind, 12�9 percent gas, 
7�2 percent hydro, 29�7 percent coal�

The Gariep dam, the largest in South Africa, is located on the 
Oranje River.

http://bit.ly/1rGIETU
http://swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/studien/2013_S25_lng_wkr.pdf
http://swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/studien/2013_S25_lng_wkr.pdf
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their day-to-day lives and fail to see a need for cli-
mate protection�6 As a result, the debate over climate 
change takes place largely between the government 
and civil society organisations that are active in the 
environmental arena�

In addition, South African businesses are beginning to 
deal with the topic of climate change, particularly as 
it relates to energy efficiency. The National Business 
Initiative (NBI) has chosen climate change and energy 
as one of its three focus areas�7 Some 44 groups have 
already stepped forward and signed the NBI’s Energy 
Efficiency Accord, including Eskom and Sasol, far and 
away the country’s largest producers of emissions�

SOUTH AFRICA’S INTEREST IN GERMAN POLICY 

AND EXPERTISE

Climate policy and energy policy have been a focus 
of Germany’s development cooperation with South 
Africa since 2008� The two countries see each other as 
strategic partners in climate change negotiations and 
energy cooperation� Germany’s energy transition is 
mostly seen in a positive light because it is expected 
to lead to greater technology transfer and learning 
outcomes for South Africa� While there is widespread 
doubt about the feasibility of Germany’s energy transi-
tion and whether it can be transferred to South Africa, 
people also say that if anyone can do it, Germany 
can�8

South Africa and Germany began a bilateral partner-
ship for climate development and energy in 2013� Its 
objectives include expanding the use of renewable 
energies and the reach of electricity grids, improving 
energy efficiency and promoting CCS technology. In 
addition, Germany funds climate protection projects 
in South Africa through the environment ministry’s 
International Climate Protection Initiative, including 
projects for swampland conservation, deployment of 
renewable energy in metropolitan areas and pro-
grammes to promote solar energy and wind power�

6 |  Cf� Leslie Masters, “The Road to Copenhagen: Climate  
Change, Energy and South Africa’s Foreign Policy”, 
SAIIA Occasional Paper, No� 47, 10 / 2009, South African 
Institute for International Affairs (SAIIA), p� 22, 
http://saiia�org�za/occasional-papers/the-road-to- 
copenhagen-climate-change-energy-and-south- 
africas-foreign-policy [28 July 2014]�

7 |  National Business Initiative (NBI), “Climate and Energy”, 
http://www�nbi�org�za/Focus%20Area/ClimateAndEnergy/
Pages/default�aspx [28 July 2014]�

8 |  Cf� Christian Hübner, The Perception of Germany’s 
 “Energiewende” in Emerging Countries. Results of 
 qualitive interviews on Germany’s transformation of  
the  energy system in Brazil, China and South Africa, 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, Berlin, 07 / 2013, 
http://kas�de/wf/en/33�34940 [28 July 2014]�

In conclusion, it can be said that South Africa has 
made great strides in recent years in spelling out 
policies towards recalibrating its climate and energy 
policy� Having COP17 take place in Durban in 2011 
certainly contributed to this� The real challenge to the 
government will be implementing these policies, as 
South African climate policy will lead to an increase 
in energy costs in the short and medium term� Many 
poor South Africans, who were among the most 
important supporters of the governing coalition during 
the most recent elections in April 2014, will probably 
be opposed to that�

http://www.saiia.org.za/occasional-papers/the-road-to-copenhagen-climate-change-energy-and-south-africas-foreign-policy
http://www.saiia.org.za/occasional-papers/the-road-to-copenhagen-climate-change-energy-and-south-africas-foreign-policy
http://www.saiia.org.za/occasional-papers/the-road-to-copenhagen-climate-change-energy-and-south-africas-foreign-policy
http://www.nbi.org.za/Focus%20Area/ClimateAndEnergy/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.nbi.org.za/Focus%20Area/ClimateAndEnergy/Pages/default.aspx
http://kas.de/wf/en/33.34940

