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South Africa 
 

Background briefing for the COP19 in Warsaw. 28.10.2013 

 

South Africa is an influential player in the UN climate negotiations because of its role in both 

the BASIC group (Brazil, South Africa, India and China) and the African group. Its annual 

emissions account for 0.84% of the global total and its emissions per capita are higher than 

those of the EU27 – due to its heavy reliance on coal.  

 

Coal accounts for 67% of South Africa’s primary energy and 93% of the country’s 

electricity generation. The country holds 95% of Africa's total coal reserves and is the fifth 

largest coal exporter in the world. Now coal has been declared a strategic resource, which 

means that the government is going to be looking to protect coal for domestic use primarily 

by Eskom, prioritising this ahead of exports. Oil accounts for 19% of South Africa’s primary 

energy, solid biomass & waste 10%, and nuclear, natural gas and hydro in total less than 5%. 

Eskom, (the state electricity company) generates 95% of South Africa's electricity – mostly 

with coal. Despite having reached a 75% electrification rate nationwide, the highest in Sub-

Saharan Africa, only 55% of the rural population has access to electricity.1 

 

In the UN negotiations, South Africa plays role of a bridge-builder. It supports a legally 

binding treaty and has pledged to reduce its emissions by 34% below business-as-usual by 

2020 and by around 42% by 2025, which the Climate Action Tracker rates as “medium” in 

adequacy. Meeting these targets would enable South Africa’s emissions to peak between 

2020 and 2025, plateau for approximately a decade and decline in absolute terms thereafter. 

However, currently South Africa seems unlikely to reach its pledge, as its emissions are 

already above earlier business as usual projections2 and its developments on the ground 

contradict its international reputation and ambitions. 

 

There is a major expansion on coal happening on the ground, both in terms of new 

power plants and and mining. There are private coal plants that are starting environmental 

                                                 
1
 U.S. Energy Information Administration. International statistics. 

2
 Climate Action Tracker. Updated assessment of 30th November 2012. 

 



 

 

authorisation processes, which are smaller than Eskom projects, but there are three 600MW 

stations in the pre-approval stages, thus far. In addition, a third mega coal power station has 

been approved by the South African cabinet in August 2013. The cabinet has shown green 

light, despite the fact that Medupi and Kusile, the coal-fired power stations under 

construction, have been highly controversial and both are behind schedule and over budget. 

It has not yet been announced who would build this coal-fired power station. Although it is 

expected to be Eskom, it may be a private producer. 

 

South African Climate Change Response Strategy has been approved and projects are 

moving forward, but it is difficult to see implementation on the ground. Carbon tax has been 

delayed and will be implemented in 2015 at the earliest, but it nevertheless seems to be 

moving ahead. The design is complex and based on how it’s currently evolving, the actual 

price is likely to be substantially lower than Stern’s estimate of the cost of carbon. According 

to the Energy Research Centre at the University of Cape Town3, the effective tax rate is too 

little to transform South Africa’s energy economy, and it does not make a sufficient 

contribution to bending the country’s greenhouse gas emissions curve, so that it would start 

following a peak, plateau and decline emission trajectory, as set out in South Africa’s climate 

policy. Big business is lobbying hard against the tax and there are discussions about whether 

Eskom should be completely exempted. How the revenues would be used has not been 

clearly decided on yet, but would likely go to renewable energy projects if enough pressure 

is applied to the National Treasury that the money should not just disappear into the fiscus. 

 

South Africa finally emerged in 2012 as an important destination for clean energy 

investment, after lengthy delays in the initiation of national clean energy programs, 

attracting $5.5 billion in investment.4 However, South Africa’s current policy framework, that’s 

based on renewable energy auctions/bidding process, is hindering clean energy 

development as it is effectively putting a cap on renewable energy uptake. Bidding windows 

opened by government are being oversubscribed, which signals that there is more 

willingness to invest in renewable energy than what the government policies currently 

enable. 

 

The first renewable energy project has started to feed into the grid in September 2013 - 

three months early and on budget. This is completely different compared to the coal 

projects Medupi and Kusile, which are both heavily delayed, with spiralling costs. 
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 Comments on the Carbon Tax Policy Paper issued by National Treasury in May 2013. Energy Research Centre at 

the University of Cape Town. Submitted September 2013. 
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 The Pew Charitable Trusts (2013) Who’s Winning the Clean Energy Race? 



 

 

 

South Africa has one of the best solar resources in the world and the rapid cost 

reductions of solar panels have made solar an attractive option for South Africans. Grid 

connected solar systems are now at or very near to grid parity, meaning that the cost of 

electricity produced from privately-owned rooftop PV modules is equal to, or less than, the 

cost that the consumer would be paying for electricity from the grid. Unfortunately, a lot of 

barriers for renewable energy remain, and it is still very difficult for individual consumers to 

put solar panels on their roofs and connect to grid, due to lack of clear policies that facilitate 

grid-connections. 

 

As the costs of coal are growing and electricity prices rising, renewables will become even 

more and more attractive in the near future. The South African government must revisit its 

coal-based development model and truly prioritise the rapid uptake of renewables and 

energy efficiency measures. Policy measures like a carbon tax will be highly needed, but it 

must be set in a way that it truly incentivises a shift to smart and clean energy. 

 

For more info, contact melita.steele@greenpeace.org 

 


