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1. THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM
South Africa is a coal-dependent economy and the 
contribution of coal as the primary feedstock to electricity 
generation –  currently at close to 90% – places South 
Africa high on the list of global carbon-emitting countries. 
This renders our industries carbon-intensive with possible 
future negative trade impacts.  Not only this, but coal 
is associated with negative health and environmental 
externalities, including air pollution. Coal also uses far 
more water than does renewable energy which places 
even greater strains on our water security. 

As a result of this, shifts in the energy system and global 
markets have resulted in job losses in the coal industry. 
Options such as re-skilling for new jobs, a social protection 
floor and community-based livelihood programmes are 
critical to ensure that those most vulnerable to these 
changes are protected1. This is the rationale behind the 
concept of a ‘just transition’.

The Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) of 2016, providing 
the certainty that is required on coal and nuclear 
power production, has not yet been finalised. Given the 
challenges of coal, the Coal Baseload Independent Power 
Producers (IPP) programme has received criticism2 as 
this will not only increase the cost of electricity but also 
make the country’s emissions targets harder to reach. 
Strides have been made towards renewable energy 
generation through the Renewable Energy Independent 
Power Producer Procurement Programme (REI4P). Bids 
3.5 and 4 of this programme were concluded early this 
year on the back of earlier rounds and an additional 27 

independent power producers have been confirmed, 
mainly to be located in the Northern Cape, Eastern Cape 
and North West provinces. It is estimated that 58 000 jobs 
will be created in this round. However, while the REI4P 
has rapidly and successfully started the energy transition 
in South Africa, links to sustained employment (beyond 
construction), localisation of manufacturing of parts and 
sustainable socio-economic development in communities 
around these projects have not been maximised. 

Eskom’s financial and operating models are in crisis and 
job losses at the state owned company now appear 
likely. Eskom is challenged by demand stagnation3, 
excess supply, the enormous capital outlay at the new 
coal plant construction projects of Medupi and Kusile, 
defaulting municipal clients, and coal supply disruptions. 
Furthermore, rising electricity prices as a result of Eskom’s 
cost pressures have a wide-ranging impact on the 
economy, households, as well as municipal finance, given 
local government’s role in distribution and the important 
role of electricity sales’ revenue in municipal income. The 
increasing costs of electricity from the grid, declining costs 
of renewable energy as well as the growth in the small-
scale embedded energy market may drive businesses and 
affluent household towards their own generation. This 
could have severe consequences for municipal financial 
models and indigent households.
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2. PREVIOUS AGREEMENTS BY SOCIAL 
PARTNERS 
• The IRP 2010 remains the adopted plan for electricity, 

despite significant changes in the sector, with later 
iterations of the IRP not yet finalised. This has 
resulted in the provision of additional unnecessary 
new generation capacity, resulting in more costly 
electricity, and increases in greenhouse gas emissions. 
The IRP 2016 is expected to be finalised imminently 
(August 2018), along with the Integrated Energy 
Plan. It is critical in this regard that the forthcoming, 
finalised IRP takes into account the likely future 
growth of small-scale, embedded solar photovoltaic 
and energy storage systems for domestic, commercial 
and industrial installations. The document should also 
ideally model a set of assumptions on the potential 
of electric vehicles to 2050, and likely impacts on 
electricity demand to reflect this.

• The RE14P has seen successful at attracting private 
investment into energy generation but more could 
be done to maximise localisation of manufacturing of 
parts, and broader economic and social development 
gains from these projects.

• On 25 May this year, the Department of Environmental 
Affairs gazetted its intention to set new rules on 
compliance with minimum emission standards relating 
to (amongst others) the burning of coal in coal-fired 
power plants. This will require greater compliance by 
Eskom to air quality standards and further challenges 
the future of coal-powered stations. 

3. THE PROPOSED APPROACH AND 
CONCRETE PROPOSALS
Increasing the percentage of renewable energy in South 
Africa’s electricity mix is the most effective measure to 
address the country’s commitment to reduce harmful 
greenhouse gas emissions and reduce water consumption 
from energy generation. There is also much more flexibility 
in renewable energy systems, not only in the technologies 
available but also in potential models of delivery. 

1. Cancel any further coal IPPs

• These projects cannot be justified. Given South 
Africa’s high level of renewable energy potential and 
the cost-competitiveness of renewable technologies, 
no further investments should be made in coal. The 
costs to the country are too high in terms of water 
use, and other negative environmental and social 
externalities, as well as greenhouse gas emissions.  

2. Eskom to revisit its business model and consider invest-
ing in renewable energy at scale itself 

• Eskom is in a crisis with high levels of debt and an 
old business model. Ideally rather than investing in 
coal power stations Eskom would itself be investing 
in renewable energy. If Eskom were able to invest 
in renewable energy at scale, this would assist 
with the creation of a more sustained demand to 
support localised manufacturing. This requires that 
Eskom’s business model and financing be completely 
re-hauled. Fundamental questions regarding the 
completion of Kusile, selling off of certain assets, 
or public-private-partnerships to run coal plants, as 
well as the establishment of an independent system 
operator, must urgently be addressed, once and for 
all.  

3. Support greater localisation of manufacturing for the 
REI4P and other RE technologies and systems

• While South Africa cannot competitively manufacture 
all the parts for the REI4P, there are certain parts 
that it could produce locally. Furthermore, South 
Africa could establish itself as a manufacturer for 
the regional renewable energy markets that are 
beginning to open up.

• A possible 1 500 jobs could be created in the 
localisation potential of the 27 new projects in the 
latest round of the REI4P4. Components for this round 
are estimated at around 2.8 million solar photovoltaic 
modules, 600 inverters and 385 transformers; for the 
onshore wind projects, roughly 500 wind towers 
and turbines will be required. These renewable 
energy technologies draw on minerals with which 
South Africa is endowed, but which require greater 
investment, research and development5.

• The REI4P model should also support greater 
coordination and local alignment with integrated 
development plans, local economic development plans 
and social development plans in the municipalities 
where they are located. 

• Beyond the manufacturing potential linked to the 
REI4P, a recent study6 identifies the potential to 
localise manufacturing of smart metres, and small 
scale embedded energy generation, where we can 
compete with imports.

• Industrial solar thermal technologies also have 
potential, particularly for agriprocessing, and within 
the food and beverage industries7. Job creation 
within solar thermal technologies can be created in 
manufacturing and in installation and maintenance. 

4. Enable cities and municipalities to plan their own elec-
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tricity provision systems 

• This will allow municipalities the opportunity to both 
procure and build their own renewable energy plants.

4. POLICY OPTIONS
• The Integrated Resource Plan 2016 must urgently 

be finalised to provide certainty on coal and nuclear 
power production. 

• Eskom’s financing and business model needs to be 
reconsidered as this has implications for the whole 
energy system and accordingly the low-carbon 
transition, as well as the country’s finances. 

• The Industrial Policy Action Plan of DTI needs to 
further explore the localisation potential of the REI4P 
as well as other manufacturing opportunities in new 
energy systems, and how this relates to developing 
regional markets. 

5. FINANCING 
• Eskom’s funding model needs to be urgently resolved. 

• Both public and private investment in renewable 
energy and its value chains should be scaled up. 

6. THE ROLE OF STATE INSTITUTIONS 
AND SOCIAL PARTNERS 
• Unions must support coal miners and retrenched 

Eskom employees in the just transition to a low-
carbon electricity sector. There are examples from 
elsewhere, like Germany’s mine union, IG Bergbau, 
which participated in promoting early retirement and 
shift-time reduction as a means of slowly winding 
down that country’s coal industry.

Government must:

• finalise the IRP catering for a far greater percentage 
of renewable energy in the supply mix, address 
Eskom’s business model, and revise legislation to 
allow for muncipalies to procure energy from IPPs.

• support greater localisation of certain renewable 
energy technologies and parts and ensure that IPP 
commitments are met regarding local procurement.

• IPPs must coordinate and collaborate more 
deliberately and effectively to maximise the 
procurement, economic and social development 
elements of the IPP agreements.

• Renewable energy industry associations should 
be part of discussions around renewable energy 
technologies. For example, the Sustainable Energy 
Society of Southern Africa and the Solar Water 
Heater Manufacturers Cluster of South Africa 
(SWH-MANCOSA), within the South African Capital 
Equipment Export Council, represents firms involved 
in solar water heating.

7. SEQUENCING AND TIMEFRAMES
The next steps are:

1. Establish a Just Transition Taskforce driven by the 
Presidency and housed in NEDLAC, involving all the 
social partners, with a clear agenda on critical sectors 
and interventions to shift towards a low-carbon and 
climate-resilient economy.

2. The Department of Energy to urgently finalise 
the IRP and IEP, while the Department of Public 
Enterprises and Eskom must clarify Eskom’s financial 
and operating model. DTI to scale up support 
for manufacturing of utility and non-utility scale 
renewable energy components. Legislation must be 
revised to allow municipalities to procure their own 
IPPs. 

3. Independent Power Producers to improve the local 
impacts of their ESD and procurement spend.
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APPENDIX: LOW-CARBON 
ELECTRICITY TRANSITION
Just Transition Process

• As a result of labour organisations’ and their allies’ 
efforts, the United Nations’ Paris Agreement on 
climate change notes the imperative of a just transition 
of the workforce and the creation of decent work as 
essential elements in global and national responses 
to climate change.

• A South African Just Transition Taskforce should be 
established, driven by the Presidency and housed in 
NEDLAC, involving all the social partners.

• The National Planning Commission is running a 
programme ‘Developing models and pathways for 
a low-carbon economy and climate-resilient society’ 
with all social partners. The desired outcome is 
progress toward a social compact about the kind of 
economy we want and how to get there.8 Labour 
could get more actively involved.

• In 2016 ITUC established a Just Transition Centre 
with partners. The Centre brings together workers 
and their unions, communities, businesses and 
governments in social dialogue to ‘ensure that labour 
has a seat at the table when planning for a Just 
Transition to a low-carbon world’.9

• A labour and civil society Just Transition Charter 
could be developed. There are existing polices and 
guidelines that could provide a framework from 
labour’s perspective:

• For example, in 2011, the COSATU Central Executive 
Committee adopted a Policy Framework on Climate 
Change, which comprises 15 principles. The principles 
were included in a 2012 COSATU booklet ‘A just 
transition to a low-carbon and climate resilient 
economy: A call to action’.10

• In 2015, the International Labour Organisation 
constituents adopted ‘Guidelines for a just transition 
towards environmentally sustainable economies and 
societies for all.’ The Guidelines offer a framework and 
a tool to ‘ensure that national and global efforts to 
tackle climate change advance employment creation 
goals, social justice and promote just transitions for 
workers, enterprises and communities.’11

The role of unions in a transition:

• On the next page are ideas from South African 
unionists about union actions in a transition. The 
ideas arose in transport union workshops run in 
five provinces in 2013, noting that these were not 

decision-making forums. The workshops involved 
identifying the sources of carbon emissions in the 
transport sector, and what can be done about those. 
Participating unionists developed ideas to reduce 
emissions while at the same time protecting the 
interests of workers; and discussed what the union 
could do to take the issues forward. 

• There are examples from elsewhere, for example 
Germany’s mine union, IG Bergbau, participated in 
promoting early retirement and shift-time reduction 
as a means of slowly winding down that country’s 
coal industry. 
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UNION AT NATIONAL LEVEL
• Need to develop a national union policy and strategy 

for a transition. This would involve consolidating 
union mandates and researching international trends.

• National office bearers can co-ordinate calling joint 
or umbrella meetings of the relevant Bargaining 
Councils. Then it is easier for sector co-ordinators to 
take it up.

• There may be inter-union issues to work on collectively.

• Engage NEDLAC to amend any relevant legislation.

• Create job loss fund for retrenched and older workers. 

• Take to the federation the proposal that it co-ordinate 
a national process for passing members from one 
union to another when there are sector changes, so 
that members are not lost.

AT WORKPLACE/LOCAL LEVEL 
• Climate change updates and information and 

awareness raising must be put on the agenda of 
monthly meetings with employers. 

• Engage management of all companies about what 
their carbon reducing plans are. This might also 
involve negotiating with management about making 
changes in the workplace and in the work process to 
cut emissions.

• Encourage energy saving measures in the workplace. 
Present cost-benefit analysis to management to show 
them how they will save on electricity and fuel costs 
if changes are implemented.

• Negotiate that any savings made by the company 
because of carbon emission reducing measures are 
shared with workers.

• Use workplace and bargaining forums to ensure 
management keeps workers informed about changes 
to technologies.

• Negotiate with management about driver training so 
that drivers can drive more efficiently.

• Recruitment of new members is important – the 
bigger the union membership, the more the demands 
and plans of the union carry weight.

• Engage and sensitize members on possibilities of job 
losses and gains from carbon reduction measures.

• At a provincial level, work with media, schools, 
members of public, NGOs and civil society to raise 
awareness.

AT SECTOR LEVEL
• Urge larger companies to develop a ‘mobility plan’ to 

make travel to and from work more energy efficient 
and time friendly to workers.

• At provincial level identify sector contributing most 
to emissions and run campaigns at provincial level 
educating this sector.

• Union to form teams within the high-emission 
contributing sectors and be at the forefront of 
advocating issue of climate change.

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING
• A strategy for national, provincial and local 

bargaining.

• Shopstewards to engage management to begin 
to budget for emissions reductions and training of 
workers for the transition.

• Companies don’t have green policies – this must be 
included in all negotiations.

• Defend working conditions as companies make low-
carbon changes.

• Incorporate climate protection arguments into 
bargaining around issues of commuting and flexible 
hours.

• Encourage employers to incentivise use of public 
transport. Promote bicycling and walking.

• Prepare for possible retrenchments by compiling 
demands now already.

• One of these demands must be that any workers that 
lose their jobs must be reskilled for other work.

• If there are retrenchments the companies should help 
workers to set up cooperatives, and then actively 
support the cooperatives by buying from them.

• Demand that new jobs be decent, not casualised. 
Many can be in communities e.g. walking children to 
school.

RESEARCH TO INFORM UNION 
STRATEGY
• Research what companies where we organise are 

doing that causes emissions, and any plans they have 
to reduce emissions. These plans may affect working 
conditions, may change processes and technologies, 
or involve restructuring.

• Do research at workplace and provincial level to 
get information about workers; what categories 
companies might start retrenching; what are new 
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jobs emerging? 

• Analyse what jobs will be lost or gained, and by who.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
• Induction process for bus drivers to know that they 

are delivering a public service and therefore need to 
work hard to make sure buses run on time and are 
reliable.

• Engage TETA (Transport SETA) about providing skills 
to workers that are required in a low-carbon economy.

• Negotiate education and training for workers in new 
technologies and skills that will be needed.

• Skills levies to be used for retraining.
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