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Notes: Civil Society Energy Caucus 

1 November 2011 

ISS, Woodstock, Cape Town 

 

Theme: Preparing for COP17 and beyond –  

renewable energy roll-out implications for poverty and justice 

 

Facilitator: Liz McDaid 

 

*** 

 

Introductions and news: who you are, why you’re here 

 

*** 

PANEL #1: The Private Sector as an Answer to Eskom’s Failure 

 

Chair: Jesse Burton, Energy Research Centre, UCT 

Panelists:  Zuki Jakavula, Just Energy 

Woody Aroun, National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa (Numsa) 

 

Zuki Jakavula: 

Just Energy (JE) is a non-profit development company that does not identify itself either with the 

government or the private sector. Its business model is to work with communities to maximize their 

potential, and to create value through originating, selecting, licensing and evaluation to create viable 

energy projects. JE’s involvement is finished when projects are ready for construction. JE insists on 10% 

free equity for the community, based on landholdings or being custodians of the land.  

 

In one example, the community held 40% of the project, while 30% was financed by the development 

bank of SA. The community then has the right to use this equity for its own social and economic 

development plans. JE emphasized that it does not exist to maximize profit, but to cover its own costs and 

get projects started. 

 

Woody Aroun: 

Unions must be more proactive in addressing climate change. Very few unions made submissions on the 

Green Paper on Climate Change. Numsa has undertaken to increase its capacity to advocate around 

climate change related issues through: 1) a week long course on climate change and international 

negotiations put on by UCT’s Energy Research Centre; 2) a national workshop on climate change; and 3) 

an energy focus session on IRP 2010 governance.  

 

While the Renewable Energy White Paper (2003) has set a good target for electricity generation from 

renewable sources, the government is falling short in meeting these targets. The private sector is driving 

the shift from fossil fuels to renewable energy, spending 211 billion in 2010. The South African 

government has made a commitment to supporting renewable energy, but prefers to let the private sector 

do the work. Numsa would prefer state intervention; if RE is left in the hands of the private sector, it will 

become another commodity that must be paid for, could become a source of exploitation, and be 

detrimental rather than beneficial to poor people.  

 

Q/A, Discussion  

 

Participants sought clarification on the activities of Just Energy, particularly:  

 the relationship between JE and the community 
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o community ownership of projects, decision-making power and shareholder rights 

o definition of community: who is included as “community” when projects are conceived? 

 Governmental barriers to project implementation 

o Lease agreements and land tenure 

o Lack of knowledge of energy issues in municipalities 

o National government too far removed from local issues 

 

The group was divided on the role of the private sector: 

 The private sector should have a role in RE development because technology is contantly being 

updated. But a strong regulator is necessary to ensure that the market doesn’t take over and that 

distribution is equitable. RE can get in places where fossil fuels can’t. 

 Privatization is rationalized on the basis that we need the private sector, but will address its 

acknowledged problems through regulation. Regulations haven’t worked. When they do, the 

private sector complains about red tape and wants to get rid of the regulations. 

 

What are barriers to the government meeting renewable energy targets set out in the 2003 Renewable 

Energy White Paper? 

 Participants discussed the assertion that the government is shifting risk and responsibility for 

developing renewables to the private sector (Example of REFIT changing to “rebid”)  

 Asymmetry between renewables and nuclear: nuclear is funded by taxpayers, while renewables 

will be funded by the private sector 

 Policy incoherence and departmental coordination are problems to the state playing a more active 

role in RE generation.  

 

Civil society and community involvement in energy governance; agenda-setting 

 The need for decentralization: RE is about localizing energy and putting local government at the 

centre of efforts to drive RE generation.  

 Given the power of vested interests, how do we work with communities to set the energy agenda? 

 Communities have to play a role in generating energy. Renewable energy projects can actually 

increase expenses for communities because people need to get loans from various financial 

institutions to afford the project. Addressing the lack of political will and energy injustice is a 

challenge for people’s organizations, especially those aligned with the ANC.  

 The agenda is determined not by communities but by government and the interests of business. It 

becomes an elitist discussion. People living in abject poverty don’t care about where their base 

load comes from; they want to improve their lives, but at the same time they are the ones who are 

bearing the impacts.  

 

Some participants sought a transformational agenda: 

 Including the planet in discussions 

 changing the relationship between labour and capital;  

 Reframing the conversation to use a process of positive engagement and positive messaging to 

change mindsets 

 

***  

 

PANEL #2: How Is Electricity Currently Priced?  

 

Chair:  Brenda Martin, Project 90 by 2030 

Panelists:  Hilton Trollip, City of Cape Town 

  Tristen Taylor, Earthlife Africa Jhb 
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  Gary Pienaar, Idasa  

 

Hilton Trollip:  

The purpose of this presentation was not to take a political position, but to explain where electricity fits 

into municipal finance. The municipality serves about 75% of electricity customers, while Eskom directly 

serves the remaining 25%. R 8.1 billion was collected by the electricity department per year, or about 1/3 

of city revenue.  The city estimates demand by predicting different categories of consumer and how much 

each category will likely consume. The electricity tariffs are based on projected consumption and costs, 

approved by the City Council, comprise a key component of the City budget, and are approved by Nersa.  

 

In 2007, Cape Town’s electricity revenue was about R 3 billion. In just seven years, the revenue is 

expected to grow to R 12 billion (as per city’s website). Is this plausible? If the city sells less electricity 

than expected, it will need to cut its expenditure in other areas because it was counting on electricity 

revenue as a source of finance. Once the city has planned its budget, there is a problem if the electricity 

expenditure is much less than expected.  

 

Tristen Taylor:  

According to the National Energy Regulator Act that governs Nersa, an electricity generator must get 

reasonable rate of return (profit) for its activities. In a state-owned electricity distribution system, Eskom 

is a profit-making entity. This way of thinking should be interrogated. Why should electricity not be 

considered a public good?  

 

Nersa allows several anomalies in the tariff structure: 

- Costs passed through to consumers 

- People don’t have a choice of whom to buy electricity from; therefore, Eskom never has an 

incentive to change its behavior.  

- Nersa designs the tariff during the multi-year price determination (MYPD). It calculates an 

average tariff price. This price does not exist as a tariff itself, but is an average of all of Eskom’s 

tariff structures. Costs are distributed in different consumer brackets.  

- Special purchasing agreements. Eskom sells below the cost of production to big entities like 

Anglo-American. Eskom sells to residential consumers at a relatively higher cost.  

 

In summary, the main problems with the current electricity tariff system are: 1) the profit motive; 2) 

Nersa allows Eskom to maintain different price categories but institutes only general price increases, not 

directed toward particular categories and particular users; and 3) exceptions to the general price increase 

are made in the case of special agreements.  

 

Gary Pienaar:  

The Right to Know (R2K) campaign has had some encouraging successes: the Secrecy Bill has been 

significantly amended thanks to civil society pressures. But concerns remain. It is still possible to classify 

information when it relates to scientific/economic matters that are essential for the “security” of the 

public. This is conceptually unclear. Whistleblower protection is still very weak, with no protections for 

journalists. Whistleblowers are exposed to heavy penalties for promoting the public interest.  

 

The importance of access to information can be seen in the REFIT/rebid process. After an initial period of 

open consultation, REFIT was changed to a competitive bidding process (“Rebid”) without consultation 

or even public statements. This sets a bad precedent for the procurement of nuclear power, as nuclear 

procurement could fall under the purview of the POIB. Furthermore, nuclear is excluded from the new 

generation regulations feasibility study requirements. The executive has much discretionary authority and 

it will be hard to ensure accountability.  
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Q/A, Discussion  

 

Inequality and electricity as a public good 

 Inequality and lack of access are huge issues that need more attention here 

o A progressive tax charges more to wealthy households; most of the electricity in Cape 

Town is sold to mid- and high-income households.  

o There is nearly 100% electricity access by formal households. Access must be extended 

to all informal households as well. There is problematic national legislation dealing with 

unclaimed land. 

 If electricity is given for free, it becomes a public good. Electricity pricing can reflect a social and 

political agenda (e.g., hospitals could receive subsidized electricity).  

 

Nersa’s tariff structure and debate over profits 

 Municipal profit-making on electricity must be more closely examined 

 City electricity revenues are used to cross subsidize other services  according to the budget, which 

is decided by democratic council.  

 The regulator gives Eskom revenue to cover its costs (operating costs, depreciation costs, rates of 

return on its assets equal to the cost of capital). So the profit is giving Eskom a rate of return to 

finance its projects.  

 High tariffs make ordinary people suffer. Government’s numbers on electrification of houses do 

not include cutoffs due to unaffordability.  

 Profits are shifting to the global north. 

 

Right to Know and transparency 

 R 15,000 is required to even see the Rebid procurement documents. 

 Timing of the secrecy bill may not be related to nuclear procurement. There are many reasons for 

secrecy.   

 Members of R2K tried to be constructive as well as reactive (in response to suggestion that R2K 

is a reactionary movement) 

 

*** 

 

Presentation by Anton Eberhard – National Planning Commission 

 

NPC Commissioner; and Director, Management Programme in Infrastructure Reform and Regulation at 

the Graduate School of Business at University of Cape Town. 

 

Anton explained the composition of the NPC, its mandate, and the main objectives that are outlined in the 

NPC diagnostic available at www.npconline.co.za.  Anton has been focusing on economic infrastructure, 

such as electricity, transport, water and ICT. The Commissioners consulted a wide range of stakeholders 

and honed in on areas that are cross-departmental to encourage more consistent government action. The 

climate and energy sectors are obvious choices for increasing cross-departmental cooperation.  

 

What does the NPC want the energy sector to achieve in 20 years? 

1. The energy sector must underpin economic development 

2. Energy needs to promote social equity. Elements of energy provision are a social good. 

3. Environmental sustainability. The energy sector has a large environmental impact.  

 

The vision:  

http://www.npconline.co.za/
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- Change in the energy generation mix whereby coal contributes less and gas, renewables and 

imported hydropower will contribute more;  

- More people will drive electric vehicles;  

- there will be an overall decline of the energy intensity of the economy;  

- More diversified energy market; 

- More opportunities for a larger range of stakeholders to invest in energy; 

- More innovative energy solutions with more predictable outcomes. 

 

Controversial proposals: 

 

Coal: There is no central coal policy that defines sustainable use of coal, a plan for responding to climate 

change in terms of  investments in coal, evaluation of proposals for new Sasol projects, and so on. Vested 

interests in the coal industry are very discouraging of any change or additional regulation.  

Three issues to be resolved: 

1. Coal reserves in the central basin are in serious decline.  

2. Some Eskom power stations will be decommissioned; Eskom has secured 70% of its coal needs, 

but where will the remaining 30% come from? Will more power stations be closed? will we need 

to open heavy rail lines to link stations?   

3. Issue between domestic supply and exports 

 

Gas: Lift the moratorium on shale gas exploration. Huge reserves are estimated, but these also carry big 

environmental costs. Gas carries the potential to de-carbonize the electricity sector and curb emissions 

over time. Another option is to import liquefied natural gas. 

 

Progressive de-carbonization of electricity: The Integrated Resource Plan shows a significant change 

from past policy. Although there are weaknesses, the IRP is a good start. The plan should be updated 

every two years.  

 

Sector restructuring: ….Accelerate introduction of independent power producers (IPPs). 

 

Distribution 

 

Nuclear: The NPC found massive unresolved issues around nuclear power, including financing, skills, 

and so on.  

 

Liquid fuels: South Africa is moving toward cleaner liquid fuels (Euro 5 standards requiring refineries 

upgrades). PetroSA would like to construct a new refinery now, but the NPC thinks it is too soon for this. 

 

Biofuels and electric vehicles 

 

Integrated energy and electricity planning: There were the beginnings of a process here, but it has been 

less than ideal in terms of public participation and in connecting different spheres of government (e.g., 

water, DTI, energy).  

 

Q/A, Discussion  

 

Relationship between NPC and government 

 The NPC is not part of the government and does not have executive authority. Its influence 

depends on the strength of its recommendations and its ability to mobilize broad coalitions of 

support 



6 

 

 Are NPC solutions realistic, given history of vested interests and government susceptibility to 

corruption. (Will the big companies just have their way no matter what?) Anton suggested the 

ISMO bill is an essential, if modest, step. 

 Which civil society stakeholders were consulted in the development of the plan? (Mention made 

of the superficiality of the NPC jam process) 

 The NPC tried to use cross-sectoral thinking (e.g., most energy production has implications for 

water quality and supply; climate change mitigation involves coordination between many 

departments, and so on). 

 Systems thinking has been poor in the government and the NPC is trying to improve this. 

 AE: The debate around transitioning SA to a low carbon economy has been a difficult area for the 

NPC. Some people are concerned that pledges from Copenhagen mean that we can’t reap 

potential benefits of SA’s minerals endowments. If we adopt modest changes, good 

improvements in EE, and assume aggressive decarbonization of electricity, we will overshoot our 

Copenhagen pledges.  

 

Is this plan BAU? 

 The NPC’s mandate was to be visionary; the transition to a low carbon economy involves 

fundamental transformation. The NPC plan will become a negotiated plan. 

 Anton: there has been an evolution in BAU. Incorporation of energy is the new BAU, so there 

have been fundamental changes.  

 There is a lack of bottom-up, community based approaches in the plan. The plan is capitalism-

dominant; where are alternatives that support collectivity? Inequality is built into the current 

system. 

 Anton describes the plan’s economic paradigm as social democratic; one radical element is the 

incorporation of gas into the energy sector in a bigger way.  

 The plan does not address how to look into a deeper level of human relationship with the 

environment. 

 How do we bring extra-paradigm thinking into planning and discussions? (artists, elders, youth) 

 

Questions about mechanisms 

 The carbon tax is being led by Treasury, not the NPC. There is a danger that costs would be 

passed on to consumers, so the tax should be coupled with some exemptions. 

 Demand side management needs more attention in the plan; it cannot compel municipalities to 

improve EE/DSM.  

 Carbon capture and storage would require major investments and is not a sure thing. The NPC 

position is to keep investigating without making a commitment. 

 Discussion of the implications on water resources related to solar energy, gas, fracking 

 Unconventional gas has a higher carbon footprint than natural gas, but still much lower than coal. 

This should be considered in conjunction with renewables.  

 

*** 

 

BREAKOUT GROUPS 

 

Two groups met around specific advocacy issues.  

 

Nuclear Energy Group 

There are big concerns about the power stations being built. A legal mechanism can be used. There is a 

need to reach out to people in communities, to mobilize, educate and create awareness so that people 

understand what the expenses and costs are.  
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How can this group create alliances? The Koeburg Alert website can be used. Working on Koeberg is 

most practical proposal and way forward at the moment. The nuclear bill is being pushed thru cabinet this 

week, so need for very quick mobilization.  

 

C17 Group 

The standing committee was nominated earlier this year. Please see the website at www.c17.org. Please 

promote your activities in this web space. We shouldn’t be excited only about going to Durban for 

COP17; we must focus energy on educating civil society. This is not a one-time event. We need to 

educate people more about investing in energy. 

 

Include faith based communities and extend invitations to organizations that might see themselves as part 

of the process. We need a progressive audit that is separate from the corporate audits in terms of the 

Kyoto Protocol. 

 

* * *  

 

Closing of caucus. Invitation to evening networking event at 6 Spin Street. 

http://www.c17.org/

