
According to the Department of Energy, South Africa 
needs to double its electricity output in the next 25 
years if we are to keep pace with growing demand. 

This is based on the department’s ‘moderate demand’ 
forecast for how the economy will grow. 

 

SMART ELECTRICITY PLANNING
Fast-tracking our transition to a healthy, modern,  

affordable electricity supply for all.

FACT FILE 5 
ELECTRICITY DEMAND: HOW MUCH DO  

WE REALLY NEED?

The Smart Electricity Planning report is a civil society response, under the Electricity Governance Initiative of  
South Africa (EGI-SA), to the South African government’s Integrated Resource Plan, which lays out a blueprint for how to 
meet the country’s electricity needs in coming decades.  
For more information, please find the full report at http://irp2.wordpress.com/smart-electricity/.
 
Additional enquiries can be directed to the content editor: Brenda Martin, brenda@90x2030.org.za or the project manager:  
Yvette Abrahams, yvettea1@telkomsa.net

But forecasting is only as reliable as the numbers that are put into the system in order to 
get the modelling results.  

Overly optimistic, inflated projection  

• Critics of the Integrated Resource Plan, the IRP2010, the government’s strategic plan for electricity generation 
development in the next decades, argue that it is based on an overly optimistic forecast of the country’s economic 
growth.  

• It tailors the country’s power generation infrastructure investment on an expected annual demand growth rate of 
about 2.9% from 2010 onwards, with major demand coming from industrial sectors and municipalities. 

Demand may well be less 

• Rising electricity prices, ‘price elasticity’, will directly impact electricity demand. This was only factored into the  
IRP modelling indirectly.  

• The past two years saw lower than expected growth, due to the global recession. Economic growth is expected to 
be low for years to come.  

• Energy efficiency and conservation can reduce electricity demand dramatically. Only a fraction of this potential 
was included in the IRP2010. It did not factor in the existing National Energy Efficiency Targets of 12% (in general) 
and 15% (for industries), but only proposes a 4% demand reduction by 2030 through EEDSM measures. 

• If South Africa reaches its National Energy Efficiency Strategy target of 12%, and continues with a very moderate 
energy efficiency programme until 2030, it could cut the entire country’s electricity demand by 16% by 2030 
without slowing economic growth.  

• These important factors were not included adequately in the IRP2010 modelling forecasts for the country’s 
electricity demand.

 



Building a smarter electricity sector

The current centralised electricity supply is outmoded, expensive and wasteful. The IRP2010 calls 
for investment in more of the same: large-scale, costly infrastructure, where most ‘new build’ is in 
coal and nuclear power plants.  

The Smart Electricity Planning report: 

• gives a critique of the modelling process used to justify this investment
• models an alternative, and possibly more realistic demand projection 
• suggests an alternative investment plan which is pro-poor, modern, decentralised, and would 

steer the country and economy in the direction of a low carbon future, meaning it will remain 
globally relevant. 

A smarter planning strategy for electricity is one which: 

• is based on an integrated energy policy, including even moderate and achievable energy 
efficiency measures

• includes a wider and more diverse mix of renewable energy technologies, on a decentralised, 
efficient grid 

• mitigates the risk of over-investment in old, dirty technologies which would equate to financially 
and environmentally risky ‘new build’. 

For a full analysis of how South Africa can invest in a smarter electricity future, from a demand-
side perspective, please review the full Smart Electricity Planning report which can be found at 
http://irp2.wordpress.com/smart-electricity/.

The wasteful electricity supply grid 

The current centralised grid system, which ships electricity mostly from large power stations in 
Mpumalanga and Gauteng, to the rest of the country, is enormously wasteful. According to the  

World Business Council on Sustainable Development (WBCSD) over 90% of energy that is 
extracted from the ground is wasted at some point along the path from power station to end user.


