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		 Foreword

Every January, I sit down and read the draft of the annually published 
groundWork Report. In this writing one sees the incredible work of those 
who inform the report and who struggle on the ground for environmental 
justice. The report also offers us a jarring reminder of the work we still have 
to do when we read about the reality of climate change in the second chapter. 

This year was no different.

At this time of year there is a striking contradiction between the hard 
reality that speaks from this report with the expressions of hope from those 
doing annual predictions. On 5 January 2025, the ‘captains of industry’ are 
“overwhelmingly optimistic” about what awaits us in 2025, reported Daily 
Maverick journalists Mahlaka and Moodley. Growing the economy is always 
the mantra of these ‘Jocks and Jills’. Ralph  Mupita, ‘Jock’ CEO of the MTN 
Group, proclaimed that South Africa needs “to get growth into the 3% to 5% 
range to have a real impact on inclusive growth”. Inclusive growth here means 
that maybe there will be a few more crumbs for the masses that might get an 
increase in poorly paid, vulnerable, fragile jobs, which they will lose at the 
first sniff of profit margins dipping for the elite. 

Millions of South Africans are not asking for growth. People are asking for the 
delivery of a better life for all that our transition from apartheid to democracy 
promised and which was recorded in an agreement amongst all South Africans 
in our Constitution, adopted on 8 May 1996. The basics of life that have not 
been delivered constitute the just transition people need first. But time does 
not stand still at 1996, or on 27 April 1994, our first free election. Nor can we 
suspend it, as Ori Goldberg warns, reflecting on Israel’s attempts to suspend 
time for Palestinians as they imprison thousands and destroy Gaza. People, 
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in South Africa, as in Palestine, have been feeling the pain of the violence of 
non-delivery for the last three decades. They no longer remain in hope of the 
promise of delivery made in 1994. For them, time was not suspended in 1994. 

Three decades later, our democracy has not delivered a transition for millions 
of South Africans and people are feeling it. Time was not suspended. The here 
and now pain is real. Fortunately, the ‘times, they are a-changing’ as we have 
just come through an election that has rejigged our democracy further. We are 
in the midst of a second bite at the cherry, as we now grapple with another 
transition prompted by the failure of the fossil fuel elite economy. In this 
transition we, the people, need to retake our role in governance. We cannot 
leave governance, masquerading as democratic process, up to politicians, 
bureaucrats and highly paid consultants, as is the case now.

In 2005, more than a decade after our transition to democracy – and 
realising that there is an urgent need to move away from fossil fuels to a 
more democratic energy system, one that is built with renewable energy – 
groundWork warned that it has to be done by ‘connecting the promise of 
renewables with movements struggling for deep transformation of the way 
the world works’. Renewable energy is not clean nor just until we make it so. 
It fuelled the slave ships as they crossed the Atlantic, and today it brings death 
in Democratic Republic of Congo and takes people’s lands across the world.

Fast forward to 2017. As groundWork – after spending more than a decade 
on the Highveld working with people affected by the death that coal dumps 
on them and with workers losing their jobs – we once again articulated the 
position that the just transition must transform the system as a whole towards 
democratic, egalitarian and ecological forms of producing and consuming. We 
then refined this position with those in struggle within the Life After Coal 
campaign that led to our Open Agenda on the Just Transition in 2020. This 
has a foundation in our positions in 2003 on industrial policy, in which we 
called for reasonable remuneration for non-exploitative labour; people to 
enjoy basic services and infrastructure not dependent on affordability where 
people are seen only as consumers; families to have access to basic goods of 
human life in nutritious food and safe, comfortable accommodation; and clean 
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healthy environments where people can work, live and play. Work that is not 
dependent on the hell holes of Stilfontein, but rather on a future that leads, 
via a just transition, to a people’s economy. Where old mines are rehabilitated 
and through this a new economy is created: an economy that cares for the 
Earth and people. 

However, today we are in a space where justice is hard to find in South Africa’s 
attempts at the just transition from a fossil fuel economy to an economy that 
is dependent on renewable energy. There is no justice, because it does not 
encompass the system change it needs and that we hoped for in 1994 and 
asked for in 2020. As the reports shows, we do not want to be ambiguous 
about our agenda. We need system change to ensure we have a just transition 
so that we can live well with each other and the Earth. We must start with our 
own just transition, not wait for money from the North or corporates to make 
it happen. We must use our own money to deliver on the agreement of 8 May 
1996: our Constitution.

South Africa and the world will never achieve a just transition based on the 
system that got us into this crisis. Action Aid recognised this when in 2023 
they warned: ”93% of the countries most vulnerable to the climate crisis were 
in a situation of over-indebtedness or were at serious risk of falling into over-
indebtedness”. The just transition cannot be supported and funded through 
the economic system of ‘return on investment’ that got us into this crisis. We 
must have the courage to look into our own economies from the local to the 
national, into our own politic and economic balance sheet and understand 
how we make the promise of 1994 real for all.

And we need to start by understanding that basic services such as energy 
must be seen as a public service, as in the call by Jawad Moustakbal of the 
Committee for the Abolition of Illegitimate Debt in Morocco. He says that 
energy must be “seen as a public service, co-managed by the workers of 
the sector and the local populations who have agreed to share part of their 
territories (land, water, forests, etc.) for the collective  interest. Within this 
framework, local populations must also benefit from preferential tariffs, or 
even free electricity services.” This is what workers, unions and community 

https://www.cadtm.org/Share
https://www.cadtm.org/Interest


people are calling for in South Africa, which is contrary to where Eskom, 
government and our National Energy Regulator are taking us.

The need for systems change in the just transition is made concrete at Komati, 
where people “are affected not only by the closure of a power station, but 
by the related and ongoing closure of coal mines around them, as well as a 
general crisis of unemployment and poverty in the country, and a crisis in 
service delivery by government, especially local government. What needs to 
be walked back, if nobody is to be left behind (as the PCC slogan goes), is far 
more than the end of life of a coal fired power station”. 

As people, communities, organisations in struggle, we have to understand 
that the just transition is not about something new. It is about us digging deep 
into our history and remembering the foundations of our struggle against 
apartheid – seeking a just world for all in South Africa, and building upon this 
political project to inform the project of the just transition. When we think 
about the just transition, we need to consider how we make it easier for the 
mother to take her sick child to a better, closer, well-functioning clinic, instead 
of having to walk for kilometres, crossing rivers and traversing in and out of 
gorges to get her child to a place offering mediocre care with no energy, as so 
many do in places such as the dusty valleys of the Eastern Cape. 

That is what the just transition is about. It is about far more than energy; it is 
about life in all its facets, where we are always seeking to live in relations of 
solidarity and equity with each other and in a positive relationship with our 
environments. It is about placing the elite last, and people first.

Bobby Peek

Director of groundWork
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1 1 The politics of systems 
change

The environmental justice movement works not only against the impositions 
of environmental injustices, but for a major global transition in how we 
relate to each other and to nature. It identifies the mechanisms that impose 
environmental injustices and searches for means to reverse them, including 
reconfiguring current ways of organising societies and the understanding of 
our relationships to nature. It works for systems change, challenging ways of 
thinking that serve the ruling elite but do not provide, or actively block, life-
giving and just ways of dealing with our challenges to safely and fairly live 
with each other on the planet.

We report below on recent research that shows that not only the climate 
change boundary but another five out of nine crucial planetary boundaries 
have been crossed, so that we no longer live in planetary safety, and that this 
reckless plunge into climate disaster is driven by capitalism [Richardson et al 
2023; Magdoff and Foster 2011].

The Just Transition project in South Africa provides an opportunity to develop 
proper responses to these multiple crises, as it demands practical and far-
reaching answers to these challenges. It is an opportunity to effect systems 
change: to create a society and economy in which we can live well with each 
other and the Earth. As South Africans, we are fortunate to have the political 
resources from the struggles of trade unions, the liberation movements and 
environmental justice activism, but how we move forward will have to be 
newly defined: through struggle. Civil society – people and their organisations 
– have an important role to play in this, and we need to recognise and use this 
opportunity.
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South Africa’s 7th administration

South Africa’s national elections in May 2024 brought about a reconfiguration 
of government, the 7th administration to be elected since 1994. In an ironic 
twist of history, ex-president Jacob Zuma (president from 2009 to 2018) and 
his supporters, many of them prominent in the parade of those accused at 
the Zondo commission of enquiry into state capture, removed themselves 
from the ruling African National Congress (ANC) by challenging it in the 
elections.1 The uMkonto weSizwe or MK party,2 took 14.59% of the vote, 
reducing the ANC share from a majority of 57.5% in 2019, to 40.18%. This 
outcome forced the ANC into a broad, centre-right coalition made up of the 
ANC, the Democratic Alliance (DA), Patriotic Alliance, Inkatha Freedom Party, 
Good Party, Pan Africanist Congress of Azania, Freedom Front Plus, United 
Democratic Movement, Al Jama-ah and Rise Mzansi, under the banner of a 
Government of National Unity.

A number of opposition politicians stepped into cabinet positions, in a 
cabinet now consisting of 32 ministers, supported by an additional 43 
deputy ministers.3 At a total of 75, this dwarfs the number of MK members 
in parliament, namely 58. The new cabinet included a new minister of the 
environment, Dion George of the DA (see Chapter 4, below).

With remarkably little fuss – except for the MK, who claimed, without 
evidence, that the elections were rigged and they actually won 66% of the 
vote, and complained that the GNU was not a government of national unity 
– South Africans settled in remarkably easily, probably because most South 
Africans thought the elections were free and fair, and the ANC accepted the 
outcome.

1	 https://pmg.org.za/blog/Election%20Results%20and%20Allocation%20of%20Seats%20in%20
Parliament%20National%20Assembly%20and%20Provincial%20Legislatures%202024 

2	 The name of the party was the subject of political sparring, since it referred to the armed wing of the 
ANC during the liberation struggle. MK took the name and the symbol of a warrior with shield and spear. 
However, legal action against the MK came to nought as the ANC challenge to it came too late. 

3	 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-07-01-very-big-very-bloated-but-will-the-government-of-
national-unity-cabinet-be-better/ 

https://pmg.org.za/blog/Election%20Results%20and%20Allocation%20of%20Seats%20in%20Parliament%20National%20Assembly%20and%20Provincial%20Legislatures%202024
https://pmg.org.za/blog/Election%20Results%20and%20Allocation%20of%20Seats%20in%20Parliament%20National%20Assembly%20and%20Provincial%20Legislatures%202024
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-07-01-very-big-very-bloated-but-will-the-government-of-national-unity-cabinet-be-better/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-07-01-very-big-very-bloated-but-will-the-government-of-national-unity-cabinet-be-better/
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This could also be explained by the prior emergence of several coalitions of 
political parties at the level of local government which, in the words of the 
late Vaal Environmental Justice Alliance leader Samson Mokoena,4 meant 
that “at least they are now watching each other in the spaces where decisions 
are made”. Or it could be that increasingly active citizens from very different 
parts of the population were diverting their political energy into emerging 
non-government service delivery and governance processes in response to 
ongoing government failures.

Civil society stepping in

A well known example of civil society stepping into service vacuums left 
by government is the organisation “Gift of the Givers”, and its leader Imtiaz 
Sooliman. It has stepped into various disaster and service delivery vacuums 
created by a government unwilling to take responsibility, as can be seen from 
the following (shortened) list of their activities:

•	 Responding to disasters by providing shelter, bedding, food and 
emergency water and power supply, evacuation support and search 
and rescue teams;

•	 Feeding schemes, as well as support to agricultural projects;

•	 Water provision via water tankers, point of use water purification, 
borehole drilling at schools, clinics and other community points, and 
bottled water (“as a last resort”)5;

•	 The provision of a range of school supplies for young learners, a 
toll-free telephonic, as well as face-to-face counselling service, life 
skills training interventions and workshops; and skills development 
initiatives;

•	 A bursary programme;

4	 Samson Mokoena, who co-founded and led the Vaal Environmental Justice Alliance, passed away on 28 
June 2024. See https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-lm&q=Samson+Mokoena for a tribute.

5	 Bottled water is widely opposed because of its use of plastics made from fossil fuels, increasing evidence 
that the water it holds contain micro-plastics, its cost and its association with privatised water provision.

https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-lm&q=Samson+Mokoena
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•	 A schools infrastructural development programme, improving the 
quality of school toilets and the provision of potable water within 
educational institutions.

The organisation was founded in 1992, in the turbulent political transition 
period in South Africa, on an instruction from Sooliman’s Sufi teacher.6 It has 
since grown to be an international organisation that has provided, over the 
past 32 years, R6 billion in aid in 47 countries. And it is not the only such 
organisation. This phenomenon of civil society stepping into the services 
vacuum left by government goes far beyond the Gift of the Givers. According 
to a report from the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), by 2015 there 
were an estimated 200 000 non-profit organisations in South Africa [Ngudu 
and Motala 2019: 50]. They remark:

The scale of voluntary work in South Africa, particularly in the social 
services and health services arena, raises questions about the gendered 
nature of the care economy in South Africa and about unpaid care. An 
issue which has been noted globally ... is the increasing withdrawal of 
state services and the reliance on “home–based” care solutions. These 
translate into women in communities, often older women, taking on 
unpaid care responsibilities which go beyond what is understood to be 
voluntary work [38].

Activists, many of them voluntary, also do the work of government by 
monitoring industry and their impact on the environment (see Chapter 6). 
Not only is this work often dismissed, ignored or punished, but these activists 
are never recognised, much less compensated, as groundWork director Bobby 
Peek points out.

We return to the complex issues of the care economy from a community 
perspective in Chapter 6. Next we look at how the previously comfortable 
and well serviced middle classes are responding to the growing absence of 
government.

6	 Sufi Sheikh Muhammed Saffer Effendi al Jerrahi.
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Johannesburg

Middle class Johannesburg residents have been shocked out of their apathy 
and have begun organising themselves in response to increasingly dramatic 
incidents of damage to city infrastructure and interruptions in service. In July 
2023, parts of Lilian Ngoye Street in Johannesburg’s Central Business District7 
collapsed after a massive explosion that was caused by leaking gas pipes. At 
least a dozen people were rushed to hospital. On 1 May 2024, the main M1 
Highway was blocked by a fire that was thought to have been caused by “cable 
theft and vandalism”.8

Meanwhile, water, electricity and refuse removal services have been subject 
to serious and ongoing interruptions. Working class and rural people have 
suffered the failure of services for many years – as noted in the PCC’s State 
of Climate Action Report [see Chapter 3]. But now that the middle classes 
have been affected, they have responded to the gaping gaps in governance 
and services by forming WhatsApp groups and neighbourhood watches. 
Residents have started attending community police forums and municipal 
planning meetings.

In this process, internal changes happen in civil society. Once people progress 
beyond outrage at bad services and the responsible politicians, they start to 
develop a more sophisticated understanding of the situation and its dynamics. 
They develop knowledge, resources, connections, and with it social power. 
People get to know each other – across racial lines as middle-class black 
people move into previously white suburbs – and learn how to work together 
as ‘the community’.

People become organised. They get to understand the details of how things 
work: the refuse removal, the water system (which reservoirs serve which 
suburbs and townships), the electricity interruptions (who is connected to 
which substation, who to call) and the challenges police face with limited 
resources. They then start actively co-managing service delivery in their own 

7	 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2023-07-19-joburg-cbd-street-collapses-after-explosion-
residents-instructed-to-leave-area/

8	 https://www.ewn.co.za/2024/05/01/m1-highway-fire-fire-contained-some-areas-without-power
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areas. With their middle-class resources, they develop a type of participatory 
democracy, albeit centred on defending their own neighbourhoods and assets.

Durban

It is to Durban that we can look for a working class led alliance that has 
engaged across class and other divides to work for a better city for all its 
residents.9 The Durban Coalition emerged out of the experience of severe 
weather events due to climate change, Covid in 2020 and the riots and looting 
in 2021. It shows, in its own words, that participatory democracy is possible, 
and offers hope for a safer and more equitable future for the city.

Floods in the last few years have resulted in lost lives and extensive damage 
to urban infrastructure in Durban. In April 2022, nearly 500 people lost their 
lives over three days. The resultant infrastructure collapse rendered Durban’s 
rivers and ocean unfit for human use. The lack of maintenance to key public 
infrastructure (sewage, water, roads and electricity) compounded the 
destruction experienced in the floods. Two years later, infrastructure repairs 
were still incomplete. This revealed the lack of planning and capacity within 
the city to respond to climate change disasters. A just transition must include 
participatory resilience planning that is premised on environmental justice 
principles that address marginalisation and inequality in the city.

Against this backdrop a coalition of civil society, civic structures and social 
movements was formed in May 2022. It is made up of civil society – non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), community based organisations 
(CBOs), university academics and social movements – and civic structures 
– ratepayers and residents associations. This coalition is politically non-
aligned and participants have committed to work in solidarity with each 
other over the long term to build a united and co-ordinated participatory 
civil society movement and to strengthen civil-structures on the ground. The 
Durban Coalition also engages constructively with local and other spheres of 
government to respond to social and environmental justice issues. Through a 

9	 This section is based on information provided by and discussion with groundWork’s Monitoring, 
Evaluation, Research and Learning (MERL) Coordinator, Kira Erwin
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participatory and grounded planning process, across different urban sectors 
and across class positions, it has developed a shared plan, titled the People’s 
Plan to the Right to Housing in the Age of Climate Change, which it launched in 
November 2024.

The coalition demands that a human rights approach should drive the human 
settlement plan in Durban, and that the Integrated Development Plan (IDP) 
needs to be revised to make this possible. People must be at the centre of 
planning and implementation, as well as monitoring and evaluation of the 
programme. All housing programmes must establish decent, healthy and safe 
residential spaces; they must get the basics right, for example in supplying 
water and sanitation.

Creating better settlements should be a priority, supported by proper staffing. 
The reasons for the lack of implementation need to be identified, and the 
situation turned around by the officials, civil society and academia working 
together. More budget for housing is urgently needed, including to deal with 
the housing backlog. This plan, and the revised IDP, must focus on well-located, 
affordable, inner-city social housing. The current narrative, which describes 
rental housing as a burden to the city, must change, and it must engage with 
social movements to co-design a better approach and framework.

The coalition argues that the separation between housing and climate 
change responses must come to an end. The city needs a new culture of 
experimentation and innovation to address these issues. Finally, the city’s IDP 
must be revised to include these ideas, organised into four programmes:

1.	 Create new institutional arrangements and governance framework;

2.	 Build climate resilience in human settlements;

3.	 Introduce a programme for displaced people and housing in the city, 
noting that “in addition to people displaced through climate change 
disasters, an estimated 16  000 persons sleep rough each day in our 
city” [People’s Plan 2024:14].

4.	 Expand security of land and housing tenure options within the 
municipality.
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In all these cases, different as they are, the vacuums created by the absence 
of government have been partially filled by civil society activities. We explore 
this theme particularly in Chapter 5, concerning the lack of government action 
on mine closure and rehabilitation, as well as ongoing injury to people’s 
health, which are immediately important to the just transition. 

Here we argue that these civil society responses are creating new dynamics 
in our political life. Combined with the emerging coalition politics now on 
national, provincial and local level, they offer a more fragmented but also 
more malleable political terrain. But civil society cannot permanently and 
comprehensively occupy the space of the state. This needs to be a transitional 
phase, one that wrestles with the question of how we can regenerate a 
functional state that serves the people; a state that is able to handle the 
immense challenges posed by climate change and other transgressions of 
safe planetary boundaries that now threaten human existence on Earth as we 
know it.

Systems change

Communities and the environmental justice movement at large have 
repeatedly expressed the need for deep, transformative change in our 
society, as in the slogan: “systems change, not climate change”. Not just a 
change in energy technologies, and not just decarbonisation of sectors (like 
transport, steel and cement, food and agriculture), but a fundamental change 
in our relationship with each other and the Earth – a new planetary-human 
metabolic exchange characterised by new technologies and new social 
organisation. In previous groundWork reports [2022 and 2023] we have 
contrasted a deep transformation, another way of saying systems change, 
with ecological modernisation, which preserves current power relationships 
while changing only technologies.

Systems change at heart means changing the economic system, due to its 
powerful influence over decision making and severe impacts on people and 
the planet. The core dynamic driving climate change is the capitalist economy 
with its constant search for profit: turning existing pools of money, owned by 
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a very small minority of powerful people, into bigger pools of money through 
‘returns on investments’. What those investments are in, and whether these 
are good or bad for society or nature, is not of concern to the holders of 
capital. What matters is the rate of return (see Chapter 6 for a more detailed 
exploration).

No longer a safe operating space for humanity

Capitalism has radically changed how we interact with the planet, and 
drastically disrupted the balance in several ecosystems [FoEI 2023]. 
Capitalism’s inherent drive for limitless growth and its treatment of nature 
and people as “externalities” has led to extensive degradation of the planet 
and threatens its eco-system boundaries. In 2011, Fred Magdoff and John 
Bellamy Foster reported that the capitalist economy had caused the breaching 
of three of the nine planetary boundaries identified by a team of Earth 
scientists: namely climate change, biodiversity loss and human interference 
with the nitrogen cycle.

They based their work on the original paper by Rockström et al [2009] called 
“A safe operating space for humanity”. In 2023, that paper was updated under 
the title “Earth beyond six of nine planetary boundaries” [Richardson et al 
2023].10 The update reports that six of the nine boundaries have been crossed 
and three are now in the high risk range.

The first high risk boundary is biosphere integrity, which is measured in two 
ways. First, genetic diversity is rapidly declining, as species are going extinct 
at a rate “at least ten to [a] hundred times higher than the average rate over 
the past 10 million years, and is accelerating” [3], and second, the functional 
integrity of the biosphere has declined as humans appropriate more and more 
of net primary production (NPP) which is, roughly speaking, the amount of 
energy or biomass that is accumulated by plants through photosynthesis. NPP 
“is fundamental for both ecosystems and human societies as it supports their 
maintenance, reproduction, differentiation, networking and growth” [3]. The 

10	 See full paper, well worth reading, at https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.adh2458. The update 
also refines some of the definitions and calculations of the planetary boundaries.

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.adh2458
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safe zone for the human take would be 10% and the high-risk zone is 20%. In 
2020, humans appropriated 23.5% of terrestrial NPP.

Also in the high-risk zone are biogeochemical flows (manufactured 
phosphorus and nitrogen runoff from industry and agriculture which causes 
eutrophication, creating ‘dead zones’ where life forms die as a result of oxygen 
depletion). Manufactured novel entities, with their effects on life largely 
untested, including synthetic chemicals, microplastics, endocrine disruptors, 
nuclear waste and nuclear weapons and genetically modified organisms, have 
entered the high-risk zone.

Climate change is in the high-risk zone in terms of “radiative forcing” 
(increased energy driving global heating and a more active weather system, 
as evidenced by increasing and stronger hurricanes) and in the zone of 
increasing risk in terms of concentration of greenhouse gases above 350 parts 
per million or ppm (the average concentration was 419 ppm in 2023, rising at 
a record rate to 422 ppm in 2024; see Chapter 1).

In the zone of increasing risk, we find both fresh-water change and land 
system change. Currently, 18% of the global land area experiences deviations 
from the pre-industrial norm (set at 10%), meaning both wetter and drier 
conditions in terms of blue water, or surface water systems like rivers and 
lakes. Green water (water available to plants as root-zone soil moisture) 
currently shows deviations (both wetter and drier) of 16%, above the 
boundary of 11%.11

The land system change boundary focuses on the three major forest biomes 
that drive planetary geophysical processes – tropical, temperate and boreal 
– in terms of forest cover remaining from the potential area covered over the 
last 10  000 years (described by geologists as the Holocene). The boundary 
is set at 85% for boreal, 50% for temperate and 85% for tropical forests. 
“..  for most regions, the amount of deforestation has increased since 2015. 
Land use conversion and fires are causing rapid change in forest area, and 
deforestation of the Amazon tropical forest has increased to the extent that it 
has now transgressed the planetary boundary” [8].

11	 This boundary was revised in the 2023 paper.
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Figure 1: Current status of control variables for all nine planetary boundaries. From 
Richardson et al 2023. 

Only three of the nine planetary boundaries are still within ‘a safe operating 
space’. Ocean acidification (measured by the carbonate ion concentration in 
surface seawater) “currently lies at the margin of the safe operating space, 
and the trend is worsening as anthropogenic CO2 emission continues to 
rise” [8]. Atmospheric aerosol loading is rising, but is still in the safe zone. 
Stratospheric ozone depletion – the thinning of the layer of ozone high in 
the atmosphere that protects life on Earth from harmful radiation – has been 
slightly reversed.
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Inequality

Capitalism is not only thrashing the planet, but is driving extreme inequality. 
According to Friends of the Earth International (FoEI): “The richest 1% of the 
world’s people now hold more wealth than the poorest 99%, and over 700 
million people live in extreme poverty” [2023: 10]. As we have argued in the 
groundWork Reports, poverty is made in the same process and at the same 
time as wealth is made. It is the result of the political choices of the economic 
and political elites [2020: 22ff]. But this does not have to be the case. There is 
a world of enough, even of plenty, for everyone. So argue Hickel and Sullivan 
in response to the question: “How much growth is required to achieve good 
lives for all?” Their answer is:

Provisioning decent living standards (DLS) for 8.5 billion people would 
require only 30% of current global resource and energy use, leaving 
a substantial surplus for additional consumption, public luxury, 
scientific advancement, and other social investments. Such a future 
requires planning to provision public services, to deploy efficient 
technology, and to build sovereign industrial capacity in the Global 
South. [2024: 1]

Sovereign industrial capacity would mean local industry in service to the 
Global South and its people, instead of the current unequal exchange between 
North and South [Hickel et al 2022]. But it is capitalism, “which has been 
imposed as the dominant global ideology” (FoEI 2023:7] that stands in the 
way of this possible future, because it insists on dictating “how we structure 
our economics, and how we manage nature”.

In its neoliberal form,12 it has succeeded in weakening public services and 
social security systems, has weakened regulation that protects people and 
ecosystems against pollution, and has garnered for itself subsidies, state 
protection of private interests, and in some cases outright repression of its 
political and ideological opponents. It has arrogated to itself political power, 

12	 Social democracies preceding neoliberal states had the capacity to internally redistribute the surplus, but 
were ultimately based on extraction from colonies and post-colonies. 
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and as a result, “democracy has been plunged into crisis as the corporate 
sector has gained influence over decisions that should be determined by the 
public interest... on issues from healthcare to public services, environmental 
standards to climate policy” [FoEI 2023: 7].

And in climate finance, capitalists are able to impose policies like de-risking, 
which guarantees profit and “threatens development space by narrowing 
the scope for a green, developmental state that could design just, low carbon 
transitions, where the burden of structural change does not disproportionally 
fall on the poor” [Gabor 2021: 432, see groundWork Report 2023: 53 for a 
discussion], and climate finance in the form of loans that demand ‘returns on 
investment’ and will thus turn into debt.

Debt

Debt predates capitalism, as the late David Graeber points out in his majestic 
book Debt, the first 5000 years [2011], but has proved to be most useful to the 
maintenance of the power of capital. Debt proceeds from inequality, whether 
it is a country without the financial resources to run its economy and look 
after its society, or an indentured worker buying on credit from the company 
store and remaining forever indebted. Debt results in sometimes extreme 
power over others, where the governments of indebted nations lose the 
power to make their own policies to provide health care, education and other 
social services for their people, or children of indebted families are given up 
into slavery by their own parents [Graeber 2011].

The term ‘ecological debt’ was originally a response to the global debate 
about financial debt that countries in the ‘Third World’ (now called the ‘Global 
South’), ‘owed’ the North after many years of colonial rule, ecological plunder, 
unequal exchange, cultural and epistemological damage and continued 
northern support of puppet governments that took out dodgy loans [see, 
for example, Martinez-Alier 2002 2021]. The financial debt is expressed in 
terms of money, contracts and agreements, while the ecological debt is only 
sometimes expressed in terms of money, but more often in terms of material 
flows and the health of ecosystems and the societies that live in them.
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The concept was taken up by organisations like FoEI and it is now returning 
in the concept of restorative justice. Some argue that the ecological debt faces 
difficulties (and philosophical problems) in reducing these damages to sums 
of money.13 However, as the concept of restorative justice shows, it is not 
necessary for restoration to happen only in financial terms. Restoration also 
requires specific policies and programmes – essentially systems change – that 
do not operate via money or the market, since it is fundamentally aimed at 
changing the dynamics that produce environmental degradation and poverty.

The 2010 People’s Agreement of Cochabamba is clear about the climate debt, 
as a special case of ecological debt:

Developed countries, as the main cause of climate change, in assuming 
their historical responsibility, must recognise and honour their debt 
in all of its dimensions as the basis for a just, effective and scientific 
solution to climate change. In this context, we demand that developed 
countries:

•	� Restore to developing countries the atmospheric space that is 
occupied by their greenhouse gas emissions, through reducing and 
absorbing their emissions;

•	� Assume the costs and technology transfer needs of developing 
countries arising from the loss of development opportunities due 
to living in a restricted atmospheric space (the so-called carbon 
budget);

•	� Assume responsibility for the hundreds of millions of people 
who have been, and will be, forced to migrate due to climate 
change caused by these countries, and eliminate their restrictive 
immigration policies, offering migrants a decent life with full 
human rights guarantees in their countries;

•	� Assume adaptation costs related to the impacts of climate change 
on developing countries by providing the means to prevent, 

13	 See http://www.ejolt.org/2013/05/ecological-debt/ 

http://www.ejolt.org/2013/05/ecological-debt/
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minimise and deal with damages arising from their excessive 
emissions;

•	� Honour these obligations as part of a broader debt to Mother Earth 
by adopting and implementing the Universal Declaration on the 
Rights of Mother Earth. [Cited in Magdoff and Foster 2011: 149]

 The groundWork Report 2024

The 2024 groundWork Report starts by presenting strong evidence that 
climate change is now a planetary crisis and that action is beyond urgent. 
Chapter 2 records the intensifying and spreading impacts of climate change 
that has now breached the 1.5℃ limit on global warming agreed to under the 
Paris Agreement, the latest climate treaty. It shows that this is not a safe limit 
and points to the speed of warming, which is overtaking scientific predictions, 
and the regular breaking of records for warmest months as the average 
concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere reached 422 ppm in 2024. The 1.5℃ 
‘carbon budget’ is nearly spent, and the 2℃ budget is also fast closing. In 2023, 
the land sink failed, as carbon absorbed declined to 1.6 GtCO2 compared with 
the average of about 7.5 GtCO2 in the previous decade. The major losses came 
from the Canadian wildfires and drought in the Amazon and South East Asian 
rainforests. Of the great tropical rainforests, only the Congo remained a sink 
in 2023.

The chapter records that in the past year, destructive hurricanes, extreme 
floods or prolonged drought have been visited on many parts of the world. 
Southern Africa bore the brunt of the impacts, suffering intense heat and 
drought as predicted by climate scientists. By September, some 61 million 
people needed assistance and over a million children suffered wasting for 
want of food. The threat of diseases haunted the region. And disaster funding 
was not forthcoming.

In South Africa, the Western Cape started the year with hot dry winds fanning 
an intense wildfire season. In the winter rainfall season, July rainfall was the 
heaviest on record at several stations and accompanied by frigid temperatures 
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with snow on high ground, gale force winds and massive six-metre ocean 
swells. Power lines were blown out and water pipes broken. Thousands of 
people were displaced and thousands of buildings damaged, including 217 
schools. As always, the townships were hit hard and the people of the shacks 
were hit hardest. Within the shacks, women are disproportionately affected, 
as homes are flooded and clothes, bedding and other belongings become 
sodden and damaged. Communal latrines overflow and put people at risk of 
contracting waterborne diseases such as cholera.

Over Christmas and New Year, heavy and persistent rains brought floods to 
the summer rainfall areas. Across KwaZulu-Natal more than 40 people died 
and hundreds of households were left homeless. In eThekwini and along the 
coast, many people affected by the 2022 floods were still living in community 
halls and transit camps and were now joined by more displaced people.

Chapter 3 lays bare the dynamics driving the climate overshoot – the cynical 
and increasingly brutal climate politics of international fossil fuel companies 
and the politicians serving them – including in the most recent ‘petro-CoP’ 
negotiations – and in the relentless pressure of fossil fuel executives and the 
politicians serving them in Africa, to portray fossil fuelled development as an 
economic and developmental saviour in Africa. In both these cases, we point 
to the role that organised civil society – including thousands of scientists – 
are playing in spelling out the consequences and resisting these bad politics 
and bad economics. This also applies to the Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) 
which is analysed in this chapter.

Chapter 4 reviews changes in the leadership of the Presidential Climate 
Commission (PCC), including the new DA minister of environment, as well as 
a new director. Both could be described as ‘climate diplomats’, a growing new 
category among South African politicians and environmental officials. They 
will need to muster strong political will to continue the challenge that the PCC 
issued in 2024 against the IRP. The PCC declared that the plan was technically 
questionable and also in contradiction to the Nationally Determined 
Contribution, a document in which the South African government gives 
undertakings to respond to global climate change. The IRP will be subject to 
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a new foreshortened but contested round of discussions early in 2025. There 
is also unfinished business to deal with in the mine closure and rehabilitation 
strategy, which has been coming along for a number of years but is now 
urgently needed to take care of rehabilitation needs of coal mines in the Just 
Transition, starting in Komati.

The chapter also reports on the emergence of a number of climate finance 
platforms, including the official JETP funding platform and the civil society-
based Just Transition Fund. Civil society has often found it difficult to look into 
the intricacies and machinations of climate finance. The chapter therefore 
celebrates the exemplary role played by civil society in the tricky area of 
climate finance and in promoting transparency, including taking the national 
climate projects register, analysing it and making it accessible to all.

Finally, it considers the treatment of three sectors – food, water and transport 
– in the first State of Climate Action report from the PCC. The report offers 
a frank account of where the Just Transition is now against where it needs 
to be in terms of both need and past planning. All three illustrate in gritty 
detail just how deep and broad the transformation in South African society 
and economy would need to be in order to make the transition just.

Prominent among the PCC’s activities in 2024 was an intense focus on the 
Komati power station decommissioning, intended to set a model that would 
not only apply to the next nine coal-fired power stations due to be shut down 
in Mpumalanga, but would also model a Just Transition for other countries 
of the Global South. Chapter 5 focuses in on Komati and its environs. Komati 
is a typical coal company town, dependent on a power station and a number 
of mines in the area. It is made up of a power station village, a number of 
mine villages in the process of being abandoned by both mining companies 
and local government, growing informal settlements and what appears to be 
a prosperous agricultural belt.

Eskom, with World Bank support, still dominates the Komati transition 
process in terms of controlling the evidence base and implementing its 
decommissioning plans. It maintains its own community forum, sometimes in 
competition and sometimes working with a community structure: the Komati 
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Steering Committee or ‘Steerco’, supported by the Mpumalanga provincial 
climate team, the PCC and groundWork.

The PCC plays a major role, via a project comprising eight work streams, 
and is directing extensive resources to Komati in an effort to ‘walk back’ 
what has become a flagship case study. A multitude of actors are involved 
in this Steve Tshwete Local Municipality ward of around 4 000 people. The 
chapter provides background information on the most prominent actors in 
the work streams concerned with community development, power station 
repurposing and decommissioning, economic diversification and job creation, 
infrastructure and social facilities (social services), long-term development, 
communications, mobilising financial resources and monitoring and 
evaluation.

Komati has emerged as an important practical testing ground for the PCC’s 
intentions, expressed in the Just Transition Framework [2022], of putting 
the community at the centre of decision making. This is expressed in the 
formulation of a protocol for interaction between outside facilitators and 
community structures, and the adoption of an Asset Based Community 
Development (ABCD) approach to support community agency.

In Chapter 6, the focus is on healing people and the land, paying the ecological 
debt, and making the transition possible and just through a restorative justice 
approach. The coal economy has, over the past 140 years, imposed a heavy 
burden and a toxic legacy on the people and ecosystems of the Highveld.

Coal mining, whether underground or open pit, is extremely destructive of 
the environment. Coal burning releases a toxic cocktail of gases – sulphur 
and nitrogen oxides, as well as particulates and mercury – that have seriously 
impacted on the health of residents of the Highveld. This pollution continues 
as coal power stations continue to operate, and Eskom continues to refuse to 
abide by minimum emission standards that they themselves had a hand in 
crafting. As a result, an ecological debt owed to the people of the Highveld is 
dramatically visible in their severe health problems and the immense scale of 
the acid mine drainage disaster in the upper reaches of a number of critically 
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important rivers, as well as the large number of abandoned, unclosed and 
unrehabilitated mines.

Restorative justice is crucial to the Just Transition, if it is to mean a systemic 
transformation of how our society works. The chapter presents an overview 
of the damage from coal mining to river catchments and local ecosystems. 
It then moves on to the health problems created by the coal-fired electricity 
system, and other related polluting industries. It explores how civil society – 
activists on the ground and in the broader environmental justice movement 
– are taking action and stepping into the vacuums created by state inaction: 
a multidimensional campaign by the Life After Coal campaign and its allies to 
persuade the department of health in Mpumalanga province to develop a plan 
to deal with the health burden imposed on the population of the Highveld, 
and the efforts by the community based organisation Khuthala in Ermelo 
to protect themselves against a mine burning underneath their houses. 
We conclude that, while this is an important strategy, it comes up against 
constraints created by the character of the current state and its strange way of 
refusing responsibility while claiming authority. This needs to be addressed 
politically through a reconfiguration of the state and what it does, following 
an open democracy approach. 

Chapter 7 explores what system change could mean. Our starting point is the 
ideal of a wellbeing economy where people and the Earth are more important 
than profit and power. This ideal underpins the LAC Open Agenda. Among 
others, it looks forward to a new energy system, transport system, a new food 
economy, zero waste and a local economy that supports and protects people’s 
livelihoods, based on gender and other justices.

While community research evaluating the progress of the Just Transition 
in 2023 articulated deep concern about the impacts of the end of coal – in 
the absence of other economies – the researchers nevertheless envisioned a 
future of green jobs and an improvement in people’s health in the absence of 
pollution from coal and other fossil fuels. There is no lack of ideas for projects 
for the Just Transition among community activists, such as community owned 
renewables, local skills training, food gardening, and livestock and poultry 
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farming. But there are many challenges, including not enough support from 
the agriculture department and the municipality, skills gaps, scarcity of water 
and land, crime, stock theft and loadshedding. Education, skills training and 
knowledge for the Just Transition would be required to make this work. 
They see the possibility that a wellbeing economy can be built as part of 
the transition: “Achieving a Just Transition requires us to think in new ways 
about not only energy, but also society, economics, food, how we relate to 
soil ecosystems... economic thinking should start by asking what the needs of 
people are, and then ask how to fulfil them, rather than plan an economy that 
serves profit...”

Chapter 7 also asks what will happen to informal economies during the 
transition, and reports researchers’ descriptions of 21 trades in the informal 
economies where they live. The majority of these trades are good for the 
community, argue the researchers, and traders need to be encouraged and 
supported to participate in decision making about the Just Transition, which 
is likely to radically affect them even if they are not yet aware of it.

The challenges of a just transition require of us to question and transform 
our current economic system, even if simply for the PCC Just Transition 
project to work in its own narrow multistakeholder terms. It is based on the 
understanding – implied by minister Creecy and quoted in Chapter 4 of this 
report – that a successful transition needs not only jobs and livelihoods, but 
a change in access to and ownership of the resources that would make this 
possible. And that the historical economic system in South Africa, shaped by 
the Minerals Energy Complex (MEC) under colonialism and apartheid, created 
and still creates extreme inequality and poverty.

One route for moving towards a wellbeing economy is that of imagining 
concrete utopias, based on the values of trust, solidarity, sensitivity to 
suffering, nurturing and care, in universally recognised rights (freedoms) and 
duties; constitutional participatory democracy; and a massive redistribution, 
transformation and limitation of resource ownership and use, dictated by 
considerations of equity and ecology. This would include the socialisation 
of knowledge; the co-operative organisation of production (of goods) and 
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services, deploying distributive principles such that no one is forced to sell 
their labour power or work for a master, and the recognition of the principles 
of diversity and pluralism for political, scientific and educational creativity; 
and demilitarisation and peace. This is an open route that awaits further 
exploration, made more urgent by the polycrises, foremost among them 
climate change, that are upon us.
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2 2 Dead Heat

2023 was the hottest year in the last 120 000 years by a very wide margin 
and 1.48℃ above preindustrial, according to Copernicus, the European 
science agency. 2024 was even hotter, again by a wide margin. Copernicus 
puts it at 1.6℃.14 In these two years, heat records have tumbled on land and 
at sea. From June 2023 to June 2024, the average global temperature for each 
month has smashed the previous record for that month. So the June record 
was smashed in 2023 and again in 2024. Each of these months was more than 
1.5℃ above the preindustrial average for that month, as is shown in Figure 2.

July is generally the hottest month of the year. In 2023, it was the hottest 
month ever by a long way, but that record was more or less equalled by July 
2024.15 By then, El Nino was already fading and it was expected that the 
second half of the year would be cooler. But temperatures have remained 
uncomfortably high and monthly averages have stayed at or above the 1.5℃ 
line.

“What is truly staggering is how large the difference is between the 
temperature of the last 13 months and the previous temperature records,” 
said Carlo Buontempo, climate director at Copernicus, commenting on 
the numbers up to July.16 Scientists are similarly staggered by the speed of 

14	 Copernicus, 2023 – A year of unprecedented heat and climate extremes, 29 February 2024; and 
Copernicus: 2024 is the first year to exceed 1.5°C above pre-industrial level, 10 January 2025. The average 
between different data sets puts it at 1.55°. See Zeke Hausfather, State of the climate: 2024 sets a new 
record as the first year above 1.5C, Carbon Brief, 10 January 2025. 

15	 According to the US National Ocean and Atmosphere Administration (NOAA), it was marginally hotter 
than 2023 while the European science agency Copernicus put it as marginally cooler. These agencies 
use slightly different data sets but, either way, it was a photo finish as difference arises because they 
make slightly different assumptions about temperatures in remote places where they don’t have actual 
measurement. 

16	 Oliver Milman, Last month marked the world’s hottest July on record, The Guardian, 15 August 2024.
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warming. In August, Gavin Schmit of Nasa’s climate unit confessed that “we 
[scientists] should have better answers by now” for the extraordinary run 
of record temperatures. Along with many other scientists, he worries that 
we have entered “uncharted territory” – meaning that the pace of heating 
is ahead of scientific projections and may imply that the climate system is 
“fundamentally” changing much “sooner than scientists had anticipated”.17

Figure 2: Global surface air temperature increase above pre-industrial. Zeke Hausfather, 
State of the climate: 2024 sets a new record as the first year above 1.5°C, Carbon Brief,10 
January 2025. Each line shows the average monthly temperatures for each year from 
1940 to 2024 compared with the pre-industrial averages.

The heat has been driven up by several phenomena in addition to global 
warming. First, and most significant, is the return of El Nino, which brings hot 
water to the surface of the Pacific Ocean along the equator. Nevertheless, the 
El Nino of 2023/24 is said to have been of moderate strength, unlike the very 

17	 Jonathan Watts, ‘We should have better answers by now’: climate scientists baffled by unexpected pace of 
heating, The Guardian, 15 August 2024.
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strong El Nino of 2016, which set the previous round of records. Second, more 
active solar flares brought a little more heat from the sun. Third, a volcano 
erupted under the ocean near Tonga and propelled a massive plume of steam 
into the atmosphere. Water vapour is a short-lived greenhouse gas. Over the 
longer term, the hotter atmosphere holds more water and so amplifies global 
warming. Fourth, there is a loss of albedo – white surfaces that reflect heat 
back into space – as mountain and polar glaciers shrink. Fifth, a reduction 
in sulphur pollution – which forms silvery aerosols in the atmosphere – also 
results in a loss of reflective albedo. But the sum of these additional causes 
does not account for the spike in temperatures.

The El Nino Southern Oscillation (ENSO) has three phases: El Nino is at the hot 
end; La Nina brings cold water to the surface of the Pacific along the equator 
and cools the earth; a neutral phase lies in between. In June, it was expected 
that La Nina would follow El Nino. However, the neutral phase persisted 
through the second half of the year. By November, it was expected that a weak 
and short-lived La Nina might emerge and carry over into the first quarter 
of 2025. Despite the cooling influence of La Nina, however, early forecasts 
suggest that 2025 will be the third hottest year after 2024 and 2023.18

The Paris Agreement goals are to limit “average temperature to well below 
2°C above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature 
increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels”. While 2024 has spiked through 
the 1.5°C limit, the world will not officially cross that line until the average 
temperature over several years is at or above it. This is to account for 
variability in the Earth’s weather.

The 6th Assessment Report (AR6) of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), the scientific body, averages the temperatures over a 20-year 
period with 1.5°C crossed half way. This evens out the ever-changing weather 
but, as Zeke Hausfather of Carbon Brief observes, “scientists will not know 
for sure that the world passed 1.5°C until 10 years after it has happened”. By 
then, as we remarked last year, the world will already be on the next step up 

18	 Kate Ravilious, Weatherwatch: 2025 likely to be another year of high temperatures, The Guardian, 2 
January 2025.
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– towards 1.7°C and then 2°C. A more dynamic approach essentially takes the 
average that forms a rising temperature line. On this basis, Hausfather puts 
the global temperature for 2023 at 1.3°C and calculates that 1.5°C will likely 
be crossed before 2030 and 2°C – not ‘well below’ 2°C – around 2048.19

Carbon dioxide

The primary driver of rising heat is the rising concentration of carbon dioxide 
(CO2) and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. Over the last million 
years or so, during the Pleistocene Epoch, Earth’s climate has changed from 
ice ages to temperate ages in regular cycles of about 100  000 years. CO2 

concentrations in the atmosphere have ranged between 180 parts per million 
(ppm) in the ice ages to 280 ppm in the temperate ages.

In 2023, the average concentration was 419 ppm. This compares with the 
Pliocene Epoch of about 5 to 3 million years ago, when CO2 concentrations 
were sustained at over 400 ppm. The Earth’s temperature was then 3 to 4˚C 
warmer and the oceans were 15 to 20 metres higher than now. The Earth 
then cooled down over a million years or so to enter the Pleistocene Epoch. 
According to the conventions of geological science, the Pleistocene ended 
about 11 700 years ago, as the last ice age gave way to the temperate Holocene.

The world was already warming by that time. The great ice sheets that 
covered the north of America and Eurasia started melting about 19 000 years 
ago. The initial stimulus was the Earth’s orientation towards the sun, but the 
loss of albedo and rising concentrations of CO2 interacted to drive warming. 
At the start of the Holocene, a period of more rapid warming produced more 
ice melt and higher concentrations of CO2 in mutually reinforcing feedback 
loops. Except on Greenland, the last of these northern ice sheets melted away 
in the period from 11 700 to 7 000 years ago and raised sea levels by about 
60 metres. Over the 120 centuries from 19 000 to 7 000 years ago, the Earth 

19	 Zeke Hausfather, Analysis: What record global heat means for breaching the 1.5C warming limit, 
Carbon Brief, 13 June 2024. He uses a LOWESS approach, which gives extra weighting to more recent 
measurements.
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warmed about 4℃, the concentration of CO2 increased from about 185 to 260 
ppm, and sea levels rose by about 120 metres.20

The Holocene is also marked by the rise of human civilisations – all of 
them ordered by inequality and violence – with the development of 
settled agriculture and the construction of ever greater cities. These early 
developments had minor impacts on the earth system as a whole. From about 
400 years ago, however, the impacts driven by imperial capitalism are ever 
more profound. They start with large scale deforestation and genocide across 
the colonies of the European powers to clear land for plantation agriculture 
worked by slaves, and to supply timber for the imperial fleets and for colonial 
construction. The profits of slavery and colonial plunder then funded the 
industrial revolution, fuelled first by coal and then also by oil and gas. The 
concentration of CO2 started rising from about 280 ppm in 1750 to 422 ppm 
in 2024. The rate of increase is accelerating and concentrations are now 
rising at about 3 ppm a year or 100 times faster than natural rates at the end 
of the last ice age or at any time in the Pleistocene. In 2023, the increase at the 
Mauna Loa observatory was a record-shattering 3.37 ppm.21

Historic emissions of CO2 since 1850 come to about 2  600 billion tonnes 
(Gt). Burning fossil fuels produced 1 800 GtCO2 while ‘land use change’ – the 
destruction of forests, grasslands, soils and wetlands and the like – accounted 
for 800 GtCO2. Just under half the CO2 stays in the atmosphere, while a little 
over a quarter is absorbed by land sinks – the life in the remaining forests, 
soils and wetlands – and the other quarter is absorbed by the oceans.

Over the 10 years from 2013 to 2022, according to the Global Carbon Budget 
2023, annual emissions from burning fossil fuels have averaged 35.3 GtCO2 
but are still rising, reaching 37.1 GtCO2 in 2023. Emissions from land use 
change averaged 4.7 GtCO2 and have declined a little to 4.1 GtCO2 in 2023. 
On the other side of the carbon equation, over the 10 years the atmosphere 

20	 Zeke Hausfather, Explainer: How the rise and fall of CO2 levels influenced the ice ages, Carbon Brief, 2 July 
2020; Global sea-level rise at the end of the last Ice Age, National Oceanography Centre (UK), 1 December 
2010.

21	 This is not the global average, which is measured at observatories around the world. However, Mauna 
Loa tends to register increases earlier than other stations.
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has absorbed 18.9 GtCO2 a year, the land sink 12.3 GtCO2, and the oceans 10.4 
GtCO2 [Pierre Friedlingstein et al 2023].

In 2023, however, the land absorbed almost no carbon overall. High carbon 
losses from the wildfires in Canada and drought in the Amazon and in 
South East Asia cancelled out carbon absorption elsewhere. Adding to that, 
in December 2024 the US National Ocean and Atmosphere Administration 
(NOAA) showed that arctic tundra had been turned from a sink to a source 
as wildfires burn throughout the arctic region. Moreover, melting permafrost 
– hitherto permanently frozen soils and wetlands – is releasing CO2 and 
methane at an increasing rate.22

Methane

Carbon budgets are being squeezed by increasing emissions of the other 
greenhouse gases – primarily methane (CH4), followed by Nitrous Oxide 
(N2O). Total GHG emissions from ‘anthropogenic’ sources in 2024 were 57 GT 
CO2e, according to UNEP [2024].23

Methane has caused about 30% of the rise in temperatures since the 
industrial revolution, according to the International Energy Agency. It is the 
main component of fossil gas, which has a lacing of other hydrocarbon gases 
and pollutants, depending on the source. The concentration of methane in the 
atmosphere is about two and a half times higher than pre-industrial and it 
has been rising at an increasing rate since about 2007, with a sharp upward 
spike in 2021 [WMO 2024].24

The mid-2000s happen to coincide with the start of non-conventional gas 
extraction using fracking, as well as the large scale expansion of ‘liquefied 
natural gas’ (LNG) plants and ships enabling gas transport and trade by sea. 
There are a number of other sources that will have contributed more or less 
to the rate of increase: emissions from coal mines, from expanded intensive 

22	 Marianne Lavelle, Arctic Tundra Shifts to Source of Climate Pollution, According to New Report Card, Inside 
Climate News, 11 December 2024.

23	 CO2 equivalents based on global warming potential using a 100-year tie horizon.
24	 See also https://www.iea.org/reports/global-methane-tracker-2022/methane-and-climate-change.
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beef production, from ever growing waste dumps. Accelerated emissions 
from ‘natural’ sources, including drying or burning tropical peatlands and 
melting arctic permafrost, are not included but would add about 6.5 GT CO2e 
to annual emissions.

Methane (CH4) is an extremely powerful but relatively short-lived GHG. 
After a decade or so, it breaks down to CO2 and water (H2O). Its impact 
as a greenhouse gas is therefore different over different time horizons. 
Conventionally, a 100-year time horizon has been used, and the 100-year 
global warming potential for a tonne of CH4 is 29.8 times more than a tonne 
of CO2. On a 20-year time horizon, however, the impact of CH4 is about 82.5 
times greater than CO2 [Forster et al 2021].

Given that the 1.5℃ ‘carbon budget’ is nearly spent, that the 2℃ budget is 
also fast closing, and that the risk of triggering natural feedbacks that lead to 
runaway climate change escalates between 1.5 and 2℃, the short-term impact 
of greenhouse gases is critical. Hence, the 20-year global warming potential 
for methane is more relevant than the 100-year global warming potential. 
UNEP uses the 100-year time frame to calculate annual greenhouse gas 
emissions at 57 GT CO2e. Using the shorter time frame for methane emissions, 
would result in a total of about 74 GT CO2e.

Extreme weather

As we might expect in the hottest year to date, bad weather has wreaked 
havoc around the world. Heat itself is a killer, particularly when accompanied 
by high humidity. Those most vulnerable are pregnant women, babies, old 
people and people with poor health. Outdoor workers are highly exposed. In 
2023, 512 billion work hours were lost around the world, mostly in poorer 
countries and particularly in agriculture and construction, according to the 
Lancet Countdown on Health and Climate Change. Poor countries that rely 
on agriculture for a large part of their economic activity lost as much as 8% 
of GDP. Rich countries by contrast had about 0.5% shaved off their income. 
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Those who could afford it switched on air conditioners, which relieves heat 
stress but at the cost of adding to global warming.25

The oceans absorb 90% of the heat of global warming and every month from 
April 2023 to June 2024 set a new record for sea surface temperature. The 
fading El Nino saw lower temperatures along the equator in the Pacific, but 
elsewhere the seas remained unusually hot, creating a massive reservoir 
of energy and moisture to drive extreme weather. While some regions 
experienced searing heat and drought, others were washed away by severe 
floods. Or floods followed drought.

Dying forests

In 2023, the land sink failed. In research carried out to explain the “record 
high increase in the concentration of atmospheric CO2 in 2023”, Piyu Ke et 
al [2024] find that the “net land CO2 flux” – the land sink minus land use 
change emissions – declined to 1.6 GtCO2 compared with the average of about 
7.5 GtCO2 in the previous decade. The major losses came from the Canadian 
wildfires and drought in the Amazon and South East Asian rainforests. Of the 
great tropical rainforests, only the Congo remained a sink in 2023.

Wildfires burnt across large parts of the northern hemisphere. The fires in 
Canada alone burnt through 185 thousand square kilometres of boreal forest, 
2.5 times the previous record, and lifted 2.1 GtCO2 into the air. That compares 
with 2.5 GtCO2 emitted by the European Union. The 2023 fire season also 
lasted longer than usual, with fires burning into the autumn. Many smouldered 
through a winter drought and then broke out early in 2024. By April, 178 fires 
were burning across western Canada. In May, Fort Nelson in northern British 
Columbia was evacuated. In July, fire burnt through 32 000 ha of forest in the 
Jasper National Park in Alberta. A wall of fire with 100-metre-high flames, 

25	 Ayesha Tandon, More than half a trillion hours of work lost in 2023 due to ‘heat exposure’, Carbon Brief, 30 
October 2024.
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burnt down half the town of Jasper. The flames were so hot that a car melted 
metal across the road.26

The northern hemisphere land sink now appears to be in long term decline. 
Piyu Ke et al say it has “declined by half” since 2015. Heat and drought have 
unbalanced local ecosystems, leading to infestations of previously benign 
insects, particularly bark beetles, which have infected trees across large parts 
of the great forests that circle the sub-arctic world. Dead and dying trees 
then create more fuel for fire.27 Piyu Ke et al observe: “The resilience of these 
systems to droughts and drought-related impacts (insect attacks) combined 
with future management practices such as harvest rates will determine the 
near-future stability of the northern sink” [2024: 7].

Extreme drought and heat in the Amazon resulted in the loss of 1.1 GtCO2 
from vegetation and soil as El Nino strengthened in the second half of 2023. 
The drying of the rainforest also enabled the spread of fire, many of them set 
by the outriders of corporate agribusiness intent on clearing the forest for 
soya and cattle. These lands are the commons of indigenous people, enclosed 
for private profit with great brutality.

The 2023 drought was the most severe on record. The wetter season that 
starts in November brought only weak rainfall and little relief. The drought 
extended into the new year and has intensified in 2024. Towns and villages 
remain stranded as the rivers that serve as the Amazon’s highways are at 
the lowest levels ever. Even the city of Manaus, where the Rio Negro and the 
Solimões meet to form the Amazon River, is partially stranded as shipping is 
restricted. Dredging of the river has enabled ferries and barges to cross over 
to the limited Amazon road network. Truck drivers must take smaller loads 
on long roads.28

26	 Canada’s wildfire season begins early, Le Monde, 23 April 2024; Associated Press, Thousands evacuated in 
Canada as intense wildfire approaches town, The Guardian, 13 May 2024; Brandon Livesay, First images of 
Jasper after 100m high wildfire hit, BBC 27 July 2024; Li Cohen, Jasper National Park’s largest wildfire in a 
century destroys a third of Canadian town — and could continue for months, CBS News, 29 July 2024.

27	 Patrick Greenfield, The end of the great northern forests? The tiny tree-killing beetle wreaking havoc on 
our ancient giants, The Guardian, 5 June 2024.

28	 Laura Paddison and Gianluca Mezzofiore, Stark before-and-after pictures reveal dramatic shrinking of 
major Amazon rivers, CNN, 30 September 2024; Tom Phillips, ‘It’s guerrilla warfare’: Brazil fire teams fight 
Amazon blazes – and the arsonists who start them, The Guardian, 20 September 2024.
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A brief downpour at the end of October scarcely made a difference but by 
mid-December the river waters were beginning to rise. A local climatologist 
commented that, after two years of unprecedented drought, one wet season 
will not be enough to restore the Amazon. “We thought 2023 was bad, but 
2024 has been far worse,” he told journalist Carrie Kahn.29 Transpiration 
from forest trees produces half the rainfall in the Amazon itself and over the 
territories southward to Argentina. Drought in the rainforest thus creates a 
feedback loop of intensifying drought locally and regionally.

The combination of intensifying heat, drought, fire and deforestation is now 
bringing the Amazon to a tipping point where a large part of the rainforest 
dies and is replaced by dry savanna. This is also a global tipping point, having 
a direct impact on the climate and turning what was a permanent CO2 sink 
into a major source. It is thought that this point will be triggered by the loss 
of 20-25% of the forest. In recent research, Bernardo Flores et al [2024] find 
that a ‘safe boundary’ would limit deforestation to 10%. But this is already 
overtaken as 15% has been cleared, 17% is degraded by logging and fires 
and 38% more is weakened by prolonged droughts. So, 70% of the forest is 
affected to a greater or lesser degree. They conclude that the forest tipping 
point might be reached before 2050.30

El Nino also brought drought to the rainforests of South East Asia, resulting 
in the loss of 480 million tonnes (Mt) of CO2, comparable to South Africa’s 
annual emissions. Fire burnt through a million hectare of forest and savanna. 
As in Brazil, agribusiness is the major driver of deforestation, with palm oil 
plantations illegally cutting into 3.4 million ha of forest land. Collusion with 
staff in the environment ministry allows retrospective permits at cheap rates. 
Meanwhile, big palm oil companies supplying major western corporations 
such as Proctor & Gamble, signed zero deforestation pledges but then created 
networks of small shadow companies to carry on with deforestation as usual. 
The drought also dried up the rice paddies of traditional small farmers across 

29	 Carrie Kahn, Rain is finally coming to the drought-stricken Amazon. But it may not be enough, NPR, 30 
October 2024; Shanna Hanbury, Water returns to Amazon rivers amid historic drought, Mongabay, 12 
December 2024.

30	 Jonathan Watts, Amazon rainforest could reach ‘tipping point’ by 2050, scientists warn, The Guardian, 14 
February 2024.
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Indonesia, Vietnam, Malaysia and Thailand, driving up prices locally and 
globally.31 

Rainforests are not fire adapted – they have not evolved with fire and do 
not need it to reproduce – but drought and the fragmentation of the forest 
ecosystem creates fuel for fire. In Indonesia, deforestation and drainage for 
palm oil plantations dries out deep peat bogs. The fires burn deep into the 
peat, making them difficult to put out and creating a source for repeated 
outbreaks of fire. The drying peat bogs also become a source of methane 
emissions, with or without fire.

Air quality across the whole of South East Asia is affected by a haze of pollution, 
but people living near the forest fires suffer intense smoke pollution. Children, 
pregnant mothers and their babies are most vulnerable, particularly if they 
are poor: “Incidences of foetal and infant deaths were significantly higher in 
economically disadvantaged areas than in the wealthier regions,” according to 
the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction.32 

Piyu Ke et al note that emissions from dying and burning forests have not 
been incorporated into climate models:

The observation that 2023 had an exceptionally weak land sink despite 
being only a moderate El Niño constitutes a test bed for Earth System 
models which lack processes causing rapid carbon losses, such as 
extreme fires and climate-induced tree mortality in their projections, 
and may thus be too optimistic for estimating remaining carbon 
budgets. [2024: 7]

The carbon budget, in this context, is an estimate how much can be emitted 
for what chance of keeping below a particular temperature limit. Thus, the 
remaining budget for a 50% (one in two) chance of keeping below 1.5℃ was 
250 GtCO2 at the beginning of 2023 [Lamboll et al 2023]. About 41  GtCO2 

31	 Investigation shows ‘shadow companies’ linked to Indonesia palm oil giant First Resources, Mongabay, 23 
November 2023; Hans Nicholas Jong, 2023 fires increase fivefold in Indonesia amid El Niño, Mongabay, 
10 January 2024; Hans Nicholas Jong, Indonesia investigates suspected corruption in palm oil amnesty 
program, Mongabay, 17 October 2024.

32	 United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR), Indonesia wildfires, 2023 – Forensic analysis.
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is emitted each year, so that leaves 168 GtCO2 at the start of 2025. Globally, 
wildfire emissions amounted to about 8.8 GtCO2 for the year to February 
2024. Some of the land will recover and re-absorb lost carbon over a period of 
decades. But much of the burnt biomes are in long-term decline, irrespective 
of periodic recoveries, and the likelihood of extreme fires increases as the 
world heats [Jones et al 2024]. 

Wind and rain

In 2024, an intense Atlantic hurricane season was expected as the Atlantic and 
the Gulf of Mexico registered record temperatures. It opened as promised. On 
2 July, Hurricane Beryl intensified over the Caribbean to a category 5 storm 
with wind speeds up to 270 km/h, the first ‘Cat 5’ hurricane to form so early in 
the season. Rapid intensification over hot seas has been a feature of 2023 and 
2024. Beryl destroyed towns in several Caribbean islands and brought floods 
across a very wide region. It weakened across Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula 
and then tracked north, arriving on the US coast as a Cat 1 storm, spinning off 
tornadoes and bringing flooding all the way up to Canada. It left 64 dead in all, 
24 in the Caribbean and 40 in North America, thousands without shelter and 
millions without power.

In August, Beryl was followed by two minor hurricanes. Debby brought major 
floods to the US east coast. Ernesto brought big rain and 100 km/h winds to 
Bermuda and then tracked northwards in the Atlantic. Then things went quiet, 
just as the season was expected to reach a peak in September. This hiatus is 
linked to heavy flooding across the normally dry African Sahel region.

Storms that track east to west in waves across Africa move off into the 
Atlantic and create the disturbances from which hurricanes may form. They 
are generated within the ‘inter-tropical convergence zone’ (ITCZ) where 
northern and southern hemisphere winds converge. This system follows the 
sun, moving north in the northern summer and south in the southern summer. 
This year, the ITCZ was pushed further north than usual, so that the storm 
waves emerged over colder water in the Atlantic north of the tropics and then 



Dead Heat

- 34 - groundWork - Systems Change for a Just Transition

tracked further north. This northward shift may simply reflect variability of 
weather but it may prove to be a feature of a hotter world.33

The quiet of September ended abruptly. Hurricane Helene formed on 24 
September and rapidly intensified to crash into north-west Florida as a Cat 
4 hurricane with the wind howling at 225 km/h. Away from the centre, the 
storm brought high winds and torrential rain across a 650 km front. And it 
drove rapidly inland across Georgia and into the Appalachian Mountains in 
North Carolina. It killed over 230 people on the way, half of them in North 
Carolina, where people were not prepared for such floods. Out in the Atlantic, 
three more hurricanes formed in rapid succession but turned north to spend 
their fury in the ocean. Milton formed just a week later in the Gulf of Mexico, 
rapidly intensifying into a Cat 5, but then eased to Cat 3 before it hit the 
west coast of Florida and crossed over into the Atlantic. It killed 35 people. 
These two storms were expected to cost over $50 billion each, such high 
costs coming with the wealth that enables big investments in property and 
infrastructure. More damage was done by flood than by wind.34

Ahead of the US presidential elections, bad weather mixed with bad politics. 
The Trump campaign spread disinformation, claiming that Republican areas 
were abandoned and disaster relief was diverted from those areas to support 
illegal migrants. From the MAGA base, it was even claimed that meteorologists 
were controlling the storms. In consequence, emergency workers were met 
with hostility in some areas. Trump, who is heavily backed by oil and gas 
corporations and calls climate change a fraud, won the elections in all the 
affected states. Extreme events, whether burning heat, drought, wildfires or 
successive floods, have made little difference to big politics, except to double 
down on conspiracy.35

33	 Andrew Freedman, Deadly African floods stem from unusual atmospheric ingredients, Axios, 17 
September 2024; Mark Poynting, Becky Dale, Erwan Rivault and Libby Rogers, How unusual has this 
hurricane season been? BBC, 11 October 2024.

34	 Anna Betts, US south-east reels from ‘unspeakable tragedy’ of Helene as new storm looms, The Guardian, 
8 October 2024; James Bruggers, Amy Green, Bob Berwyn, Dan Gearino and Kiley Bense, Florida Avoided 
the Worst of Milton’s Wrath, But Millions Are Suffering After the Second Hurricane in Two Weeks, Inside 
Climate News, October 11, 2024.

35	 Oliver Milman, Fema chief warns ‘dangerous’ Trump falsehoods hampering Helene response, The 
Guardian, 8 October 2024; Bob Berwyn, Climate Disasters Only Slightly Shift the Political Needle, Inside 
Climate News, 13 October 2024.
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Very late in the hurricane season, Oscar and Rafael landed a double blow to 
Cuba, first in the east, then in the west, taking out electricity. Oscar left seven 
dead in the east while the more powerful Rafael forced the evacuation of 
280  000 people and destroyed 460 homes. In mid-November, Sara, the last 
named storm of the season, did not become a hurricane but moved slowly 
across Honduras, Belize and Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula, causing massive 
flooding with up to a metre of rain in some places. Roads and bridges were 
swept away and thousands of settlements were isolated.36

Across the world in East Asia, the big cyclones are called typhoons. Even 
after El Nino faded, the waters of the Pacific north of the equator remained 
hot. After a late start, the season became very active and it ended with five 
typhoons late in the season in November. In July, Typhoon Gaemi killed 
over 100 people and affected several million in The Philippines, Taiwan and 
China. Floods put much of Manila under water and, in Manila Bay, a fuel oil 
tanker sank, creating a plume of petrochemical pollution across local fishing 
grounds. Gaemi reached maximum intensity, with winds up to 230 km/h, as 
it approached Taiwan. It blew out the lights, then lost power over land but 
picked up some force over the Taiwan Straights. It made landfall in Fujian 
Province in China and carried deadly floods inland to Hunan.37

Typhoon Yagi was the most destructive storm of the year. It crossed northern 
Philippines in early September as a tropical storm killing 20 people. It then 
picked up power from the hot South China Sea and howled over Hainan island 
in south China as a super typhoon with 220 km/h winds (Cat 4). Electricity 
went down across the island and 574 000 people were evacuated from their 
homes, but only four people were killed. Yagi then crossed over the warm 
seas of the Gulf of Tonkin to land in Vietnam with winds over 210 km/h and 
600 mm rain. The winds lost power over land, but Yagi still carried massive 
rainfall across Vietnam and into Myanmar. Neither country had experienced 

36	 Russ Bynum, A third November storm, Sara, serves notice that a busy hurricane season isn’t over yet, 
Associated Press, 18 November 2024; Vanessa Buschschlüter, Hundreds of Honduran villages cut off by 
torrential rain, BBC News, 18 November 2024; Victoria Bekiempis, Tropical Storm Rafael gains intensity in 
Caribbean as it nears Cuba, 5 November 2024.

37	 Damian Carrington, ‘Hyper-violent’ Typhoon Gaemi was made fiercer by climate crisis, say scientists, The 
Guardian, 29 August 2024.
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nor was prepared for a storm of this intensity. Over 150 people in Vietnam 
and 430 in Myanmar were killed with more missing. Nearly 200 000 homes 
were flooded, with many simply washed away, and over 184 000 ha of rice 
fields were inundated. Hanoi’s export-oriented industries, which compete 
with Bangladesh in offering low wage production to leading global brands, 
were shut down for several weeks.38

Two weeks later, Berbinca landed at Shanghai as a Cat 1 storm but well north 
of the usual typhoon tracks. It shut down this city of 30 million people at the 
centre of China’s fading economic boom. The largest trading port in the world 
was closed for several days, ships fled the scene, imports of liquefied natural 
gas (LNG) were cut off, and a holiday season consumer binge, expected to 
inject growth into the economy, was locked indoors.39 A second typhoon, 
Pulasan, struck within a week, with less force but extreme rainfall of up to 
300 mm.

The late season typhoons followed one after another. Kong-rey landed on 
Taiwan as a Cat 4 storm at the end of October. This was later in the year than 
any previous major typhoon and also the first time three typhoons have 
hit Taiwan in a single season. Next, Yinxing (Cat 4) roared over the north 
of Luzon Island, Philippines, with Toraji (Cat 1), Usagi (Cat 4), and Manyi 
(Cat 5) following hard behind. This marked the first time four typhoons were 
simultaneously active in November. Yinxing and Usagi skimmed the northern 
coast of the Cagayan valley. Toraji and Manyi crossed the Cagayan valley 
upstream, bringing successive floods to a region that is home to several large 
cities and a rich agricultural economy. The floods were exacerbated by the 
forced release of water from the Magat Dam, ironically built to control floods 
as well as provide irrigation, and crops drowned. Power supply lines knocked 
out by Toraji were scarcely repaired when Manyi took them out again. Some 

38	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhoon_Yagi; Reuters, Hanoi flooded by swollen river as Typhoon Yagi 
leaves 155 dead, Daily Maverick, 11 September 2024; Farah Master and Liz Lee, Super Typhoon Yagi roars 
into China’s Hainan, disrupting lives of millions, Reuters, 6 September 2024. Many reports say it was the 
most powerful storm in 30 years, but there’s no record of any such a storm.

39	 Charles Kennedy, Shanghai Suspends LNG Loadings as Strong Typhoon Batters City, Oilprice.com, 
16 September 2024; Vivian Wang, Shanghai Is Hit by Strongest Typhoon in Decades and Comes to a 
Standstill, New York Times, 16 September 2024.
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180 people were killed in these late season typhoons in the Philippines, 
hundreds of thousands had to evacuate their homes and millions were 
affected.40

Fire and Flood

Extreme floods or prolonged rainfall have visited many other parts of the 
world. In May 2024, southern Brazil suffered its worst floods ever, in part 
because the heatwave over the interior stalled the wet weather system. 155 
people died and over half a million had to leave their homes as the rivers 
overflowed their banks and the streets in the city of Porto Allegre were over 
a metre under water. That this area would get more intensive rain more 
often has been predicted and observed by climate scientists and activists for 
more than 20 years. But, they say, the politicians have ignored the evidence 
and there has been no planning for it. To the contrary, the state governor has 
relaxed environmental regulations in favour of developers. They conclude that 
the urban infrastructure was designed for a climate that no longer exists.41

China has experienced the highest number of ‘significant flood events’ on 
record in 2024, with 13 major floods recorded in river basins including the 
Yangtze River, Yellow River, Huaihe River and Pearl River. These rivers are 
where China’s great coastal manufacturing and trading cities are located. 
Guangzhou on the Pearl River estuary is the capital of Guangdong province, 
next door to Hong Kong, and now the richest corner of China. It was hit by 
massive flooding in April and again in June. Shanghai on the Yangtze was 
paralysed by flooding from the double typhoon hit in September. Apart from 
interrupting industry and trade in the cities, floods inundated rice fields 
in southern China. In the north, by contrast, wheat and maize crops were 

40	 Yimou Lee and Ben Blanchard, Taiwan shuts down as strong Typhoon Kong-rey hits, one dead, Reuters, 31 
October 2024; Kathryn Armstrong, Super typhoon Man-Yi makes landfall on Philippines main island, BBC, 
17 November 2024.

41	 Carlos Tautz, Climate change, end of environmental protection, cause deaths of 100 people on Brazil-
Argentina borders, Al Mayadeen English, 8 May 2024; Jorge Carrasco, Brazil is reeling from catastrophic 
floods. What went wrong – and what does the future hold? The Guardian, 10 May 2024.
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shrivelled by heat and drought. In Henan province, a major grain producing 
region, heat and drought was followed by flood.42 

In India, Delhi similarly experienced a searing heatwave, with daytime highs 
of over 40℃ for 40 days and close to 50℃ on the hottest days. The heat 
intensifies the impact of Delhi’s notorious smog, caused by traffic and upwind 
coal power stations. And demand for power soars as the rich and middle 
classes switch on air conditioners. The heatwave was abruptly followed by 
flood with record monsoon rains at the end of June.

Northeast India and Bangladesh suffered multiple floods. In May, Cyclone 
Remal swept in off the Bay of Bengal bringing flooding rain and a three-metre 
storm surge to the low lying delta of the Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers. In 
June, the monsoon brought heavy rains across the region. At Cox’s Bazar in 
southeast Bangladesh, the crowded camps housing Rohingya refugees were 
flooded. The Rohingya were driven from their homes in Myanmar by the 
ruling military junta.

In the northeast of Bangladesh, 30 000 people were forced to move to shelter 
centres. Two weeks later, in early July, the Brahmaputra River flooded, 
affecting two million people in the Indian state of Assam and another two 
million downstream in Bangladesh. People said that they were used to floods 
but they are getting more frequent and more intense. More flooding followed 
in August. Bangladesh officials accused India of opening the sluice gates on 
upstream dams without warning. Heavy rains again swelled the rivers in 
October, forcing yet more people to evacuate their homes. Hundreds of people 
died in these serial floods, rice fields were flooded, roads and bridges washed 
away and power was repeatedly knocked out. The United Nations launched 
an appeal for $134 million to provide disaster relief.43

42	 Bloomberg, Drought, floods, typhoons imperil crops and power as extreme weather spoils China’s 
summer, South China Morning Post, 8 July 2024; Kamun Lai, China places 15 provinces on emergency 
alert as deadly floods make their way north, South China Morning Post, 16 July 2024; China reports record 
high flood incidents with frequent, heavy rainfall across north and south: ministry, Global Times, 19 
August 2024.

43	 Ashutosh Tripathi, How Delhi Went From Extreme Heat To Heavy Floods, Minister Explains, NDTV, 28 
June 2024; Agence France-Presse, Bangladesh floods leave at least eight dead amid fears situation could 
worsen, The Guardian, 6 July 2024; August 2024 Bangladesh floods, Wikipedia; Ruma Paul, Floods in 
Bangladesh leave five dead, thousands stranded, Reuters, 7 October 2024.
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The Middle East suffered a series of heatwaves from April to June. Over 1 300 
Hajj pilgrims died in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, as June temperatures topped 50°C 
every day for a week. The Saudi hosts provided air-conditioned cooling tents, 
but only for pilgrims with official permits. About 1.8 million people were in 
Mecca for the Hajj but 400  000 did not have permits, which are limited in 
number and expensive. Most of those who died did not have permits.44

The cruellest heat was experienced in Gaza. By mid-year, 85% of the people 
were displaced (it is now over 90%), many of them several times over, 
pursued by Israel’s relentless bombardment. Some two thirds of buildings 
have been damaged and nearly half of those are severely damaged if not 
reduced to rubble. There is nowhere to return home. In the heat waves of 
summer, the refugee tents were like greenhouses and there was little shade 
outside. Much of the water and sewerage infrastructure was destroyed, 
apparently intentionally, and bottled water is expensive. People lost young 
children but there are no statistics on heat deaths. Across the border in Israel, 
people survived in air-conditioned apartments, worried only by the possible 
strain on the electricity grid. In Tel Aviv, city authorities are planting trees to 
provide shade and reduce the urban heat island effect.45

Europe experienced successive heatwaves and floods. Spain’s Mediterranean 
coast suffered a severe and extended heatwave and drought in the summers 
of 2023 and 2024. Olive, almond and fruit crops failed and conflicts emerged 
between local people, subject to water restrictions, and water extravagant 
tourists. At the end of October, a ‘dana’ dropped 500 mm of rain – a year’s 
worth – in a few hours over Valencia. The dana was caused by air off the hot 
Mediterranean rising to clash with cold arctic air in the upper atmosphere. 
Over 200 people were killed, roads, power lines and water pipes were 
washed away, and cars were piled up in narrow streets as if in a scrap yard. 

44	 AFP, Saudi Arabia says more than 1 300 dead during hajj, mostly unregistered pilgrims, in 52-degree heat, 
News24, 23 June 2024; Emma Ramsay and Shanta Barley, More than 1,300 Hajj pilgrims died this year 
when humidity and heat pushed past survivable limits—it’s just the start, Phys.org, 19 December 2024.

45	 Taghreed Ali, Jessica Buxbaum and Joe Lo, On beaches of Gaza and Tel Aviv, two tales of one heatwave, 
Climate Home News, 31 May 2024; Reuters, Intense heat in Gaza could worsen health crisis for 
Palestinians, WHO warns, 21 June 2024.
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The regional government, with a history of ignoring climate science, ignored 
warnings of an extreme event and later pretended they had not been warned.46

Across Europe, the Danube River basin was flooded in June. Heatwaves and 
drought over central Europe, the Balkans and Turkey followed in July and 
August. The Danube, a major shipping artery, then had hardly enough water 
for navigation. On 11 September, Hungarian opposition MPs met on a dry 
sand bank in the Tisza River to highlight the drought. To the north, the Vistula 
River in Poland was also at a record low.

Within a week, Storm Boris smashed rainfall records and brought massive 
floods across the region. Like the Spanish Dana, Boris resulted from a meeting 
of cold arctic air with hot air fuelled by the warm waters of the Mediterranean 
and the Black Sea. It moved north from Italy and the Balkans, through Austria, 
Serbia, Hungary, Romania, Czech Republic and Slovakia and into Poland. Boris 
broke several dams in Austria, Czech Republic and Poland, so adding to the 
deluge. Roads, power lines, and water and sewage pipes were ripped out. At 
least 27 people were killed. Agriculture was hammered first by the drought, 
then by the floods. But the removal of hedges and ditches to make ever bigger 
fields for industrial agriculture increases runoff. So too does the hardening of 
urban and industry surfaces.

As in Spain, the storm exposed political fractures. But it did not deter support 
for right wing hostility to climate action. In Austrian elections just a week 
later, the far right Freedom Party got the most votes, with 29%. It will not 
form a government because no other party would enter a coalition with it. 
That leaves a fragile coalition of centrist parties in power.47

46	 María Ramírez, What will Spain look like when it runs out of water? Barcelona is giving us a glimpse, The 
Guardian, 15 February 2024; Ashifa Kassam, Spain floods disaster: death toll rises to 205 as extra troops 
mobilised, The Guardian, 1 November 2024; Juan Bordera, I tried to warn Valencia’s government about 
flooding, but it didn’t listen, The Guardian, 6 November 2024.

47	 Krisztina Fenyo and Krisztina Than, Hungarian lawmakers meet in dried-out riverbed to sound alarm over 
drought, Reuters, 12 September 2024; Angela Giuffrida and Jon Henley, Two missing and 1,000 evacuated 
as Storm Boris devastates northern Italy, The Guardian, 19 September 2024; Ajit Niranjan, ‘Catastrophe 
region’: Austrian city faces up to scale of damage left by deadly flooding, The Guardian, 21 September 
2024; An analysis of Storm Boris and European flooding during September 2024, Phys.org, 25 October 
2024.
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In November, Storm Bert brought floods to Wales and England. It comes on 
already saturated ground. From October 2022, following a searing summer 
heatwave, England has experienced its wettest ever two years. That is part 
of a longer trend as Britain gets hotter and wetter. Agriculture is on the 
frontline. The heatwave shrivelled crops. Since then, many fields have been 
under water and impossible to cultivate. Production of grain, fruit, vegetables 
and livestock are all down. That has raised food prices and fed into a broader 
cost of living crisis, driven largely by the neoliberal policies introduced by 
Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s and pursued by all successor governments, 
irrespective of party. The privatisation of housing and services – electricity, 
gas, water, sanitation, waste – has been the biggest long-term driver of costs. 
Not only that; it has also left the country’s rivers full of sewage as privatised 
utilities preferred to reward shareholders rather than invest in plant 
maintenance.48

Africa

The ‘long rains’ starting in March brought “unprecedented and devastating” 
floods across East Africa and the Horn, according to the United Nations. In 
April, a burst dam in Kenya swept away at least 45 people, adding to a rising 
death toll. In May, two cyclones formed in the Indian Ocean further north than 
would be expected without climate change. Hildaya landed on Mafia Island, 
south of Dar es Salaam. It lost power before reaching the mainland but still 
added more intense rain to the floods in Tanzania and up to Kenya. Cyclone 
Ialy formed even further north. It dissipated before it reached land but the 
edge of the storm still brought wind and rain to the Kenyan coast.

Across the region, over 470 people died, over 400  000 were displaced, 
including many people already displaced and living in refugee camps. One 
fifth of children were put at risk of malnutrition. People’s lands and crops 
were flooded and pastoralists lost thousands of animals. In August, following 

48	 Jamie Grierson, More flooding likely this week after rain from Storm Bert, UK minister says, The Guardian, 
26 November 2026; Daisy Simmons, Climate change is a growing threat to UK farming, Yale Climate 
Connections, 25 October 2024; Andy Beckett, The cost of living crisis has made the UK a poorer, more 
anxious nation – and worse is yet to come, The Guardian, 26 April 2024.
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weeks of torrential rain, a landslide of rotting waste at Kampala’s mountainous 
Kiteezi dump buried 56 homes while people slept. People have complained to 
the municipality about pollution from the dump for years to little effect.49

Flooding in East Africa has raised the level Lake Victoria to a new record high 
and the flood waters are carried downstream to South Sudan and Sudan, 
adding to the impact of heavy and prolonged rainfall. Civil war in Sudan has 
already displaced over 7 million people: 800 000 of them have taken refuge 
in South Sudan, and another million South Sudanese have been displaced by 
conflict. In both Sudans, hundreds of thousands more have been forced from 
their homes by the floods.

The Nile flows through the vast Sudd wetland which expands as the waters 
rise. Record and prolonged flooding disrupts the rhythm of local community 
life – fishing in the flood season and farming as the waters recede – and, in the 
context of conflict, people can no longer retreat to higher ground. So, many 
join those already displaced in refugee camps like Bentiu, home to 100 000 
people and surrounded by dykes to keep the rising water out.

In Sudan, the rains have forced thousands from their homes, particularly in 
Darfur, long a place of conflict. Many people have nowhere to go and take 
refuge on the roadside. Across the country on the Red Sea coast, the Arba’at 
dam failed, taking 30 lives and washing away the water supply to Port Sudan. 
In both Sudans, hundreds of thousands of people don’t have enough food 
and the incidence of cholera and malaria is rising. “The scale of the disaster 
in Sudan is immense,” commented the local head of the UN International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM). “We are facing crisis after crisis …” However, 
appeals for additional funds by the UN disaster relief organisations have not 
been met.50 

49	 Unprecedented flooding displaces hundreds of thousands across East Africa, United Nations News, 8 May 
2024; 2024 East Africa Flooding and Cyclones, disasterphilanthropy.org, 21 June 2024; Uganda says over 
1,000 people affected by garbage dump landslide, death toll rises to 24, Xinhua, 14 August 2024; Death 
toll from Uganda garbage landslide climbs to 35, Reuters, 16 August 2024.

50	 UN IOM, Floods, Dam Collapse Intensify Suffering in Sudan 500 Days into the War, 29 August 2024; 
Liz Stephens and Jacob Levi, South Sudan floods: the first example of a mass population permanently 
displaced by climate change? The Conversation, 10 September 2024; UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Sudan: Humanitarian impact of heavy rains and flooding Flash Update No. 
04, 5 September 2024.
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In West Africa, the year opened with an intense heatwave and high humidity, 
supercharged by global heating. In the hottest February ever, temperatures 
across Nigeria, Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire were over 40℃ and the ‘index 
temperature’, which measures heat and humidity in the shade, reached 50℃. 
Humidity reduces the body’s cooling capacity and a heat index over 33℃ 
already puts children, old people and outdoor workers at risk. Over 40℃ 
is dangerous and 50℃ is extremely dangerous. How many people died is 
not known because records are not kept. Cocoa crops withered in the heat, 
processing factories shut down and global cocoa and chocolate prices hit new 
record highs.51

By July, the storms rolling across Africa brought heavy flooding to the Sahel. 
Rainfall was between 120 and 600% above average. The rainy season, which 
usually ends in September, carried through into early November. As in Sudan, 
most of the countries of the region suffer from ongoing conflicts and over 
9  million were already displaced. Chad suffered the highest toll, with 500 
people killed. The combination of conflict, flood and food price inflation has 
created widespread food stress or crisis. People lost thousands of animals 
and about a million hectares of farmland were flooded. Nevertheless, where 
the fields recovered, good crops are expected.52 

In Nigeria, on 10 September flooding rains broke the Alau Dam on the Ngadda 
River. The flood swept through Maiduguri, the capital of Borno State in the 
northeast, leaving people wading through waist-high water. The official death 
toll was 38, but locals say many more people died. Thousands of hectares 
of farmland were washed away, along with animals and neem trees, which 
are highly valued for medicinal and other uses. In Laujeri village just below 
the dam, 50 homes were swept away. People said that the dam was poorly 
maintained and officials ignored their warnings, giving it a ‘good’ rating just 

51	 Damian Carrington, West Africa heatwave was supercharged by climate crisis, study finds, The Guardian, 
21 March 2024.

52	 Famine Early Warning System Network (FEWS Net), West Africa: Inflation and flooding are driving food 
insecurity of vulnerable households, July 2024; Relief Web, West Africa Seasonal Monitor: Favourable 
agroclimatic conditions for crops in the Sahel due to average to above-average rainfall, 8 November 
2024.



Dead Heat

- 44 - groundWork - Systems Change for a Just Transition

four days before it failed. Across Nigeria, on official counts, 300 people were 
killed in the floods and over 600 000 displaced.53 

Southern Africa

The El Nino brings rain to East Africa but drought to Southern Africa. Its 
impact is overlaid on a long-term drying trend, driven by climate change. The 
region experienced the driest February in 100 years, according to the UN, and 
drought was intensified by searing heat. Already then, 16.4 million people 
faced food shortages, 777 000 were internally displaced and another 490 000 
sought refuge in other countries. Livestock started dying and crops wilted in 
the fields. The price of food doubled and then tripled in some areas.

Zambia, Zimbabwe and South Africa are the major maize producers in the 
region. In March, Zambia declared a national disaster and Zimbabwe followed 
suit in April. Malawi also declared a disaster and was followed in June and 
July by Namibia, Botswana and Lesotho. Much of Angola, Mozambique and 
Madagascar were also affected. By September, some 61 million people needed 
assistance and over a million children suffered wasting for want of food. 
Many women sold sex to feed their families as their crops failed. The threat 
of diseases, including Mpox, cholera, measles and HIV, haunted the region. 
Disaster funding was not forthcoming. UN OCHA commented: “The funding 
outlook remains grim. All flash appeals are less than 18 per cent funded as of 
mid-September.”54

Kariba Dam supplies most of Zambia and Zimbabwe’s electricity. In March, 
the dam was down to 15% capacity, forcing eight hours of loadshedding daily. 
The Zambian copper mines and smelters had to cut power consumption by 
25%, substantially reducing the country’s foreign earnings and hence its 
capacity to import maize without assistance. By November, the dam was 
down to 2.4%, with power production at 10% of capacity. Zambia’s Energy 

53	 Kabir Yusuf and Abdulkareem Mojeed, Deluge of Death: Flood leaves Nigerian community in ruins, 
Premium Times, 8 October 2024.

54	 UN OCHA, Southern Africa: El Niño, Positive Indian Ocean Dipole Forecast and Humanitarian Impact, 
February 2024, 13 March 2024; UN OCHA, The Humanitarian Impacts of El Niño in Southern Africa – 
September 2024, Reliefweb, 23 September 2024.
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Minister said this was a wake-up call to develop alternative energy sources, 
particularly solar. It is not, however, the first such call. In 2016, production 
was cut by two thirds. It is not only concerning power that governments have 
been on snooze. They were warned of the approaching El Nino in March 2023 
but, it seems, were not prepared for it.55

Bad politics and bad weather interact across the region. In Mozambique, 
civil war in Cabo Delgado is the outcome of decades of neglect and the 
impoverishment of people, now exacerbated by gas extraction projects. 
Atrocities have been perpetrated by both the military and the insurgents, 
leading to thousands of people being displaced. Despite good agricultural 
conditions, people could not return to their fields in the planting season in 
December and January. The gas zone, where Total and ExxonMobil plan to 
build extractive infrastructure, has been turned into “Totalandia – a new 
colonial enclave run by TotalEnergies and with Rwandan forces providing 
security”, according to historian Joseph Hanlon.56

The Afungi peninsula was expropriated from local people to make way for 
Total’s LNG plant in 2012. In 2021, insurgents overran the town of Palma just 
to the north and Total stopped construction, evacuated its staff and declared 
force majeure in respect of contracts. A Mozambican army contingent was 
left to guard the site. In June, local people seeking refuge from the conflict 
approached this base at Total’s main gate. Instead of protecting them, the 
soldiers accused them of supporting the insurgents. Women were beaten 
and some were sexually assaulted, but then released. The men, numbering 
between 180 and 250, were imprisoned in two airless containers and tortured 
over several months. Some 150 of them were then taken out in batches to 
be killed. There were 26 survivors when Rwandan troops arrived to take 
over the base in September. The Rwandans were brought in following a deal 

55	 Hakainde Hichilema, Record Drought Imperils Food, Copper Output in Southern Africa, Daily Maverick, 
08 March 2024; Bloomberg, Zambia, Zimbabwe face wake-up call after Kariba dam water levels plunge, 
Engineering News, 19 November 2024; Reuters, Zimbabwe’s main hydropower dam running out of 
water after drought, Engineering News, 19 February 2016; Anna Weekes and Natasha Joseph, Drought 
is devastating southern Africa’s crops: why it’s happening and what can be learned, The Conversation, 21 
August 2024.

56	 Joseph Hanlon, Mozambique News reports & clippings 632, 4 January 2024.
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between Mozambique, Rwanda and France and have now secured the gas 
zone, although the insurgency controls the area immediately to the south.57

Total was expected to decide on resuming work following Mozambican 
elections in October. The elections were widely observed to be rigged. The 
ruling Frelimo Party was declared winner by an improbably wide margin, 
but this result was met with widespread and ongoing popular protests. So it 
may be that Total’s decision will be put off once again. As Hanlon observes, 
however, CoP28 in Dubai effectively “abandoned the 1.5℃ global heating 
target and thus ensured a market for the gas”. A 2℃ target would allow Total 
to sell “gas until 2045 and 2.5℃ would mean selling the entire gas field”. But 
the gas deal is structured so that revenues will only accrue to Mozambique 
after 2036, subject to continuing market demand.

Meanwhile, the climate impacts escalate. The drought in central Mozambique 
is coupled with outbreaks of cholera, which has provoked rioting. In Cabo 
Delgado, people attacked health workers, who they thought were infecting 
the water. They believe the rich and powerful “want us dead”. Mozambique 
needs substantial funding now to respond to climate impacts and associated 
traumas and will need ever more when, and if, the cash flows from the sale of 
gas that will add to climate impacts.58

As the protests continue, the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) has effectively come out in support of Mozambique’s ruling party, 
finding that the elections were “conducted in an orderly, peaceful and free 
atmosphere”. The problem, however, was with the counting of votes, not the 
conduct of elections. Lacking legitimacy, the Mozambican government has 
used brutal force to suppress the protests.

SADC’s response repeats its habitual support for established power, 
particularly where it was once the party of liberation. Zimbabwean elections 
in 2002 were blatantly rigged by Robert Mugabe’s ruling ZANU-PF party. 
Against the evidence, South Africa, under then President Thabo Mbeki, 

57	 Alex Perry, All must be beheaded, 26 September 2024; Joseph Hanlon, Army massacred at least 150 at 
Afungi in July 2021, Mozambique News reports & clippings 643, 27 September 2024. 

58	 Mozambique News reports & clippings 632, 4 January 2024
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declared the elections to be ‘free and fair’ and overrode concerns raised by 
the SADC observer mission. Mbeki’s primary concern was for stability over 
democracy.59 Since then, every Zimbabwean election has been rigged and 
been given a free pass by SADC. Since then, Zimbabwe has brought increasing 
instability to the region. Well over a million Zimbabweans have crossed into 
South Africa, to an increasingly hostile reception amplified by politicised 
chauvinism, while tens of thousands have left for Botswana, Zambia and 
Britain. Intensified repression in Mozambique will have similar results. This 
is a politics within which climate impacts are amplified as more climate 
refugees are forced to abandon their homes. Already traumatised by terrible 
loss, they are traumatised again by a xenophobic reception. 

In August 2024, Zimbabwe assumed the chair of SADC and hosted its annual 
summit. It called on member states to honour “the foundation of peace, 
security and good governance, which are fundamental ingredients for the 
SADC’s regional transformative agenda”. Nothing was said about Zimbabwe’s 
exiles, nor the political prisoners in its jails.60

South Africa initially seemed to escape the El Nino drought. To the contrary, 
over Christmas and New Year, heavy and persistent rains brought floods to 
the summer rainfall areas. Across KwaZulu-Natal, more than 40 people died 
and hundreds of households were left homeless. In eThekwini and along the 
coast, many people affected by the 2022 floods were still living in community 
halls and transit camps and were now joined by more displaced people. The 
mayor, Mxolisi Kaunda, said the floods increased the housing backlog. “You’ll 
remember that some of those affected by the 2022 floods are still placed in 
temporary shelters in which they had joined those of 2019, and those of 2019 
had joined those of 2017, who had joined those of 2011.”61

59	 Phillip De Wet and Chantelle Benjamin, Morgan Tsvangirai: Khampepe report is ’12 years too late’, Mail & 
Guardian, 21 November 2014,

60	 Lenin Ndebele, SADC meetings under way in Harare – but what about jailed activists and critics? News 24, 
14 August 2024.

61	 Belinda Pheto, KZN floods: Death toll rises to 40; five still missing, 47 injured, News24, 6 January 2024; 
Nkosikhona Duma, KZN flooding adds to recovery backlog dating back to 2011, says eThekwini mayor, 
News24, 15 January 2024.
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Inland, farming got off to a good start. At the end of January, agricultural 
economists were looking forward to bumper summer crops and reduced 
food inflation. An intense heatwave and drought in February and March 
changed the outlook to grim. In the event, the maize harvest was down 
22% on what was a bumper crop in 2023 and well below the average for 
the previous five years. Nevertheless, it was well up on the harvest for the 
previous El Nino years of 2015 and 2016 and South Africa will remain a net 
exporter of maize. Meanwhile, hopes for a bumper crop in 2025 have faded 
along with expectations for a good La Nina. A heatwave and drought inland 
in the November-December planting season has also dried out hopes. For the 
eastern coastal regions, on the other hand, early summer has been wet.62

The Western Cape is a winter rainfall area and, in contrast to KwaZulu-Natal, 
started the year with hot dry winds fanning an intense wildfire season. Some 
6 000 fires burned through 100 000 ha in December and January and several 
small towns had to be evacuated. While the indigenous fynbos vegetation 
is fire adapted and burns cool, the fires are supercharged by alien invasive 
plants.

In Cape Town, the level of coordination between various authorities – the 
city, the province, nature conservation parks and Working on Fire – makes 
for effective firefighting. Preparation for the fire season, however, tripped up 
on bureaucratic regulations. Cutting fire breaks has previously been done 
in terms of an agreement between the City and Table Mountain National 
Park. That agreement was not renewed because it fell foul of supply chain 
management regulations. Meanwhile, clearing alien vegetation from land 
owned by the South African Navy has been neglected over the last five years, 
leading to the build-up of fuel for wildfires. So while firefighting is effective, 
the costs escalate.63

62	 Renée Bonorchis, El Niño goes MIA – good news for SA food prices, News24, 31 January 2024; Wandile 
Sihlobo, South Africa’s summer crop production prospects remain bleak, Daily Maverick, 26 March 2024; 
Crop Estimates Committee, October 2024; Wandile Sihlobo, Planting progress and heatwave challenges, 
Agricultural Economics Today, 7 December 2024.

63	 Victoria O’Regan and Kristin Engel, Cape Infernos Part 1: Taking stock — staggering scale of Western Cape 
wildfires as fire season continues to rage; Part 2: Crucial lessons for future preparedness from the Western 
Cape fire season; Part 3: Fingers pointed at City of Cape Town for allegedly not maintaining firebreaks; 
Part 4: Navy’s land management neglect in the Cape poses risk of disastrous wildfires, say experts, Daily 
Maverick, 11, 12, 18 & 21 February 2024.
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The Western Cape’s winter was expected to be dry, with the rain bearing cold 
fronts pushed south of the country. This was the pattern observed in June 
as the cold fronts missed the Cape. In July, however, the pattern switched. 
The cold fronts stormed into the Western Cape one after another with 
unprecedented ferocity. July rainfall was the heaviest on record at several 
stations and accompanied by frigid temperatures with snow on high ground, 
gale force winds and massive six-metre ocean swells. Power lines were 
blown out and water pipes broken. Thousands of people were displaced and 
thousands of buildings damaged, including 217 schools. In the Cedarberg, 
the floods interrupted the citrus harvest and damage to roads and bridges 
stopped the time-sensitive trucking of export produce to the Cape Town 
docks. Losses were in the order of half a billion Rand.64

As always, the townships were hit hard and the people of the shacks were 
hit hardest. Within the shacks, women are disproportionately affected, says 
Palesa Base, a researcher at UCT’s African Climate & Development Initiative. 
Their homes are flooded and clothes, bedding and other belongings become 
sodden and damaged. Communal latrines overflow and put people at risk 
of contracting waterborne diseases such as cholera. And they are unusable, 
so people have to relieve themselves in the open. The lack of privacy is 
particularly hard for women during menstruation. Women keep their families 
and must care for the children, “even when men are present”, and they end up 
exhausted. Many women also run informal businesses from home. They lose 
income as they can’t trade, often for a long time after the floods recede, and 
they also lose stock, which they cannot easily replace.65 

In early December, it was confirmed that 2024 would be the hottest year ever. 
Even without El Nino, much of South Africa was then experiencing an intense 
heatwave with temperatures in the high 30s and low 40s, with a record hot 
summer predicted. The Northern Cape, western Free State and Lesotho, and 
parts of Limpopo, were particularly hot, in common with the countries to the 

64	 Kristin Engel, July rainfall breaks records in Cape Town with more extreme weather to come, Daily 
Maverick, 12 August 2024; Marvin Charles, ‘It’s been mayhem’: 1 dead, 15 000 displaced, 217 schools 
damaged as storm batters Western Cape, News24, 12 July 2024; Nicole McCain, Western Cape floods: 
Citrus farmers worry about harvest as Citrusdal remains cut off, News24, 18 July 2024.

65	 Niémah Davids, Women’s Month: Floods expose plight, pain of ‘powerless’ Khayelitsha women, UCT 
African Climate & Development Initiative, 7 August 2024
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north. Across the Southern Africa region, average rain was hoped for but, at 
the start of the planting season, the drought was not broken. Aid agencies 
said it was the worst drought in 100 years and it has been accompanied by 
a protracted cholera epidemic and the outbreak of monkeypox. Even if the 
crop is planted, it will not be harvested till March or April. By then, 4 million 
children will be affected by wasting, according to SADC.66 

Tripping over tipping points

These events across the region are forewarnings of what is to come. The 
observed trends to date, and the modelled climate projections, point to 
an increasingly unliveable future across much of Southern Africa, warn 
local climate scientists [Engelbrecht et al 2024]. The drying trend across 
the region is well established as a consequence of a hotter world. It results 
from the intensification and movement towards the poles of the sub-tropical 
high pressure belt: air that rises along the inter-tropical convergence zone 
around the equator moves south (or north) at high altitude, cools and sinks to 
create the dry high pressure belt. It is associated with more heatwaves, more 
wildfires and reduced soil moisture.

Further south, the westerlies that bring winter rains to the Cape are also 
pushed polewards. That results in drought in the winter rainfall areas and 
is “directly linked to the now infamous 2015–2017 Cape Town ‘day-zero’ 
drought” [171]. Modelling shows only three areas getting wetter – Congo and 
northern Zambia and Angola, the Angolan coast, and KwaZulu-Natal in South 
Africa – but with some uncertainty regarding the last two.

Without very sharp reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, Engelbrecht et al 
see a high probability of the region crossing tipping points:

Regional tipping points refer to shifts in regional climate system 
that would establish a novel climate regime, where weather events 

66	 Medecins sans Frontieres, Southern Africa Climate Seasonal Outlook, December to February (DJF) 
2024/25, Relief Web, 6 December 2024; SADC, Southern Africa Drought: SADC and humanitarian partners 
call for scaled-up assistance and collective disaster mitigation strategies, 2 December 2023.
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unprecedented in the historical record have the potential to occur. 
Once a given threshold of global warming has been reached, these 
shifts are irreversible on the scale of human lifetimes. Tipping points 
in regional climate systems would, in all likelihood, induce ecological 
or socioeconomic changes at regional scales that are similarly 
irreversible. [182]

They identify four potential tipping points which would devastate the 
economy.

1.  “Day-zero” drought in South Africa’s Gauteng Province

Gauteng is southern Africa’s major conurbation, with 15 million people. 
It concentrates one third of South Africa’s economy and has a much wider 
gravitational pull, sucking in resources and people from across southern 
Africa. It has polluted local water sources and aquifers and relies on a 
network of dams and cross watershed transfers from Lesotho and KwaZulu-
Natal into the Vaal Dam. Engelbrecht et al note that this dam was reduced 
to 25% capacity in the big El Nino of 2015-16. At 20% capacity, the water 
supply is “severely compromised”, so this was a narrow escape [182]. In 2024, 
it seems to have had a second escape, with the worst of the drought occurring 
to the north and the west. As southern Africa dries, the likelihood of an El 
Nino drying out Gauteng’s water supply increases.

It must be added that the three city administrations – Johannesburg, 
Ekurhuleni and Tshwane – are not prepared for this. Even with the dams full, 
the people of Gauteng are suffering a water supply crisis with people “begging 
for water tankers that don’t arrive. … This is what failed governance looks 
like”, says the Water Community Action Network (Water CAN). Johannesburg 
loses half its water to leaks or ‘theft’. The City says there are 40 000 illegal 
connections in 44 shack settlements and is intent on cutting them off. There is 
no legal supply to these settlements and the City has no plan to provide one. 
Water CAN argues that illegal connections cannot be shut off until there is 
a legal supply. Besides, more water (about 35%) leaks than is ‘stolen’. There 
is now more leaked municipal water, combined with leaked sewage, in local 
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streams than water from natural springs. And the streams are also choked up 
with plastic debris and chemical and industrial pollutants.67 

Cape Town managed the original ‘day zero’ drought relatively well. It 
introduced water restrictions even for the rich but, as we observed in 
the groundWork Report 2019, poor people had been living on ‘drought’ 
restrictions of 87 litres per person per day since 2007. In smaller towns like 
Graaf Reinet, water in the municipal pipes ran out before it reached poor 
areas. People had to rely on Gift of the Givers in the absence of government 
action. Engelbrecht et al observe that “the poleward displacement of the … 
westerlies” means that the city will face more frequent multiyear droughts 
to the point that its “sustainable growth” is compromised [183]. The whole 
of the Western Cape and the southern half of the Eastern Cape face the same 
fate, even as municipal governance and infrastructure crumble.

2.  The collapse of the maize crop and cattle industry across southern Africa

Much of the region survives on the maize crop, while cattle are central to the 
economy of rural people throughout the region. At 3℃ above preindustrial 
temperatures, neither maize nor cattle will survive the heat stress. Well 
before that, however, Engelbrecht et al argue that “the ability of subsistence 
farmers and small commercial farmers to absorb the shocks of [more intense 
and more frequent] multiyear droughts” is limited [184].

Violence – frequently deployed by elites or in response to elite strategies – and 
environmental shocks are key drivers of migration, as is evident in southern 
Africa in 2024. They are often closely related. In Afungi, Mozambique, people 
lost farming land and access to fishing grounds as the area was forcibly 
enclosed to the benefit of Total. Across the region, the drought is driving 
people from their homes and exacerbating conflict. Most people head for 
towns and cities, but urbanisation to decaying cities will be an increasingly 
desperate resort. Many of them will arrive in growing shack settlements.

67	 WaterCAN press release, Ensure basic water access before cut offs, 6 December 2024; Sean Christie, 
Johannesburg has a water leaks problem. Here’s what’s being done about it, GroundUp, 13 December 
2024. For discussions of South Africa’s cross watershed plumbing and polluted rivers, see The 
groundWork Reports of 2006 and 2018. 
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3.  Unprecedented heat-waves impacting on human mortality

Heat stress is a ‘silent killer’. The region is already experiencing an increase 
in the number and intensity of heatwaves. Within the next twenty years, say 
Engelbrecht et al, “heat-waves of unprecedented intensity and duration may 
kill thousands of people and livestock across southern Africa” [184]. The 
millions who live in shacks, mostly made of tin, “without air conditioning, 
and often without easy access to cool water” are at risk, as are the elderly. 
So too are the very young and pregnant women. People who work outdoors 
in agriculture and construction or in factories without air conditioning are 
highly exposed. And productivity will decline across the economy. Climate 
change brings many other threats to health, as is discussed in Chapter 5 
below.

4.  �Intense tropical cyclones making landfall further to the south than in the 
historical record

The warming of “the southwest Indian Ocean, and in particular in the 
Mozambique Channel”, will make for more intense cyclones and may bring 
them further south to make landfall in southern Mozambique or northern 
KwaZulu-Natal [184]. Cyclone Idai, which landed on Beira as a Cat 3 hurricane 
in 2019, killed over a thousand people and was the most destructive southern 
African hurricane to date.68 Cyclones are also landing further north. Six weeks 
after Idai, Cyclone Kenneth landed north of Pemba in Cabo Delgado, as a Cat4 
hurricane. This was then the furthest north a hurricane had landed on the 
African east coast. This year, Hidaya landed even further north.69 Five years 
after Idai, Médecins du Monde report that there are still 8 500 people living in 
four resettlement camps in Sofala Province.

Whereas Beira has some experience of cyclones, Engelbrecht et al comment 
that there is “no community or governance experience” in coping with an 
intense hurricane “in cities such as Maputo and Richards Bay, or in the 

68	 We reported on Cyclones Idai and Kenneth in The groundWork Report 2019. 
69	 Médecins du Monde, 5 years after Cyclone Idai: thousands of people in Mozambique still in need of 

primary health care, Reliefweb, 26 March 2024.
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Limpopo River valley between South Africa and Zimbabwe” [186]. The impact 
of Helene in North Carolina similarly reflects that local people had never 
experienced such a storm before and, despite warnings, didn’t see it coming 
because they could not imagine it.

It is generally assumed that most deaths caused by hurricanes are immediate. 
People are swept away, drowned or killed by falling trees or flying debris. 
Recent research in the US, however, shows that each storm has a long 15-year 
shadow of ‘excess deaths’. “We estimate that the average [tropical cyclone] 
generates 7 000–11 000 excess deaths, exceeding the average of 24 immediate 
deaths reported in government statistics.” So, many more people die in the 
long aftermath of the event than during it.

These deaths “are likely to be caused by complex sequences of events that 
follow in the wake of [tropical cyclones] (such as economic loss or lack of 
healthcare access) …” [Young and Hsiang 2024: 123]. Infants, including those 
born after the event, are particularly at risk. And in the US black people are 
more at risk than white people. The researchers don’t say so, but black people 
are poorer than white people in the US, particularly in the south where the 
hurricanes roll in.

“For those of us working in global public health, the results aren’t surprising,” 
says Devi Sridhar. The 2010 earthquake in Haiti killed well over 100  000 
people. Around 800 000 people were subsequently infected by cholera and 
9 000 of them died. It took 12 years to clear the country of the disease.70 In 
the immediate aftermath of Idai, international aid agencies mounted a major 
cholera inoculation programme, but there were still between 6 000 and 8 000 
cases in Beira alone. There was also an increase in malaria cases as people 
lost their homes, including mosquito nets. Peasant farmers lost their crops 
and those on the coast lost their fishing boats as well. The public health and 
education infrastructure was also badly damaged – hospitals, clinics and 
schools lost their roofs and were flooded – as well as roads and the power 
supply. Five years later, the reconstruction of Sofala Province is still in process.

70	 Devi Sridhar, What is the real toll of natural and climate disasters? Science has staggering new answers, 
The Guardian, 6 December 2024.
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The 2024/25 cyclone season in the Indian Ocean opened with Chido, a 
ferocious Cat 4 hurricane. On 14 December 2024, it howled across the island 
of Mayotte between northern Madagascar and Mozambique. It tore apart the 
large shack settlements on the island and blew the wreckage of people’s lives 
across the landscape. Hundreds were feared dead but, in this impoverished 
French colony, it seems that an accurate tally is unlikely as nearly a third of 
the 320 000 population have crossed illegally from the neighbouring Comoros 
islands and would rather be invisible to the authorities. The storm all but 
destroyed the health system, with major damage to the hospital and clinics as 
well as to schools.71

Chido then crossed the Mozambique channel to make landfall in Cabo 
Delgado, near Pemba and south of the area where Cyclone Kenneth landed 
in 2019. First estimates indicated that 190  000 people needed assistance, 
10 000 homes were destroyed and 33 schools damaged. The storm weakened 
over land but still brought flooding rains on a path crossing Cabo Delgado, 
Naissa province, southern Malawi and into Tete province, with around two 
million people in its path.72 Malawi and Tete are still to recover from the 
floods brought by Cyclone Freddie in 2023. And, just as Cabo Delgado has seen 
large-scale dispossession to make way for the extraction of gas, thousands of 
people in Tete were removed for the Moatize coal mine developed in 2014 by 
Vale, Brazil’s leading transnational mining house.

71	 Sam Jones, Hundreds feared dead as Cyclone Chido devastates French island of Mayotte and agencies, 
The Guardian, 15 December 2024; Rachel Savage, Mayotte cyclone: health services in ruins as rescuers 
race to reach survivors, The Guardian, 16 December 2024.

72	 UNHCR press release, Cyclone Chido leaves a trail of destruction in Mozambique and beyond, displacing 
thousands, 17 December 2024
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3 3 Earth be damned: the 
reckless politics of oil and gas

The terrifying impacts in the previous chapter are driven by political and 
economic dynamics that are no less terrifying: the cynical and increasingly 
brutal climate politics of fossil fuel companies and the politicians serving 
them. On an international level this was on show in the most recent ‘petro-
CoP’ negotiations. In Africa, this is evidenced in the relentless pressure 
of fossil fuel executives, and the politicians serving them, to portray fossil 
fuelled development as an economic and developmental saviour for Africa. In 
both these cases, we point to the role that organised civil society – including 
thousands of scientists – are playing in spelling out the consequences and 
resisting these bad politics and bad economics.

Climate fraud in Baku

Baku, on the shores of the dying Caspian Sea and under a petro-polluted sky, 
is capital of Azerbaijan, host to the 2024 climate negotiations (CoP29). Oil 
and gas have seeped from the ground here since forever, creating fire that was 
worshipped in ancient times. In the 19th century, it became the first industrial 
oil town with investments from the Nobel Brothers and Rothschilds Bank. 
Rothschilds brought in Royal Dutch Shell, an oil trading start up, to get the oil 
to market.

In the early 20th century, Baku rivalled US production from John Rockefeller’s 
Standard Oil. Production slowed following World War I and the 2017 
Russian revolution. Shell’s assets, amongst others, were nationalised. But 
Baku remained at the centre of a growing Soviet industry. With the fall of 
the Soviet Union in 1990, Azerbaijan – the land of fire – took independence, 
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established Socar as a national oil corporation, and opened up for business 
with an offering of production sharing agreements. Big oil – BP, Amoco (later 
bought by BP), Exxon, Unocal (later bought by Chevron), Denmark’s Statoil, 
and Russia’s Lukoil – rushed to the flame.73

Opening CoP29, Azerbaijan’s President Ilham Aliyev declared that oil and 
gas are a gift from god. In Baku, God’s business is on an expansionary roll 
– courtesy, as Aliyev said, of demand from the climate-pious European 
Union, which is looking to replace the supply from Russia. Ilham is the son of 
Heydar Aliyev, who climbed to power through the Soviet KGB. In post-Soviet 
Azerbaijan, the first elected president lasted a short year before Heydar took 
power, ordered new elections and gave himself  99% of the vote. In 2003, 
Ilham succeeded his father, whom he ordained father of the nation, and has 
ruled in like manner, taking 92% of the vote in elections in February 2024. A 
small and loyal opposition party is permitted. Real dissent ends in jail, as does 
critical journalism. Two directors, the editor and four other journalists from 
the independent Absaz Media are all in ‘pre-trial’ detention on charges such 
as corruption and money laundering. These are the crimes that Azerbaijan’s 
elite actually commit and that Absaz exposed.74

Azerbaijan has taken its lead on how to host a CoP from the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), host to CoP28 in Dubai. Socar is in charge. Aliyev himself is a 
former Socar boss. So too is this year’s CoP president, Mukhtar Babayev, and 
the CoP ‘CEO’, Elnur Soltanov, supported by Socar board members. And, just 
as in Dubai, the CoP team have been drumming up business for Socar.75

The CoP itself is set up for dealing, with the welcome mat out for 1 770 oil 
executives, many of them part of official country delegations, including from 
the European Union. The bosses of Saudi Aramco, ExxonMobil and BP are there 
as special guests of the CoP president. The carbon traders were also there in 
force. The International Emissions Trading Association brought 43 people – 

73	 Pat Davis Szymczak, Azerbaijan – The Land of Unquenchable Fire, Journal of Petroleum Technology, 1 July 
2024.

74	 Ilya Lozovsky, ‘Total Control’: Azerbaijan’s Jails Fill With Journalists and Dissidents as Election Approaches, 
OCCRP (Organised Crime and Corruption Reporting Project). 1 February 2024.

75	 Global Witness, COP29 is for oil deals, 8 November 2024.
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the largest single trade group – including lobbyists from TotalEnergies and 
Glencore.76

The big oil corporations at the CoP are also complicit in supplying fuel for 
Israel’s war of genocide against the people of Gaza. BP, Chevron, ExxonMobil, 
Shell, TotalEnergies and Eni together supply 35% of Israel’s oil. Another 34% 
comes from state-owned corporations. This partly reflects which countries 
are supplying the oil: Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan (on the other side of the 
Caspian Sea) together supply 50% of Israel’s crude, making Socar a leading 
supplier. Another 46% comes from Gabon, Nigeria and Congo Brazzaville in 
West Africa and from Brazil. The US is the main supplier of refined jet fuel. 
Israel also imports coal to fire up its electricity generation. Glencore is the 
leading corporate supplier while the coal comes from Colombia, Russia and 
South Africa. Colombia has since banned exports to Israel but, despite its 
leading role in bringing genocide charges against Israel at the International 
Court of Justice, South Africa has not followed its lead.77 By mid-December, 
Israel had killed 45  000 people in Gaza, including 17  000 children, and 
another 11 000 are missing presumed lost under the rubble. Many more are 
wounded but the means to treat them is all but destroyed as Gaza’s hospitals 
and clinics have been bombed and shelled while medical supplies have been 
cut off.78 

CoP29, like those before it, was sponsored by corporate partners. The top 
Azerbaijani corporates were all in, including ‘Socar Green’. And all have family 
ties. As the official website says, “COP29 offers an exceptional platform for 
companies to showcase their commitment to sustainability and climate 
action.” Partners “are encouraged to show their support for net-zero and 
climate action initiatives …”79

76	 Kick Big Polluters Out (KBPO) coalition, Press Release, More than 1770 fossil fuel lobbyist flooding UN 
climate talks in Baku, 15 November 2024; Matthew Taylor, Red carpet treatment revealed for oil bosses, 
The Guardian, 15 November 2024.

77	 Oilchange International, Behind the Barrel: New Insights into the Countries and Companies Behind Israel’s 
Fuel Supply, August 2024; Allan Boesak, Patrick Bond and Roshan Dadoo, Glencore’s Israeli-bound coal 
becomes the next test of SA’s anti-genocide stance, News24, 22 August 2024.

78	 Al Jazeera, Death toll from Israel’s war on Gaza surpasses 45,000, 16 December 2024.
79	 https://cop29.az/en/conference/partners
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Climate finance

This sets them up nicely to benefit from the CoP’s diplomatic triumph. On the 
opening day, the CoP approved the rules for Article 6 of the Paris Agreement, 
which gives the green light to carbon trading. It did so by evading the 
UNFCCC’s rules on procedure. The actual trades will follow in kind, evading 
the rules, such as they are. 

Baku was billed as the climate finance CoP. It should be remembered as the 
climate fraud CoP. According to Olga Gassan-zade, one of the technical boffins 
who pushed it through, “The criticisms of the process are fair” – they did evade 
the rules – “but it was also critically important to operationalise Article 6.4 as 
soon as possible to scale up the delivery of carbon finance to the developing 
world”.80 

The implication that carbon trading is climate finance is significant in the 
light of the CoP’s unsurprising failure to deliver real climate finance. Whereas 
some $5 trillion a year is needed as an initial payment on the climate debt 
owed by the Global North, and Global South countries asked for a modest 
$1.3 trillion, the northern powers allowed only $300 billion a year by 2035. 
That compares with global military spending of $2.4 trillion, of which Nato 
spends $1.3 trillion. Abeer Butmeh of Pengon, Friends of the Earth Palestine, 
commented, “It is infuriating to hear rich countries claim there is no money 
to repay the climate debt owed to the South whilst pouring billions into the 
genocide in Palestine.”81

As previously, the money is to come “from a wide variety of sources, public and 
private, bilateral and multilateral, including alternative sources”.82 In short, 
there is no obligation on the North and nor do the major historical emitters, 

80	 Gassan-zade quoted in Ajit Niranjan, Critics say approval of ‘climate credits’ rules on day one of Cop29 was 
rushed, The Guardian, 11 November 2024.

81	 Friends of the Earth International, CoP29 closing: Pennies for climate finance, billions in false solutions, 
complicity in genocide, 24 November 2024.

82	 UNFCCC, Decision -/CMA.6: Matters relating to finance; New collective quantified goal on climate finance, 
November 2024.
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now including China, admit any liability.83 Moreover, much of this funding will 
come in the form of loans, so adding to a debt crisis that is crippling many 
poor countries, and does not cover loss and damage, even as those countries 
face escalating climate impacts. As with ‘development aid’, the ‘donor’ country 
tends to be the major beneficiary of its supposed generosity. Interest returns 
home, much of the money is spent at home, and its companies tend to get 
the profits of project implementation. Carbon trading will undoubtedly be 
counted as climate finance and will aid the return flow of funds.84

Carbon trading

Carbon is an odd thing to trade because, unlike oil or sugar, what is traded 
actually isn’t a thing. What is traded is ‘avoided emissions’ – something that is 
not. And buying some of that is what brings a big polluter to net-zero carbon 
emissions. Which is, of course, not zero. That’s the point: to allow the polluter 
to carry on polluting. Fuzzy rules and rule making is also required. It provides 
enhanced obscurity and reduced scrutiny.

It is not just that the system is set up to accommodate fraud. The basic premise 
is fraudulent.

Carbon is in all living things. A few hundred million years ago, dead plant and 
animal matter was buried under layers of sediments and compressed, heated 
and cooked into coal, oil and gas. Since 1850, extracting and burning this dead 
carbon has pumped about 1 800 billion tonnes (Gt) of CO2 into the air. And 
another 800 Gt CO2 has gone up from ‘land use change’ – that is, the living 
carbon sent skyward through the destruction of forests, grasslands, wetlands 
and all.

83	 In terms of absolute historical emissions, China is now second to the US, and ahead of the EU. In terms 
of per capita historical emissions, China lags well behind the EU, according to Carbon Brief. China is not 
obliged to provide climate finance under the UNFCCC agreed in 1992. It has, however, said that it will, 
and already does, make voluntary contributions to climate finance – as the Baku decision ‘encourages’ it 
and other ‘developing countries’ to do.

84	 Irene Casado Sanchez and Jackie Botts, A program meant to help developing nations fight climate change 
is funnelling billions of dollars back to rich countries, Reuters Special Report, 22 May 2024.
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To stop climate change going from bad to worse, the ‘parties’ at the CoP must 
agree to two things: stop burning dead fossil carbon and restore the living 
earth. But they’ve spent 29 CoPs avoiding that. Instead, they’ve constructed 
a carbon market where ‘avoided emissions’ can be exchanged for actual 
emissions. Doing that requires that all carbon is fungible: the living can be 
exchanged for the dead, a tonne of carbon here is equivalent to a tonne of 
carbon there, or not there, and all can be changed for money at a price set by 
the market.

In this way, the carbon preserved by not destroying a wetland, or carbon 
absorbed by foresting an area, even if the ‘forest’ is actually an industrial 
monocrop plantation, can ‘offset’ carbon emitted by burning coal, oil and 
gas. Each tonne calculated to be avoided this way – and there is a whole 
‘community of practice’ now devoted to calculating the tonnage – is then 
converted into a ‘carbon credit’ which can be sold to a polluting corporation 
to subtract one tonne from its actual emissions. This has been labelled ‘nature 
based solutions’ (with its own acronym, NBS) to get to net-zero and save the 
polluter, but not the forest.

In 2022, Shell set out plans to reduce and offset emissions. It said that, by 
2050, it would achieve net zero and would need to forest an area the size of 
Spain to create the credits to offset the remaining emissions from burning 
the oil and gas it produces. It has since reneged on the bit about reducing 
emissions. And of course, Spain itself will not be reforested as property is 
expensive.

In many Southern countries, however, a deal can be done with government 
and local people who use the land can be shunted aside. This is what is 
happening at the Katingan REDD85 project in Indonesia, from which Shell 
buys credits. The credits are certified by Verra, the leading developer of 
voluntary market standards.86 And even where the people remain on the land, 

85	 REDD stands for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation. Mostly, it does not.
86	 George Monbiot, Carbon offsetting is not warding off environmental collapse – it’s accelerating it, The 

Guardian, 26 January 2022.; REDD Monitor, ORF documentary investigates the Katingan REDD project in 
Indonesia: “We are no longer allowed to use the forest. We are no longer allowed to grow anything”, 17 
December 2024.
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managerial control shifts to the carbon accountants. In short, carbon trading 
facilitates land grabs, so continuing neo-colonial enclosures.

Several other problems are inherent in the deals. Emissions from burning 
fossil fuels are certain and immediate but the uptake of carbon in wetlands, 
soils and trees takes time and is uncertain.87 Trees may burn and are indeed 
doing so on an ever larger scale, as reported in Chapter 2. The mammoth 
wildfires in Canada have burnt through several offset projects.88 Wetlands 
may be drained. There was a notorious example in South Africa: a mining 
company was allowed to open a mine but committed to preserve a wetland as 
a biodiversity offset. Several years later, it mined right through that wetland.

Offsets rely on a counter factual narrative to establish the baselines for 
counting the carbon preserved or sequestered: the story must claim that, 
without this project, so much forest would be felled, releasing so many 
tonnes of carbon; or without this project, no tree would grow but our trees 
will absorb so many tonnes. Project proponents, of course, have an incentive 
to count up the difference between the future state of the forest with and 
without the project. This leaves a lot of room for creative accounting. Thus, 
if the project baseline calculates that 10 tonnes CO2 per year will be emitted 
from future deforestation on its patch, a 50% reduction means that five 
tonnes CO2 are ‘avoided’ and yield five credits. What is traded is what is not, 
an absence, a void. But five actual tonnes are still emitted. The forest is still 
dying and that patch adds another five tonnes a year to the 800 Gt CO2 of 
accumulated emissions from ‘land use change’.

But let us assume that deforestation is reversed altogether. The living forest 
is restored and absorbs 10 tonnes CO2 a year. Then surely that 10 tonnes 
should be subtracted from the 800 Gt CO2, not from the 1 800 Gt emissions 
from burning dead carbon. Restoring nature may compensate for the earlier 
destruction of nature. It cannot ‘offset’ ongoing fossil fuel emissions.

87	 Alasdair Skelton and 40 other scientists, 10 myths about net zero targets and carbon offsetting – busted, 
Climate Home News, 11 December 2020. 

88	 Dharna Noor, Western Wildfires Are Sending Carbon Offsets Up in Smoke, Gizmodo, 27 July 2021
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Forest offset projects are most popular. But credits can also be generated from 
energy and industrial projects. Renewable projects used to get credits because 
they were assumed to replace coal. This is more difficult now because of the 
rule of ‘additionality’. The project must claim that it could not have happened 
under business as usual but needs the sale of credits to be economically 
viable. Because renewables are now cheaper than coal, this story no longer 
works – although it may still be claimed in particular circumstances.

However, there is now a big push on for carbon capture and storage (CCS), 
which is screamingly expensive and never going to happen without big 
subsidies. On the principle that one false solution supports another, carbon 
trading will support this continuation of the fossil economy.

Claims are now also being made for fixing methane leaks and flaring. This 
raises the question of how you count methane as CO2e. Is it on a 100-year time 
frame (1 tonne methane = 30 tonne CO2e), or a 20-year time frame (1t CH4 = 
82t CO2e)? Industry always uses the 100-year frame when they talk emissions, 
for example when submitting an environmental impact assessment (EIA) for 
a new gas project. But we should anticipate that when they talk tradeable 
credits, they will use the 20-year frame.

Green and blue hydrogen projects are also likely to claim credits. Nitrous 
oxide projects are likely to remain a favourite with 1t N2O = 298t CO2e.

Would they really cheat with the world at risk? Tamra Gilbertson, of the 
Indigenous Environmental Network, has observed the carbon trading 
negotiations, the construction of the market and the actual business of 
trading, since its beginnings over 20 years ago. She concludes, “Article 6 is 
not about saving the planet. The CoPs are not about climate change. This 
is about profit.”89 They want the money, Earth be damned. Carbon traders 
are buccaneers in a frontier market where the system invites scamming. 
And, just like oil traders, they like their business confidential. The doyen of 

89	 REDD Monitor, Interview with Dr. Tamra Gilbertson of Indigenous Environmental Network, 7 November 
2024.
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carbon trading has just been charged with fraud for overstating emission 
reductions.90

The inflation of the baselines is routine. The most recent study, published 
just after the Baku CoP approved Article 6, “shows that less than 16% of 
carbon credits issued to the evaluated projects represented actual emission 
reductions”.91 So a real tonne of carbon up the smokestack on the dirty side is 
balanced against a glossy green advert on the other.

Be that as it may, if country (or corporate) A buys 100 credits, it will subtract 
100 tonnes from its actual emissions when it reports progress on its 
‘nationally determined contribution’. If country B sold those credits, it must 
add 100 tonnes to its emission count – whether or not the credits are empty. 
When it comes to it, sellers will not like it. Or perhaps, since one good fraud 
deserves another, they’ll find ways to uncount what was counted.

Carbon markets were proposed by the US at CoP 3 in Kyoto. They were always 
a way of shifting costs to the Global South on the rationale that it is cheaper to 
reduce emissions there than in the North. The unspoken reason for that is that 
Southern land and labour are cheap. Nevertheless, the market was then and 
is now embraced by Southern elites. Like the traders, they want the money. 
Unlike the traders, their countries will see little of it and people will see less. 
And what they do see may be converted to debt – the same way future oil 
revenues turn into a resource curse.

The UAE had an answer for that. Ahead of CoP28, Blue Carbon LLC was 
established to trade carbon and did deals with the governments of Zimbabwe, 
Liberia, Zambia, Tanzania and Kenya, granting it rights to manage large 
tracts of forest land. Local communities were not at the table. Blue Carbon 
was looking forward to the ‘operationalisation’ of Article 6.4. Saudi Arabia is 
similarly expanding into carbon trading, and launched a trading platform in 

90	 Patrick Greenfield, Ex-carbon offsetting boss charged in New York with multimillion-dollar fraud, The 
Guardian, 4 October 2024.

91	 Myriam Rion (Max Planck Society), Climate impact of carbon crediting projects is substantially 
overestimated, analysis shows, 14 November 2024. At https://phys.org/news/2024-11-climate-impact-
carbon-crediting-substantially

https://phys.org/news/2024-11-climate-impact-carbon-crediting-substantially
https://phys.org/news/2024-11-climate-impact-carbon-crediting-substantially
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Baku the day after the Article 6 rules were approved.92 The Baku CoP team is 
perhaps looking to follow their lead into carbon deals as well as oil deals.

Big oil on the offensive in Baku and beyond

In Baku, Saudi Arabia kept the words ‘fossil fuels’ out of the text, ensuring 
that there was no repeat of a ‘transition away from fossil fuels’ included in 
the Dubai text. The Saudi delegates told the plenary, “The Arab group will 
not accept any text that targets any specific sectors, including fossil fuels”.93 
This would reflect big oil’s positions as much as the Arab group’s. ExxonMobil 
in particular has deep historical ties with Aramco at the core of the Saudi 
delegation.

The mention of fossil fuels at Dubai, for the first time in all the 29 CoPs, was 
held to be a major breakthrough. But that scarcely dampened the spirits of 
the 2 456 fossil fuel lobbyists in Dubai, who saw little pressure to implement 
the ‘transition away’. The erasure of even that minimal reference to fossil fuels 
– not just any ‘sector’, but the central driver of global heating – demonstrates 
big oil’s grip on the process.

Big oil is similarly confident outside the process. Over the last two years, all 
the major corporations, private and state owned, raked in record profits from 
the high prices that followed Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Token debates on 
taxing windfall profits faded quickly, leaving the oil companies to ‘reward’ 
their shareholders. They ploughed the rest of their profits into upstream 
exploration, expanded oil and gas production, and petrochemicals and 
plastics. They meanwhile slashed spending on renewables and low carbon 
alternatives – even where those alternatives were false solutions. The oil price 

92	 Clément Bonnerot, The United Arab Emirates’ takeover of African forests, Le Monde, 10 December 2023; 
Patrick Greenfield, The new ‘scramble for Africa’: how a UAE sheikh quietly made carbon deals for forests 
bigger than UK, The Guardian, 30 November 2023; Eklavya Gupte, COP29: Saudi Arabia launches carbon 
credit exchange to bolster decarbonization efforts, S&P Global, 11 December 2024.

93	 Aruna Chandrasekhar, Ayesha Tandon, Daisy Dunne, Giuliana Viglione, Josh Gabbatiss, Molly Lempriere, 
Orla Dwyer, Simon Evans, Wanyuan Song, COP29: Key outcomes agreed at the UN climate talks in Baku, 
Carbon Brief, 24 November 2024.
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has dropped from the highs of 2022 and the profits and returns to investors 
have moderated but remain above the historical trend.

The European supermajors that made bold, if disingenuous, climate policy 
statements four years ago, have brazenly abandoned them. BP was previously 
the only big oil corporate with plans to actually reduce production. In October, 
it dropped that plan and is targeting new upstream investments in order to 
win back ‘investor confidence’ and stop a slide in its share prices. Shell moved 
earlier, slashing spending on clean energy to focus on expanding oil and gas.94

The US supermajors have avoided climate commitments. ExxonMobil’s 
climate response rests on three ‘key drivers’: subsidies; ‘technology advances’ 
under corporate control, with Exxon opting for false solutions such as CCS; 
and ‘market driven solutions’ – effectively giving power to the rich.95 Exxon 
has adopted a minimalist façade of concern for the climate while acting against 
any limitation of the oil business. When US president elect Donald Trump 
promised to withdraw from the Paris Agreement, Exxon advised against it. 
Perhaps they concluded that oil and gas interests are doing rather well at 
the CoPs. But the American Petroleum Institute (API) – the oil industry’s 
association – has aggressively lobbied for a Paris exit. The supermajors – 
Exxon, Chevron, ConocoPhillips, BP, Shell, Total – are the most prominent 
members.

Trump’s election campaign was heavily funded by oil and gas corporations 
and he repeated their slogan on the election stump: “Drill, Baby, Drill.” In fact, 
the US is already drilling and pumping. It has reestablished its position as 
the world’s largest oil and gas producer through fracking and it is planning a 
massive expansion with more new oil and gas projects than any other country. 
The API, however, wants more and has set out a “five-point policy plan to 
secure American energy leadership” – Trump now talks of ‘energy dominance’. 
It calls for the repeal or relaxation of environmental regulations governing 
vehicle and industrial emissions as well as streamlined project permitting. 

94	 Ron Bousso, Exclusive: BP abandons goal to cut oil output, resets strategy, Reuters, 7 October 2024; Jillian 
Ambrose, Shell’s half-year profits climb to £10.9bn after focusing on fossil fuels, The Guardian, 1 August 
2024.

95	 We give a detailed analysis in The groundWork Report 2023 p.12 ff.
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Globally, it wants “open access of American energy to global markets” and the 
use of energy exports to “give the US leverage over geopolitical competitors”. 
It does not mention the climate.96

Big oil is also working to silence criticism or scrutiny, even from investors. 
In January 2024, Exxon sued an activist investor group for submitting a 
resolution on climate emissions at its annual general meeting. The group 
backed down and withdrew its resolution but Exxon refused to drop the case. 
The US Chamber of Commerce filed a brief with the court, supporting Exxon’s 
position. This is part of a wider campaign against the use of environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) criteria in investor decision making.97

In November, Texas and 10 other states governed by Republicans in the 
pocket of fossil fuel interests sued the three biggest asset managers – 
Blackrock, Vanguard and State Street. They said these investors abused 
their market power to push climate policies on coal companies and that this 
would result in increased energy prices. Amongst other things, they cited 
their membership of Net Zero Asset Managers Initiative and Climate Action 
100+, notwithstanding that Vanguard left the asset manager’s initiative while 
Blackrock and State Street have withdrawn from Climate Action 100.

The Texas Attorney General said the defendants were promoting an “illegal 
weaponisation of the financial industry in service of a destructive, politicised 
‘environmental’ agenda”. This is risible. Blackrock responded that it did 
not invest in coal producers to harm them but to “enhance shareholder 
value”.98 But the political play is to erase ESG, and climate in particular, from 
any account of investor responsibility. It is to assert that profit is the only 
legitimate aim of investment.

Big oil is also organising to criminalise protest on the streets. The American 
Legislative Exchange Council (Alec), substantially funded by big oil and coal, 

96	 https://lightsonenergy.org/roadmap/
97	 Jillian Ambrose, ExxonMobil blocks green activists’ attempt to seek strategy vote, The Guardian, 2 February 

2024; ExxonMobil press statement, Shareholder Proposal Lawsuit – Our responsibility to fight back, 29 
February 2024; Liz Hoffman, Exxon shareholder lawsuit marks end of ESG era, Semafor, 23 January 2024.

98	 Jonathan Stempel and Carolina Mandl, BlackRock, Vanguard, State Street sued by Republican states over 
climate push, Reuters, 29 November 2024.
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brings corporates and politicians together to draft model legislation for 
adoption at state level. It has facilitated a new wave of ‘critical infrastructure 
bills’ that make trespass or obstruction into criminal offences with heavy 
prison sentences. Protestors are already going to jail for protesting against 
pipelines or oil and gas projects.99

In the UK, meanwhile, the courts see justice on corporate terms, handing out 
heavy jail terms for public obstruction or other misdemeanours. This has 
been carried through with laws criminalising “actions on roads, at airports, oil 
refineries or newspapers, even marching down a street”, as journalist George 
Monbiot observes. “But perhaps the most pernicious innovation was to shut 
down crucial legal defences. One attorney general  removed the defence  of 
proportionality; another removed the defence of  lawful excuse. This means 
that environmental activists can no longer explain their motives to a jury … 
Some protesters have sought to explain themselves regardless, and have as a 
result been imprisoned for contempt of court.” He concludes, “As we approach 
the Earth systems horizon, governments and corporations have gone to ever 
more extreme lengths to prevent us from doing anything about it.”100

Oil and gas in Africa

The African reality is one of abundant resources for export with limited 
development for its people. Facing the new challenges of a just energy 
transition (JET), Africans find themselves last in line for renewables but first 
in line to be the new producers of oil and gas for global markets. To justify gas 
extraction, various actors promote the political claim that “gas is a transition 
fuel”.101 It is also claimed as the solution to energy access in Africa: some 600 
million people do not have access to electricity and 970 million do not have 
‘clean cooking’ facilities but rely on firewood or charcoal. Hence, the idea of a 
‘transition’ from fossil fuels is remote to them.

99	 Hilary Beaumont and Nina Lakhani, Revealed: how the fossil fuel industry helps spread anti-protest laws 
across the US, The Guardian, 26 September 2024.

100	 George Monbiot, A record sentence for a Zoom call, arrests for those holding signs outside. This is a blight 
on British democracy, The Guardian, 19 July 2024.

101	 See for example, Michael Stoppard, The role of gas in the energy transition, S&P Global, 13 March 2024. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/04/police-arrest-climate-protesters-london
https://www.theguardian.com/law/2022/sep/28/colston-four-protesters-cannot-rely-on-human-rights-defence-top-judge-rules
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/mar/18/climate-protesters-in-england-and-wales-lose-criminal-damage-defence
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/mar/08/court-restrictions-on-climate-protesters-deeply-concerning-say-leading-lawyers
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Nevertheless, according to the International Energy Agency, “demand 
for energy services in Africa is set to grow rapidly”, but it must be made 
affordable.102 Millions cannot afford double-digit electricity tariff hikes or 
massive LPG (liquid petroleum gas) price spikes such as followed Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, and live under conditions of energy poverty. Access is a 
loaded term for the poor and requires careful consideration and engagement 
to begin to address the systemic roots of unelectrified Africa.

While millions of African people face an energy crisis, other economic 
actors anticipate a minerals boom to serve global markets. Thus, the World 
Economic Forum proclaims that “Africa’s mineral deposits can power the 
energy transition”.103 The play for African resources is consistently pushed by 
Global North interests, under different guises. The rush for critical minerals 
already reproduces the character of oil rush.

The supermajors have been extracting oil from Africa for close on 70 years, 
primarily for their own benefit, leaving extreme environmental and social 
costs to local people while ‘host’ countries are generally saddled with 
escalating international debts. All ‘associated gas’ was previously flared but, 
with the development of ‘liquefied natural gas’ (LNG) technologies in the 
2000s, it could be extracted and shipped for sale on the global markets.104

The Africa Oil Week and the African Energy Week (AEW), both held in 
Cape Town, South Africa,105 drive the extractivist narrative as a precept of 
development for countries. They provide platforms, amplified by the media, 
for the industry demanding corporate friendly policies and for politicians 
calling for corporate investment without regard to social and environmental 
costs. Media highlights boast political influence and big money, illustrated by 

102	 International Energy Agency, Africa Energy Outlook 2022. 
103	 World Economic Forum, Africa’s mineral deposits can power the energy transition, Video, 2024. The video 

promotes the WEF’s ‘white paper’, Securing minerals for the energy transition, December 2023.
104	 The groundWork Report 2005, Oil in Africa, gives a detailed account of environmental injustice all along 

the value chain, from exploration and production to refining and marketing.
105	 Africa Oil Week was held 7-10 October 2024, and African Energy Week followed 4-8 November 2024.
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this banner on the AEW’s website: “Mozambique Energy Minister Joins AEW 
2024, as LNG Megaprojects Take Centre Stage.”106

Deals are cut and prosperity is promised by the oil and gas corporates, by 
commercial banks and development banks, and by energy ministers and 
bureaucrats. But the financial conditions under which these deals play out are 
mostly kept confidential and, when leaked, show meagre returns accruing to 
governments.107 Economic benefits are exaggerated while environmental and 
social costs are understated or disregarded. Several countries in southern 
Africa are promoting new gas exploration and production activities, including 
in the sensitive Kavango basin in Namibia, just upstream from the Okavango 
Delta, and the highly unstable Cabo Delgado region of Mozambique.

Gas exploration in South Africa

Offshore gas fields were developed in the 1980s to supply the Mossgas (now 
PetroSA) gas-to-liquids refinery in Mossel Bay. In 2020, they ran out of gas 
and the refinery was shuttered.108 Following this, no gas has been produced 
offshore in South Africa. TotalEnergies has struck gas condensate in two 
offshore exploration wells, Brulpadda and Luipard, in deeper water beyond 
the original PetroSA field. Onshore, Renergen operates the only functioning 
gas production plant in Virginia, Free State, using local gas reserves.

However, corporate jostling for gas exploration rights is intensive and what 
is now the Department of Mineral and Petroleum Resources (DMPR)109 is 
pushing the Gas Masterplan to find and develop gas reserves and markets. The 
Upstream Petroleum Resources Development Act confirms the contradictory 

106	 African Energy Week, Mozambique Energy Minister Joins AEW 2024, as LNG Megaprojects Take Center 
Stage, 2024. https://aecweek.com/mozambique-energy-minister-joins-aew-2024-as-lng-megaprojects-
take-center-stage/, accessed 2 October 2024.

107	 Fair Finance Coalition Southern Africa (FFCSA), South African Public Financing of the Mozambique Liquid 
Natural Gas Project, 2024.

108	 Michael Marchant and Luvano Ntuli for Open Secrets, Unaccountable 00044: PetroSA – bankrupt but 
open for business, 20 Nov 2024. See also The groundWork Report 2023, pp 148 ff.

109	 What was once the Department of Minerals and Energy (DME), was split by Zuma in 2009, rejoined by 
Ramaphosa in 2019 and is now split again. Petroleum was always part of minerals, but it’s inclusion in the 
name emphasises the Minister’s petrostate ambitions.

https://aecweek.com/mozambique-energy-minister-joins-aew-2024-as-lng-megaprojects-take-center-stage/
https://aecweek.com/mozambique-energy-minister-joins-aew-2024-as-lng-megaprojects-take-center-stage/
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role of the Petroleum Agency of South Africa (PASA), responsible both 
for regulating and promoting the ‘upstream’ extraction of oil and gas. It 
specifically aims to ‘accelerate’ oil and gas exploration and production 
and maximise economic returns. As the Centre for Environmental Rights 
comments, it gives free reign to the corporates. The Act was signed into law 
by the President of South Africa on 29 October.110 It is still to come into force 
and this will likely be preceded by regulations development. Until then, oil 
and gas remain subject to the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development 
Act.

As shown on the exploration map (Figure 3. ), PASA has carved out concession 
blocks for oil and gas corporations offshore and onshore. These are parcels of 
land or ocean that have been opened up for corporations to apply for permits, 
either for reconnaissance, exploration or production of petroleum.

Oil and gas exploration and production threaten livelihoods and community 
resources across the ocean and on land. Offshore, groundWork is working with 
the Green Connection, the South Durban Community Environmental Alliance 
(SDCEA), and many coastal communities and small-scale fisher organisations 
to challenge these extractive practices and highlight the importance of marine 
environments for food and livelihoods.

Onshore in the Free State, groundWork, local environmental justice activists 
and other groups have come together to build a network of activists, lawyers 
and academics to build people’s power and solidarity. This includes fighting 
applications for gas exploration and production rights threatening limited 
local water supplies, land and agricultural potential. A similar network is 
coming together in Amersfoort, Mpumalanga, where gas prospecting is 
underway.

110	 Centre for Environmental Rights press release: UPRDA gives Gas exploration free reign, 7 November 2024. 
The Act is available on CER’s website at https://cer.org.za/virtual-library/legislation/national/oil-and-gas/
upstream-petroleum-resources-development-act-23-of-2024. Accessed 2 December 2024. 

https://cer.org.za/virtual-library/legislation/national/oil-and-gas/upstream-petroleum-resources-development-act-23-of-2024
https://cer.org.za/virtual-library/legislation/national/oil-and-gas/upstream-petroleum-resources-development-act-23-of-2024
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Offshore

In a lengthy battle for South Africa’s oceans, victories have been won against 
TotalEnergies in Blocks 11b/12b, and also in Blocks 5/6/7. Blocks 11b/12b 
are offshore between Cape St Francis and Mossel Bay, and Blocks 5/6/7 are 
offshore between Cape Town and Cape Agulhas. Total has abandoned both 
applications, citing technical challenges and doubtful economics.111 The 
company also faced vehement community opposition on the streets and in 
the courts.

The deepwater technical competencies and equipment required to operate in 
these waters are demanding and expensive. High capital costs are accompanied 
by significant risks, including from potential well blowouts, similar to Deep 
Water Horizon [see Box 1], and oil spills in the fast moving Agulhas current 
off the south Cape coast. Total’s withdrawal from the 11b/12b consortium, 
where it held a 45% stake, followed that of CNR International, an oil and gas 
operations company with 20%, and was in turn followed by the withdrawal of 
Qatar Energy, a major state-owned gas company with 25%.

That leaves the BEE partner, Main Street 1549, which previously held 10%, 
holding a 100% stake in the block. Main Street is led by the Africa Energy 
Corporation, listed in Canada and controlled by Impact Oil and Gas and the 
Africa Oil Company. Impact is registered in the UK, although its controlling 
shareholder is HCI, a holding company listed on the Johannesburg exchange. 
The Africa Energy Corporation has no technical competence but has now 
obtained an extension for the EIA process and is seeking new partners to join 
its ill-fated joint venture.112

Seismic surveys are still proposed on the West Coast and Eastern Cape 
coastlines.113 Searcher, an Australian-based geodata company, has obtained 

111	 Creamer, T, TotalEnergies exits Brulpadda and Luiperd gas finds, describing them as ‘too challenging’ to 
develop, 2024a. https://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/totalenergies-exits-brulpadda-and-luiperd-
gas-finds-describing-them-as-too-challenging-to-develop-2024-07-29. Accessed 2 October 2024.

112	 Africa Energy Corp, 2024. Africa Energy Announces Block 11B/12B Operations Update. https://
africaenergycorp.com/news-releases/africa-energy-announces-block-11b-12b-operations-u-122659/. 
Accessed 2 October 2024. See also The groundWork Report 2022, p.116.

113	 Protect The West Coast, 2024. Interactive Map. https://protectthewestcoast.org/interactive-map/. 
Accessed 11 December 2024.

https://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/totalenergies-exits-brulpadda-and-luiperd-gas-finds-describing-them-as-too-challenging-to-develop-2024-07-29
https://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/totalenergies-exits-brulpadda-and-luiperd-gas-finds-describing-them-as-too-challenging-to-develop-2024-07-29
https://africaenergycorp.com/news-releases/africa-energy-announces-block-11b-12b-operations-u-122659/
https://africaenergycorp.com/news-releases/africa-energy-announces-block-11b-12b-operations-u-122659/
https://protectthewestcoast.org/interactive-map/
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permission and carried out seismic testing between Port Nolloth and Saldanha 
Bay. It concluded this survey in April 2024.114 CGG, another data technology 
company now rebranded as Viridien, has applied for a reconnaissance 
permit for areas off Algoa Bay.115 Shell and Impact Africa have unsuccessfully 
appealed to the Constitutional Court to reinstate the right to conduct seismic 
surveys off the Wild Coast.116 However, the court allowed them to request a 
review by the DMPR Minister of a third application for a permit, which still 
presents a risk to local communities.

Box 1: Deep Water Horizon, well blowout and impacts

The blowout of the oil well on the Macondo Prospect in the Gulf of Mexico, 
where BP’s Deepwater Horizon rig was drilling 5.6 km down, was probably 
the most publicised and infamous oil spill to date. On 20 April 2010, fossil 
gas blasted up through the well under high pressure and exploded when it 
reached the drilling rig, which subsequently sank, killing 11 workers and 
resulting in the largest oil spill in maritime history.117 Nearly five million 
barrels of oil spilled into the delicate ecosystem of the gulf over an 87-day 
period, before the well was finally capped on 15 July 2010. The damage 
to marine, estuarine and land-based flora, fauna and infrastructure, and 
the communities from Texas to Florida, exacted a heavy toll. The federal 
settlement with BP Exploration & Production for an unprecedented $5.5 
billion Clean Water Act penalty and up to $8.8 billion in natural resource 
damages was used to set up a trust to oversee the restoration of the 
affected ecosystems. Several further civil and class action lawsuits were 
also filed against BP and other responsible parties.

114	 Whitlow, L, 2024. 1623 Searcher Seismic Survey (048) Basic Assessment Project. https://www.eims.
co.za/2024/04/12/1623-searcher-seismic-survey-048-basic-assessment-project/. Accessed 2 October 
2024.

115	 The Green Connection, 2024. Opposing Searcher, TGS, CGG, Shell and other Seismic Surveys. https://
thegreenconnection.org.za/oppose-shell-and-cgg-seismic-surveys/. Accessed 11 December 2024.

116	 Natural Justice et al, 2024. Media release: Constitutional Court will hear appeal of Wild Coast 
communities. https://naturaljustice.org/media-release-constitutional-court-will-hear-appeal-of-wild-
coast-communities/. Accessed 11 December 2024.

117	 United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2024. Deepwater Horizon – BP Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill. 
https://www.epa.gov/enforcement/deepwater-horizon-bp-gulf-mexico-oil-spill, Accessed 11 December 
2024.

https://www.eims.co.za/2024/04/12/1623-searcher-seismic-survey-048-basic-assessment-project/
https://www.eims.co.za/2024/04/12/1623-searcher-seismic-survey-048-basic-assessment-project/
https://thegreenconnection.org.za/oppose-shell-and-cgg-seismic-surveys/
https://thegreenconnection.org.za/oppose-shell-and-cgg-seismic-surveys/
https://naturaljustice.org/media-release-constitutional-court-will-hear-appeal-of-wild-coast-communities/
https://naturaljustice.org/media-release-constitutional-court-will-hear-appeal-of-wild-coast-communities/
https://www.epa.gov/enforcement/deepwater-horizon-bp-gulf-mexico-oil-spill
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Onshore

Onshore gas fights show a steady escalation as more exploration and 
production rights are being applied for across the Free State and Mpumalanga. 
Current applicants include Renergen, Rhino Oil and Gas, Kinetiko, and Panoro 
Energy. They aim to develop a viable gas industry supplying gas-fired power 
projects and LNG-fuelled transport. They also hope to substitute for Sasol’s 
supply from its Mozambican gas fields, which are reaching their end of life. 
Sasol is itself a major gas user and also the main supplier of gas to other 
industries.

Rhino Oil and Gas, following an unceremonious exit from northern KwaZulu-
Natal, has crossed the border into the Free State with applications spanning 
the breadth of the province. It is planning six exploration wells, looking for 
fossil gas and helium.118 It has specifically stated that it will not be conducting 
hydraulic fracturing, or ‘fracking’, but is looking for biogenic gas that naturally 
gathers at rock boundaries. It does not mention how it will handle the wells 
once the biogenic gas is depleted, and fracturing rock is the only means to 
secure ongoing production.

Panoro Energy is a newcomer to the area, seeking to explore in the southern 
extent of the Free State, and knocking on the door of the Karoo region. 
The Minister for Mineral and Petroleum Resources, Gwede Mantashe, has 
repeatedly stated his department’s desire to lift the existing moratorium 
on fracking in the Karoo and is putting pressure on the DFFE to produce 
regulations governing fracking so that he can do so.119 Australian-owned 
Kinetiko, and its local subsidiary Afro Energy, is looking to substitute for 
declining gas production from Sasol’s Mozambican wells. Its first pilot wells 
are at Amersfoort, close to the Lilly pipeline, which runs from Sasol Secunda 
to Richards Bay and Durban, and it aims to start producing in 2025.120 Oil and 

118	 Esau, I, Walk this way: Rhino targets six exploration wells in emerging natural gas-helium play. Upstream, 
8 July 2024.

119	 Goosen, M, South Africa: Panoro Energy Seeks Exploration Right in Northern Karoo Basin, Energy Capital 
& Power, 11 June 2024; Na’ilah Ebrahim, Karoo has ‘exciting potential’, says Mantashe of push to revive 
fracking plans, News24, 9 October 2024.

120	 Larry Claasen, Kinetiko Energy’s Amersfoort Development to start producing gas in 2025, Cape Business 
News, 11 June 2024. 
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gas executives recently descended on this small town with a roadshow, over-
promising wealth and jobs.

Renergen’s Tetra4 operation in Virginia remains the poster-child of gas 
exploration failures as it posts loss upon loss. While claiming a high yield of 
helium to supplement methane gas production, and unlimited local market 
access, the company appears to be operating itself into liquidation. The key 
risks related to Renergen’s operations include the foreign exchange risk 
from a dollar-based share price, stranded asset potential from the energy 
transition to renewables, and legal risks from community challenges to their 
environmental authorisations. Operating in the mining-scarred landscape 
of inland South Africa also presents unique environmental risks to shallow 
aquifers as the project intersects with unmapped abandoned mining stopes 
and prevalent acid mine drainage pollution.121

The boom or bust character of gas extraction across the global South continues 
to play out in these supposedly new economies.

Gas-fired power

Richards Bay is a hotspot for gas-fired power projects in South Africa, as listed 
in the 2023 groundWork Report. They include Karpowerships, the Nseleni 
Independent Floating Power Plant (NIFPP), Eskom’s closed cycle gas power 
plant (CCGP), Phinda Power, Phakwe Power and Richards Bay Gas-to-Power2.

Local and national opposition to these projects remains strong and is 
buoyed by key wins. In January, Eskom withdrew the grid space reserved 
for Karpowerships at Richards Bay, Coega and Saldanha Bay as the company 
missed the last in a series of ‘final’ deadlines for financial close.122 This success 
resulted from the collaborative efforts many partners and communities who 

121	 Bianke Neethling, From bad to worse for Renergen. Daily Investor, 31 October 2024; Centre for 
Environmental Rights, Shareholder Activism: Questioning the financial and environmental sustainability 
of Renergen’s Gas Projects, 16 August 2024: Zimele Mbanjwa, Renergen – Pie in the sky or rare 
opportunity? FNB Economic Insights, 1 February 2024.

122	 Anthony Sguazzin, Eskom ends grid access for Karpowership, Moneyweb, 5 January 2024. See The 
groundWork Report 2023 for a detailed account of this saga.
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have challenged the project on substantive and procedural grounds at every 
step of the authorisation process.

While this left the powership giant without a customer, newly-inaugurated 
environmental  minister Dion George granted an unexpected environmental 
authorisation for the Richards Bay project in his first days in office.123 
Curiously, his decision makes much of the ‘need and desirability’ of the project, 
despite the electricity minister, Kgosientsho Ramokgopa, having declared it 
dead. George’s decision has given it a zombie extension – undead rather than 
alive. In this state, it continues to draw on the time of communities and other 
project opponents as the authorisation, or aspects of it, may be used later or 
transferred to another of the prospective gas power operators in the town. 
There are five of them and they are already embroiled in legal proceedings 
with groundWork and SDCEA.

The proposed Eskom 3  000 MW CCGP project was also active in the past 
year, taking on new vitality as the power utility cleans house and gets its 
new generation portfolio back on track. groundWork, SDCEA and Natural 
Justice were represented at the Supreme Court of Appeal, debating important 
questions concerning the language of public participation and climate 
change impact and lifecycle emission. Failure to communicate in the widely-
spoken local language of isiZulu was a significant oversight on the part of the 
developer.

The monstrous 6 200 MW Nseleni IFPP project remains under consideration, 
even as groundWork and SDCEA have appealed the authorisation and are 
awaiting the minister’s decision.

123	 Tony Carnie, New Environment Minister Dion George throws potential lifeline to sinking Karpowership 
deal, Daily Maverick, 1 August 2024. 
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Box 2: South Africa’s growing petrochemical industry

Following groundWork’s involvement in international coalition meetings 
last year, discussing the expansion of the global petrochemical industry, 
the need to contextualise this issue within South Africa and the wider 
continent became apparent. The petrochemical industry, which produces 
the chemicals necessary to manufacture products such as fertilisers, 
pharmaceuticals, plastics and cosmetics, is increasingly being highlighted 
for its reliance on fossil fuels – in terms of both feedstock and energy.124 
That is to say: fossil fuels are a primary material, and a source of energy for 
the production of petrochemicals. 

It is estimated that on a global scale the production of petrochemicals 
accounts for 14% and 8% of global oil and gas demand respectively, 
shares that are expected to grow as demand increases over time.125 By 
2030, petrochemical production is set to account for over a third of the 
growth in global oil demand, exceeding anticipated demands for aviation 
and shipping. In the same timeframe, it is estimated that petrochemical 
production will consume 56 billion cubic metres of natural gas – about 
twice as much natural gas as South Africa produces in a year.126, 127

The petrochemical industry’s fossil fuel needs are fundamentally 
unsustainable, both because they signify the exploitation of finite resources 
and because they precede an equally harmful lifecycle of production, 
transport, use and disposal of harmful chemicals and products. Local 
communities living near extraction, production and disposal sites are at 
risk, and are often left to live in an environment that is at odds with their 
health and livelihoods, without industry or governmental safeguarding.

124	 Encyclopedia Britannica. (2023). Petrochemicals. Retrieved from: https://www.britannica.com/science/
petrochemical/additional-info

125	 International Energy Agency. (2018). The Future of Petrochemicals: Towards more sustainable plastics 
and fertilizers. Retrieved from: https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/86080042-1c55-4c37-9c20-
d3390aa5e182/English-Future-Petrochemicals-ES.pdf

126	 ,IEA. (2018). The Future of Petrochemicals: Towards a more sustainable chemical industry, Retrieved from: 
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-future-of-petrochemicals#

127	 IEA. (2024). South Africa’s energy overview. Retrieved from: https://www.eia.gov/international/content/
analysis/countries_long/South_Africa/
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In the past few decades, the African petrochemical industry has expanded 
significantly, with a steady increase in production, consumption and 
trade of petrochemical products.128 While Africa produces and consumes 
significantly less petrochemical products than the global average, it 
is considered an emerging market because of its fossil resources and 
potential for manufacture and innovation.129

Part of groundWork’s focus in this field has been tracing the sequential link 
between fossil fuel extraction and petrochemical production in South Africa 
and the region. Research in this area remains in its infancy, in large part 
due to the lack of publicly available information relating to petrochemical 
conglomerates’ use of fossil fuels, whether it be the origin or quantity. This 
is a significant challenge, which blurs a full understanding of the scale of 
fossil fuel use in the industry.

South Africa is among the top consumers and traders of prominent 
petrochemical products on the continent: namely plastics and 
agrochemicals such as fertilisers and pesticides.130,  131 The increase 
in South Africa’s demand for these products can be explained by its 
growing population, and the resultant shift towards industrialisation and 
development of the manufacturing industry.

The petrochemical market in South Africa is shared between local and 
international actors. Unlike the bulk of local petrochemical companies, 
international actors tend to import gas and oil feedstock from outside 
Africa to their local manufacturing facilities, or import finished products, 
bypassing local oil and gas sourcing altogether. For instance, Yara, a 

128	 The World Bank. (2023). Fertilizer Consumption (kilograms per hectares of arable land) – Sub-Saharan 
Africa, World, South Africa, Middle East & North Africa. Retrieved from: https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/AG.CON.FERT.ZS?end=2021&locations=ZG-1W-ZA-ZQ&start=2003&view=chart

129	 Herman, K. (2023). Insight on the petrochemical industry in Africa. Retrieved from: https://pumps-
africa.com/insight-on-the-petrochemical-industry-in-africa-2/#:~:text=One%20of%20the%20key%20
drivers,is%20expected%20to%20grow%20significantly.

130	 Degrendele, A., Klanova, J., Prokes, R., Pribylova, P., Senk, P., Sudoma, M., Roosli, M., Dalvie, M., & Fuhrimann, 
S. (2022). Current use of pesticides in soil and air from two agricultural sites in South Africa. Implications 
for environmental fate and human exposure. Science of the Total Environment, 807(1). https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2021.150455,

131	 Babayemi, J. O., Nnorom, I. C., Osibanjo, O., & Weber, R. (2019). Ensuring sustainability in plastics use in 
Africa: consumption, waste generation, and projections. Environmental Sciences Europe, 31(60).
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Norwegian petrochemical giant producing and delivering agrochemicals, 
sources its gas feedstock for production in South Africa from a range of 
suppliers outside Africa (France, Norway, United Kingdom, Trinidad and 
India).132 Other actors, such as Syngenta, a key player in the pesticide 
industry, supply South Africa with products, rather than manufacturing 
them inland using local resources.133

The South African petrochemical industry is dominated by local 
conglomerate, Sasol. It is the largest supplier of petrochemical products, 
ranging from fertilisers to pesticides, cosmetics, construction chemicals, 
polymers and solvents in the country.134 Between June 2023 and 2024, it 
produced four million tonnes of petrochemicals to supply local markets and 
118 countries worldwide, with local sales volumes increasing by 2% in the 
past year.135, 136 Sasol’s primary feedstock is coal. However, it relies heavily 
on natural gas imported from Mozambique. Natural gas is extracted from 
onshore (area PT5-C) and offshore (area A5-A) facilities, and imported 
via the Rompco pipeline (16.6 billion cubic feet in the year ending June 
2024).137  This gas supplies the Secunda and Sasolburg facilities, where 
petrochemicals and petrochemical products are manufactured.138

The use of oil in the South African petrochemical industry is less clear. 
The International Energy Agency reports that crude oil from onshore 
and offshore wells is used as feedstock for petrochemical production. It 

132	 Yara. (2023) Yara Integrated Report 2023: Building resilience and a nature-positive food future. Retrieved 
from: https://www.yara.com/siteassets/investors/057-reports-and-presentations/annual-reports/2023/
yara-integrated-report-2023.pdf

133	 Syngenta. (2023). Financial Report 2023. Retrieved from: https://www.syngenta.com/sites/syngenta/files/
bond-investor-information/financial-results/financial-report-2023.pdf

134	 Sasol. (2024). Industries we serve. Retrieved from: https://chemicals.sasol.com/industries
135	 Sasol. (2024b). Sasol in South Africa. Retrieved from: https://chemicals.sasol.com/whoweare/

regionalsitesandlocations/southafricalocalizedpage
136	 Sasol. (2024c). Sasol Annual Integrated Report, 30 June 2024. Retrieved from: https://www.sasol.com/

investor-centre/integrated-reports
137	 Sasol. (2024d). Our operations and projects in Mozambique. Retrieved from: https://www.sasol.com/our-

businesses/energy/gas-sourcing-and-operations
138	 Crompton, B., Young, B., & Hahn, T. (2024). Petrochemicals and South Africa’s energy transition: Sasol’s 

Secunda coal-to-chemicals-and-liquids facility. Retrieved from: https://www.tips.org.za/images/Policy_
Brief_Petrochemicals_and_South_Africas_energy_transition_Sasols_Secunda_coal_to_chemicals_and_
liquids_facility_August_2024_.pdf
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remains, however, unclear which wells supply petrochemical companies 
with oil, and in what quantities.139 Omnia, a local petrochemical company 
that primarily manufactures synthetic fertilisers reports using fuel, 
including light fuel oil and diesel, in its manufacturing operations alongside 
natural gas, but does not specify its source or the quantities used.140

This ambiguity in reporting fossil fuel feedstock is mirrored across 
other local companies that complement Sasol’s near monopoly of the 
petrochemical market. Safripol, for instance, simply reports using ‘fossil 
fuels’, and its intention to supplement feedstock with renewable plant-
based monomers.141 Mpact reports its intention to secure natural gas 
resources to transition away from coal and heavy fuel oil.142

This imposed knowledge gap at the hands of local petrochemical 
companies makes it difficult to understand the industry’s role in the 
exploitation of finite fossil resources. Petrochemical giants are left to 
operate undeterred while profiting from the steady expansion of harmful 
products like synthetic fertiliser, pesticides and plastics. This expansion 
poses a great threat to the environment, climate and human health, due 
both to the extractivism it incurs and because of the impacts petrochemical 
products have throughout their lifecycle.

It is crucial for these impacts to be measurable and documented, so that 
petrochemical and fossil fuel giants can be held accountable by local 
communities, civil society organisations and the government alike.

139	 IEA. (2022). South Africa Oil Supply. Retrieved from: https://www.iea.org/countries/south-africa/oil
140	 Omnia. (2024). Environmental, Social and Governance Report 2024: Geared for Growth. Retrieved from: 

https://www.omnia.co.za/downloads/send/105-2024/474-esg-report-2024
141	 Safripol. (2021). Safripol’s Sustainability Strategy 2025. Retrieved from: https://www.safripol.com/wp-

content/uploads/2021/09/Safripols-Sustainability-Strategy-2025.pdf
142	 Mpact. (2023). 2023 Integrated Report: Circular Thinking in Any Shape. Retrieved from: https://www.

mpact.co.za/assets/investors-and-media/reports/IR23/downloads/mpact-IR2023.pdf
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The Integrated Resource Plan ‘relook’

A new Integrated Resource Plan (called the IRP 2023) – the plan for the 
development of the electric power system – was published in January 2024 
under the authority of Mantashe, as an update on the controversial and dated 
IRP 2019. It was criticised from all sides for being poorly prepared, for not 
giving a proper account of its data inputs and assumptions, and for using 
costing estimates that were “not credible”. Nor did it recognise the urgency 
of the climate crisis, of air pollution and the crisis of health, or of the water 
crisis, but extended the IRP 2019’s bias for fossil fuels and gas in particular. 
It was silent on affordability and energy poverty and accelerated the shift to 
privatisation of electricity generation and of renewables in particular.143

In the new cabinet, appointed in June 2024, authority for the IRP was 
transferred to Ramokgopa. The storm of criticism and evident technical 
biases in the plan persuaded him that it required a “fundamental relook”. In 
November, this ‘relook’ (we will call it IRP 2024) was presented as a Draft IRP 
in meetings with technical experts and two webinars with PowerPoint slides 
for selected stakeholders.

On the slim data presented at the webinars, it seemed that the relook was 
less than fundamental. The Draft is to be sent to Nedlac and consulted 
within government in January 2025. A full ‘policy adjusted’ IRP will then be 
sent to cabinet for approval by the end of March. The department may meet 
individual stakeholders on request but, for all intents and purposes, that’s it 
for public consultation.144

143	 Hartmut Winkler, South Africa’s new plan to end power cuts is seriously flawed. Here’s why, The 
Conversation, 9 January 2024; Life After Coal media release, In the face of the climate emergency, the 
IRP2023 lacks climate commitment, 27 March 2024. 

144	 Although political authority has been transferred, the energy planning capacity is still housed within 
the DMRE which, it seems, it yet to be split into the DoEE and the DMPR. Terence Creamer, IRP2023 
comments to be workshopped to ensure ‘credible’ outcome, Engineering News, 29 July 2024; Terence 
Creamer, Updated IRP report to be released ahead of cabinet approval, Engineering News, 13 December 
2024; DMRE, Draft Integrated Resource Plan [power point slides only], November 2024.
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Table 1. New capacity (MW) brought online by 2030 in the Draft IRP 2024 and 
IRP 2023

Technology
IRP 

2024
IRP 

2023 Difference Comment

Coal 1 440 1 440 - Eskom completes Kusile units 5 & 6

Gas Eskom 3 000 3 000 - Richards Bay CCGP

Gas IPP 3 000 4 220 - 1 220

IRP 2023 included 1 376 
‘dispatchable capacity’, which we 
assume to be open cycle gas (OCGT). 
The new Draft shows only closed 
cycle gas (CCGP), all from public 
procurement.

Storage Eskom 493 360 + 133
Battery energy storage systems 
(BESS)

Storage IPP 3 743 3 743 - BESS public procurement

Wind 7 242 4 468 + 2 774

The new Draft shows:

6 388 from privatised corporate 
deals; 784 from public procurement; 
and

70 from Eskom

Solar PV Utility 7 822 3 615 + 4 207

The new Draft shows:

6 988 from privatised corporate 
deals;

735 from public procurement; and

100 from Eskom.

Solar PV 
rooftop

11 300 6 300 + 5 000
The new Draft says 5 952 MW 
rooftop solar was installed by August 
2024.
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The Draft assumes that new generating capacity to be built between 2024 
and 2030 is already decided. This ‘committed capacity’ includes public 
procurement from independent power producers (IPPs), privatised deals 
between corporate users and producers, rooftop solar PV and Eskom’s own 
projects. Table 1 compares the energy mix at 2030 in the new Draft IRP 2024 
and the IRP 2023 from January.

The Draft IRP 2024 thus confirms that Eskom is to build a 3 000 MW gas plant 
in Richards Bay – by far its largest project in the next five years. However, as 
we noted last year, the Treasury is taking on about half of Eskom’s debt, and 
a condition of the bailout is that Eskom may not build any new power plants 
unless the finance minister lifts this restriction to allow particular projects. 
This condition is not mentioned, but it is evidently assumed that it will be 
lifted for the gas plant.

It is also striking that the 3  000 MW gas IPP projects are to be brought on 
through the public procurement programme – a Gas IPPPP. There is no gas 
in the pipeline of private corporate supply deals. In contrast, the REIPPPP 
for solar and wind shrinks dramatically, while the pipeline of corporate deals 
booms. These are two steps on the path of privatisation: public procurement 
of private power producers (with guaranteed markets), and full privatisation 
of discrete corporate power supply and use systems. Given the concentrated 
character of South Africa’s economy, this plays into the trend towards 
corporate enclaves divorced from their local contexts.

For Eskom’s coal fleet, the Draft IRP assumes a big jump in the energy 
availability factor (EAF) – how much of its plant is ready for use – from 
54% to 66%. This appears to be on track. In December, Eskom had gone 
nine months without loadshedding and said its average EAF from April to 
December was 62%. This is reported to reflect improved plant management 
and maintenance. But a major contributor was that three units at Kusile were 
allowed to run – at over 90% EAF – without the inconvenience of pollution 
prevention. This followed the collapse of the exhaust stacks in October 
2022 and the hasty construction of temporary stacks bypassing the flue gas 
desulphurisation (FGD) unit.
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This comes at a heavy cost to people’s health including “670 excess deaths … 
3 000 asthma emergency room visits, 1 400 preterm births, 720 000 days of 
work absence and 900 years lived with disability due to chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease, diabetes and stroke”, according to the Centre for Research 
on Energy and Clean Air (CREA). Eskom says the repair of the permanent 
stacks with FGD is on schedule and the three units would be taken out by turn 
for planned maintenance from December 2024 through to June 2025.145

New coal capacity is brought on line with the completion of Kusile: Unit 5 
was brought into commercial production in July 2024 – nearly a decade late – 
while Unit 6 was fired up in December with full production scheduled for July 
2025.

Meanwhile, the decommissioning of the older plants – Grootvlei, Camden, 
Kriel, Hendrina and Arnot – is delayed to 2030. It should be recalled that 
none of Eskom’s plants meet minimum emission standards (MES) for air 
pollution. The DFFE agreed to suspend MES for these five oldest (and dirtiest) 
plants because Eskom said they would be decommissioned by 2030 and then 
Minister Barbara Creecy directed that Eskom produce decommissioning 
plans by May 2025.146 As with the Kusile bypass, this comes with a cost in 
human lives. Despite the life extension, Eskom’s revenue application to Nersa 
shows emissions falling from 190 MtCO2 in 2025 to 121 MtCO2 in 2030. The 
reductions are achieved by decreasing the ‘energy utilisation factor’ for its 
whole fleet from 80% in 2024 to 40% in 2030: in other words, it keeps a lot of 
capacity in reserve.147 In contrast, the Draft IRP shows CO2 emissions reduced 
from 200 MtCO2 in 2025 to 175 MtCO2 in 2030.

145	 Lameez Omarjee, Kusile units a big driver of improved performance of Eskom’s fleet – analyst, News24, 
14 May 2024; Hanno Labuschagne, Good news for major Eskom power station repairs, My Broadband, 4 
October 2024; Carol Paton, Eskom’s Bheki Nxumalo: the unsung hero of 2024, News24, 23 December 2024; 
Selected Eskom press statements at https://www.eskom.co.za/media-room/. Lauri Myllyvirta, Potential 
health impacts of bypassing SO2 controls at Kusile, CREA briefing note, April 2023. See The groundWork 
Report 2023 for a detailed account of the saga of Kusile’s stacks.

146	 Minister Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, Appeals instituted against decisions of the National Air 
Quality Officer in respect of the suspension and postponement of compliance with the minimum Emission 
standards, 22 May 2024.

147	 Eskom Multi-Year Price Determination (MYPD) 6 Revenue Application for FY2026 – FY2028, August 2024: 
Generation Division application at p.61 & 100. However, its coal burn figures indicate a reduction of only 
62 MtCO2

https://www.eskom.co.za/media-room/
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Keeping plants on standby delays decommissioning but will not serve for a 
just transition. Power stations will go quiet, mines will close and communities 
will be left in suspense. At the end, delay will likely result in a rushed and 
chaotic transition. Preparations for the closure of the old plants should have 
started already, but there are only slim signs of it.

For the period from 2030 to 2050, the Draft IRP presents a set of five scenarios. 
By the time it goes to cabinet in March, there will presumably be a final plan, 
showing the underlying data. Meanwhile, the scenarios show what’s on the 
department’s mind: gas, nuclear, battery storage and the delayed shut down 
of Eskom’s remaining coal stations. While there is less of a bias against 
renewables than in the IRP 2023, the bias for gas and nuclear remains. The 
use of gas capacity is not derived from modelling but from the Gas Master 
Plan, suggesting that it is driven by the political desire to create a steady 
demand for gas. Nuclear capital costs are not credible, being well below other 
estimates, while the costs of capital – the accumulation of interest during the 
lengthy construction period – is omitted.

A chart shows declining carbon emissions in all scenarios – somewhat 
retarded in ‘delayed shutdown’ – but without the actual data it is not possible 
to see how that happens. It is not, for example, clear if methane leaks all along 
the gas supply line are counted and, if so, on what time frame. However that 
may be, the IRP shows new gas capacity being built all the way through to 
2050, while the Gas Master Plan shows total gas demand increasing over the 
same period.

‘Externalities’ are included in a slide showing ‘total system costs’, but it is not 
possible to see how that is derived. The costs of installing FGD, to eliminate 
sulphur emissions, is claimed to be included in the delayed coal shutdown 
case. The IRP can then claim compliance with MES. However, Eskom’s 
repeated applications for the suspension of MES have argued that ‘design 
related limitations’ prevents retrofitting FGD at all plants.148

148	 Eskom, Applications for suspension, alternative limits and/or postponement of the minimum emissions 
standards (MES) compliance timeframes for Eskom’s coal and liquid fuel fired power stations, March 2019
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While the power system’s climate impacts are considered, however 
inadequately, the impacts of climate change on the power system does not 
feature. Episodes of extreme heat already affect power plant efficiency. 
In the next decade, drought will likely force shutdowns and may result in 
competition between water for Eskom and water for people. On the other 
hand, flooding puts the coal supply at risk – particularly since more of it is 
carried by trucks on deteriorating roads – and will also affect the quality of 
Eskom’s water. And the gas plants and associated LNG infrastructure lining 
up for construction in Richards Bay will probably not be ready for the first 
hurricane that blows into town.

Failing development

The 2024 Africa Oil Week was held under the theme ‘Maximising Africa’s 
Natural Resources’. Meanwhile, the organisers of Africa Energy Week punted 
gas as the transition fuel. They have come somewhat late to an already tired 
line but this serves to justify the rush for African gas. Mantashe is a regular at 
these events and reliably pugnacious149 in punting the narrative of oil and gas 
bringing development and in denouncing dissent as ‘anti-development’.

Seven decades of oil extraction have not, however, lit up African economies 
or people’s homes. Nor is gas switching the lights on. To the contrary, the 
wealth has flowed offshore while oil and gas producing countries are marked 
by the resource curse: a narrowing economic base, rising international debt, 
increased authoritarianism, conflict and inequality, the dispossession of 
local people and despoilation of their environments. The neglect of low-level 
interventions that directly improve people’s lives and foster egalitarianism 
then follows.

149	 Always ready for a fist fight or quarrel.



Systems Change for a Just Transition - groundWork - 87  -

4 4 The PCC and the challenges 
to a purposive transition

Going against the dreams of an emerging Petrostate in South Africa, the 
process of a purposive transition – a transition consciously steered by a 
political process – kept its momentum in the work of the Presidential Climate 
Commission (PCC) and related spaces. But, as the State of Climate Action 
Report, released towards the end of the 2024, pointed out:

...although South Africa has strong commitments and public support 
for tackling climate change and facilitating a just transition, progress 
is not happening at the pace and scale required to tackle a crisis of 
such proportion. Key barriers hindering progress include incoherent 
policies, weak governance structures, insufficient finance, and 
inconsistent actions by the government and other stakeholders.

These are challenges for the PCC. We start this chapter with an overview of 
some changes in the PCC leadership, including new appointments in the 7th 
administration or Government of National Unity.

In 2024, the PCC took a strong stance against the IRP 2023, discussed in 
the previous chapter, indicating perhaps a growing confidence among the 
growing body of ‘climate diplomats’ in the PCC to take on the fossil lobby 
ensconced in the DMRE (now the DMR, after having lost their E for Energy to a 
new energy minister). There is more unfinished business in the mine closure 
and rehabilitation strategy, which has been coming along for a number of 
years but is now urgently needed to take care of rehabilitation needs of coal 
mines in the just transition, starting in Komati. A number of climate finance 
platforms were created or are in the process of being created: the JETP 
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funding platform, JT Fund, and work on the climate change response fund is 
at an advanced stage.

This chapter draws attention to the exemplary role played by civil society in 
the tricky area of climate finance, in promoting transparency by taking the 
national climate projects register, analysing it and making it accessible to all.

To end this chapter, we consider the first State of Climate Action report from 
the PCC, which offers a frank account of where the Just Transition is now, 
against where it needs to be in terms of both need and past planning. We 
focus on three sectors: food, water and transport. All three illustrate in gritty 
detail just how deep and broad transformation in South African society would 
need to be, to make the just transition a success.

Prominent among the PCC’s activities in 2024 was an intense focus on Komati 
power station decommissioning, intended to set a model applicable to the 
next nine coal-fired power stations due to be shut down, but it is also a harsh 
reminder of what the challenges of a just transition in practice are. We devote 
a separate chapter, Chapter 5, to an in depth analysis of activities in Komati.

The 7th Administration and the PCC in 2024

Two new dynamics provide a context for the work of the PCC going forward, 
as noted in Chapter 1:

(1)	The Government of National Unity (GNU) brings an end to the 
dominance of the ruling ANC, its liberation credentials now tarnished. 
Its ability to take decisions on its own is replaced by the logic of 
coalition politics, where political parties need to compromise and work 
together, creating new possibilities for transparency as competing 
parties are placed inside the same decision making processes; and 

(2)	The emergence of civil society organisation and action in many of the 
gaps in services left by a neglectful state. This process, which has been 
evolving for some time, has the effect of spreading power in the society, 
but it also has dysfunctional aspects. Civil society now does what 
government should do and is paid to do and, while the middle class 
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have more resources to move in this direction, poor people are equally 
organising and demanding of the state to fulfil its duties. For example 
the actions of organisations such as Abahlali baseMjondolo and the 
South African Waste Pickers Association (SAWPA), and the launch of 
the People’s Plan to the Right to Housing in an Age of Climate Change 
by the Durban Coalition late this year as discussed in the introduction.

Nevertheless, these developments result in more engagement in and detailed 
knowledge of government and how it works. This takes us in the direction 
of a participatory democracy, if the state, in future, would become more 
responsive to its citizens. One major obstacle for state responsiveness is 
corruption, since corruption benefits from chaotic, dysfunctional and opaque 
workings of the state. This remains an important fight for climate justice 
and two PCC reports, the State of Climate Action report and the Partnership 
Implementation Plan (see Chapters 4 and 5) grapple with the South African 
phenomenon of an ‘implementation deficit’: the widening gap between policy 
ambitions and practical outcomes.

In the 7th Administration, environment minister Barbara Creecy was 
succeeded by Dion George of the DA. Creecy moved to the transport ministry, 
which faces many climate and just transition related challenges, as we discuss 
further down in this chapter. George immediately (in July 2024) declared 
climate change his top priority – topping a list of four, with the next three 
being small scale fisheries and aquaculture; wildlife and biodiversity; and 
conservation and environmental protection.150 He was an active participant 
in CoP29 in Azerbaijan, and reported back on his experiences to the final PCC 
quarterly meeting for 2024, in early December. 

The new minister has taken his place in the PCC following very much the logic 
of the previous minister – that SA is an important player in global climate 
change diplomacy, due to its non-aligned stance in international politics, 
which means that as a country “we punch far above our financial weight”.151 
This self-understanding of a growing number of South African officials and 

150	 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-07-16-ambitious-actions-new-environment-minister-
outlines-priorities-for-the-year/

151	 Minister Dion George, PCC meeting 6 December 2024
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politicians as climate diplomats continues and strengthens the chances of a 
purposive transition. However, Creecy made a number of climate-unfriendly 
decisions in her tenure, while George is letting through Environmental 
Authorisations (EAs) for gas, even when it is not necessary to do so, for example 
the controversial Karpowership initiative. This reinforces the assumption 
that gas is a transition fuel. George also enthusiastically endorsed the Baku 
A6 outcome and immediately published the South African A6 framework (see 
Chapter 3). This indicates the direction their climate diplomacy is going in, 
and also what their version of a purposeful Just Transition might look like.

The PCC as an institution was gearing up for its final year in its present form, 
before becoming a Chapter 3 institution in terms of the new Climate Act [see 
groundWork Report 2023 for more detail on this]. The current Executive 
Director, Crispian Olver, is moving into the position of Deputy Chair (the de 
facto chair of the meetings), while Dorah Modise has been appointed as its 
Executive Director, effective from 24 February 2025. In the final PCC meeting 
of the year, the current Deputy Chair, ex-minister Valli Moosa, announced 
that he was moving on to a leading position in the WWF. He threatened 
mischievously that he would soon, in his new position, be seeing the new 
minister in court.

The new Executive Director was introduced to the PCC as “a sustainability 
enthusiast” with a climate track record: over 26 years of experience 
in international diplomacy, policy writing, local, regional and national 
government, industry associations and academia, including in the Department 
of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment. 

Power struggle

An ongoing power struggle with the DMRE is an unavoidable but difficult part 
of the Just Transition. This department, headed by Minister Gwede Mantashe 
and closely wedded to its mandate of promoting coal and petroleum 
resources, continues to be a stronghold for forces that do not want to shut 
down coal or fossil fuels. 
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In 2024, as discussed in Chapter 3, the IRP became a battle field for the future 
of the decarbonisation trajectory. This is a battle that the PCC has no choice 
but to engage in. For the transition, the IRP needs to support South Africa’s 
decarbonisation trajectory. An IRP with unnecessary and expensive coal and 
gas allocations, and a throttling of renewables, introduces an unaffordable 
risk of undermining plans, such as the allocation of sectoral carbon emissions 
from South Africa’s remaining carbon budget. This would make it difficult to 
stick to the Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC), South Africa’s promise 
of climate action under the Paris agreement. Electricity is the cheapest and 
easiest sector (not to mention the biggest) to reduce carbon emissions, and 
the IRP needs to support that.

How did the PCC tackle the issue?

In February 2024, the PCC welcomed the new approach in the IRP that looked 
at a time horizon to 2030 (with different scenarios) and then one to 2050. 
But that is where its praise stopped. The PCC did not mince its words, as it 
pointed out that:152

•	 The IRP’s analysis was incomplete, and its analysis did not support the 
conclusions. The PCC observed that there was a significant mismatch 
between the IRP2023 and the benchmark studies reviewed by the PCC.

•	 The IRP did not address its primary energy security objective and did 
not provide any analysis to show how this might be achieved in the 
short term.

•	 The IRP did not acknowledge its developmental context. It was not 
a least cost solution and did not address energy access, affordability 
or energy efficiency. This, combined with its vulnerability to private 
sector investment, could drive long-term inequality. The IRP2023 
did not provide sufficient market signals (strength and consistency) 
to support developmental policies like the South African Renewable 
Energy Master Plan.

152	 From the PCC’s IRP briefing, 16 February 2024.
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•	 The IRP did not effectively address the issues of climate change and air 
quality, putting it in direct conflict with the law and with international 
agreements.

•	 The PCC was specifically worried that the IRP emissions trajectory 
did not align with the actual plans in place for the country. Moreover, 
the DMRE modelling was suspect. For example, it planned to reduce 
loadshedding, but its figures did not show that this would result in 
higher emissions.

Various other organisations attempted to intervene in what seemed like an 
unreasonable process. Research group Meridian produced a Comparative 
Analysis of IRP 2023 Cost Assumptions. The Life After Coal campaign (LAC) 
produced a comment that detailed the fine web of documents, analyses 
and considerations into which an IRP should fit.153 We are likely to see 
such contestations increase as fossil fuel expansion becomes increasingly 
unreasonable.

Looking for closure

Another DMRE strategy coming into prominence is the National Mine 
Closure Strategy for South African Mines, produced and taken through 
consultation processes by the Geosciences Council on behalf of the DMRE. In 
2020, the first draft strategy declared that “current mine closure policy and 
legislation is outdated and does not cater for the challenges arising from and 
associated with mine closure”. It observed that the ‘social licence’ to mine was 
increasingly difficult to acquire and hold in the face of community and activist 
pressure. The solution was not a new policy, but rather a strategy to “enhance 
existing policy, statutes and regulation governing mine closure”.

The strategy proposes using mine closure processes to prepare for “a post-
mining economy in a productive and sustainable environment, for mining-
dependent communities and mineworkers who have lost their jobs as a 
result of mine closures”. Mines must leave behind a residual, sustainable 
153	 https://cer.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Comments-on-the-Draft-IRP-2023-Life-After-Coal-

Campaign-and-Black-Girls-Rising.pdf 

https://cer.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Comments-on-the-Draft-IRP-2023-Life-After-Coal-Campaign-and-Black-Girls-Rising.pdf
https://cer.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Comments-on-the-Draft-IRP-2023-Life-After-Coal-Campaign-and-Black-Girls-Rising.pdf
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economic value to those impacted by the closure of a mine or cluster of mines, 
independent of the coal value chain. The issuing of a closure certificate would 
depend on a post mine closure plan for commercially viable activities – in 
other words, a “post mining economy” on the mining land – for the mining 
companies but even more so for the coal-dependent communities. This would 
mean:

•	 Developing a mine-closure regime for mining companies that enables 
mining companies to obtain mine closure certificates by delegation of 
responsibility for latent post-closure hazards to third party agents;

•	 Transforming (in so far as is pragmatically and economically possible) 
environmental liabilities into economic assets in a timeous, structured 
fashion;

•	 Reducing the costs of mine closure through the structured, focused, 
coordinated and efficient use of financial provisioning for rehabilitation 
and social and labour plans (SLPs)154, to support a local post-mining 
economy.

•	 Creating independent institutions that can manage the latent impacts 
of mine closure in perpetuity;

•	 Adopting a regional approach to concurrent economic diversification 
of mining assets, a post-mining economy and responsive mine closure 
planning; and in so doing

•	 Mitigating the longer-term costs and institutional responsibility of 
ownerless and derelict mines for the state.

The strategy would require new mines to have a rehabilitation plan from 
the outset of mining. It would no longer require rehabilitation to the natural 
state of the environment before mining – an unlikely endpoint anyway [see 
groundWork Report 2016 and Chapter 6 of this report] – but to rehabilitate 

154	 The Social and Labour Plan requires applicants for mining and production rights to develop and 
implement comprehensive Human Resources Development Programmes, Mine Community 
Development Plan, Housing and Living Conditions Plan, Employment Equity Plan, and processes to save 
jobs and manage downscaling and/or closure. (From DMR Revised Social and Labour Plan Guidelines, 
October 2010).
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the area to reach ‘an economically feasible condition’. It would give an 
important role to communities in defining post-mine closure land uses. On 
the one hand, this would be more practical and could be empowering to 
communities. On the other, there are many questions about how the DMRE 
and local government would practically support and protect communities and 
their interests in this process. The transfer of liabilities to third parties would 
also have to be watched closely. And there is also the following question: will 
the end-use of post-mining land be defined so as to minimise rehabilitation 
costs?

The team went into several rounds of discussion and, by 2024, the closure 
strategy was approaching, well... closure. A meeting of the WWF – Just SA 
special programme on rehabilitation urged the team to draw the strategy 
closer to immediate Just Transition needs in the Komati area.155 This would 
serve to draw the strategy and its practical implementation into the practice 
of the Just Transition, and could make an important contribution to how mine 
rehabilitation and closure could work as a form of restorative justice. We 
return to this theme in Chapters 5 and 6.

Funding platforms and projects

The JET Funding Platform (JET FP) was launched in late 2024 by the 
Presidency’s Just Energy Transition unit.156 Its purpose is to be a matchmaker 
between suppliers of grant funding and potential JET beneficiaries, provide 
project preparation support services to JET project originators to help them 
prepare plans and apply for grants, and to provide the public with regular 
analysis of the deployment of grant funds to JET projects.

In alignment with the JET Implementation Plan, the focus areas for projects 
will include:

155	 The mine closure and rehabilitation programme is part of the bigger Just Transition to a Decarbonised 
Economy for South Africa project, funded by the German government’s International Climate Initiative to 
be implemented over a five-year period. See also https://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/15m-just-
sa-launched-in-bid-to-unlock-mpumalanga-transition-projects-2023-03-14

156	 https://justenergytransition.co.za/article/presidencys-jet-unit-launches-funding-platform-to-facilitate-
billions-of-rands-and-more-into-clean-energy-projects 

https://justenergytransition.co.za/article/presidencys-jet-unit-launches-funding-platform-to-facilitate-billions-of-rands-and-more-into-clean-energy-projects
https://justenergytransition.co.za/article/presidencys-jet-unit-launches-funding-platform-to-facilitate-billions-of-rands-and-more-into-clean-energy-projects


The PCC and the challenges to a purposive transition

Systems Change for a Just Transition - groundWork - 95  -

•	 Social and economic support to communities and workers whose 
livelihoods are affected by coal power plant and coal mine closures, 
and by the transition to electric vehicles.

•	 Community-level planning for transitioning out of coal dependency 
and into new economic opportunities.

•	 Economic diversification planning and new investment promotion in 
Mpumalanga.

•	 Start-up capital (combined with debt and equity) for new enterprises 
in transitioning coal regions.

•	 Credit enhancement/first loss funding for small, medium and micro 
enterprises (SMME) loan funds in Mpumalanga.

•	 Reskilling and upskilling for new work opportunities in the green 
economy, including Renewable Energy, Green Hydrogen and New 
Energy Vehicles (NEVs).

•	 Piloting of RE community ownership models.

•	 Technical assistance for project preparation.

•	 Research and innovation.

•	 Capacity building for state institutions mandated to drive JET 
outcomes.

•	 Intermediaries’ support for community development initiatives in 
Mpumalanga.

•	 Capacity building for community-based organisations and trade unions 
in Mpumalanga.

The initial phase of the JET FP will focus on Mpumalanga. This will be 
expanded to other provinces if the JET FP enables credible outcomes in line 
with its objectives.

The JET FP has an advisory committee, with members of trade unions, civil 
society, business and government, some of them PCC commissioners. The 
committee will provide advice on how to enable scale and match making, 
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improve the deployment of grant funds to appropriate beneficiaries, 
promote credibility and access in the match making activities and improve 
transparency.

But there remain many challenges in the way of successful climate financing. 
The barriers include, according to the PCC’s November 2023 draft for 
consultation,157 conceptual challenges, marked by a lack of consensus on 
defining just transition projects and categorising them. This translates to 
an under-recognition of just transition objectives within existing funding 
modalities, including climate finance and social development finance.

Information asymmetries also present significant challenges to mobilising 
just transition finance. The absence of standardised just transition indicators 
and metrics, along with poor quality data, complicates impact assessment, 
investor confidence, resource allocation and integration into financial systems 
for informed investment decisions.

Just transition projects also face significant financial and economic barriers 
should they seek to raise capital. For instance, according to the fund it is 
difficult to price risk in just transition projects and it is often not clear how 
commercially available funding can be attracted towards these projects, 
which are also often smaller in scale and therefore have higher transaction 
and arranging costs. There are also insufficient financial instruments that 
could cater to the needs of just transition projects, such as patient, risk 
tolerant capital that can be mobilised through incentives and other de-risking 
instruments.

The draft for comment identified significant market and structural barriers 
in raising just transition finance. This entails the failure of existing pricing 
models to account for project externalities, particularly social benefits 
and environmental risks. There are also reputational and regulatory risks, 
particularly in areas where government policy is less developed.

157	 From the November 23 draft for consultation: “Scaling finance to support a Just Transition: The potential 
of a Just Transition Financing Mechanism”. https://www.climatecommission.org.za/publications/draft-
jtfm-for-comments
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Just Transition Fund and Just Transition Centres

The partners in the Life After Coal campaign have meanwhile designed 
and registered a Community Just Transition Fund with accompanying Just 
Transition Centres. The fund is intended as a central hub that will support 
project development and funding, while the centres will be housed in 
communities, functioning as transition advice centres and access points for 
the fund. The aim behind the initiative is to resource community engagement 
in policy and planning and to create real and visible projects that demonstrate 
the power and potential of new energy systems and climate resilient 
approaches to local economic development. The idea is not necessarily to 
support large projects at scale, but rather to support a strategic and diverse 
selection of projects, monitor their progress and present these to bigger 
financing institutions that can roll out at scale if appropriate.

The idea for Just Transition Centres was first expressed in the groundWork 
Report of 2020 in response to an Eskom invitation to propose new uses for 
decommissioned coal-fired power stations.158 It argued that over the next 
two decades, most of Eskom’s existing fleet of coal-fired power stations are 
scheduled to shut down irrespective of the climate crisis. What happens as 
they are decommissioned will be central to reshaping the Highveld region 
in particular, its economy, spatial development, social development and 
environment. Similarly, the Engen oil refinery shut down in Durban, following 
an explosion and fire, and will not reopen. Others are likely to follow with 
major implications, including for local economies. At the same time, climate 
impacts are becoming increasingly severe as a result of historic emissions. 
Hence, a just transition must build social and ecological resilience while 
rapidly reducing fossil carbon emissions to zero. Indeed, the impacts of coal 
are such that building resilience will not be possible without a rapid reduction 
in use. The refineries too will leave a toxic legacy unless challenged.

The proposal is to create a network of Just Transition Centres (JTCs), 
starting on the Highveld and following on in other areas affected by 

158	 Eskom did not accept the proposal.
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coal, oil and gas. They are conceived as hubs responding to the broad 
societal imperative for a just transition and to the environmental 
imperative to address the legacies of fossil fuel industries. The 
development and work of the JTCs will be informed by the open 
agenda for a just transition developed by coal affected community 
groups and the partners in the Life After Coal campaign. The JTCs must 
be beholden to local communities and independent of government and 
corporates. People’s participation and open democratic procedures 
will be baked into the design from the beginning [groundWork Report 
2020: 180].

Since then, the concept has been refined in consultation with communities 
on the Highveld. Further consultations in areas including Limpopo, Western 
Cape, Gauteng, the Karoo and KwaZulu-Natal are planned. It is proposed that 
the JT Centres and Fund will support community structures to:

1.	 be at the centre of decision making by supporting community’s own 
agency;

2.	 prepare their own visions and projects, to be funded by the JTF or 
proposed to other funders that could support them;

3.	 play a watchdog role, supported by ‘observatories’ which will survey 
policy and other developments.

The thinking is that JTCs will adopt a non-profit organisational structure and 
governance model. Based on the legacy of effective community organising 
and movement building the JTCs will ensure the social infrastructure for 
collaborative, democratic community initiatives, processes and action 
exemplified in partnerships. Working from a base of gender justice, each JTC 
will then:

1.	 Build a resource library for community use;

2.	 Provide workspace for expert field visits and community research;

3.	 Organise community exchanges, community-expert exchanges and 
roundtables;
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4.	 Assist communities to develop and roll out strategies, responses and 
actions;

5.	 Compile a database of relevant experts linking community plans to 
financial, technical and organisational development resources.

The PCC has welcomed the initiative.

Lifting the veil of climate finance

Civil society has long been critical of how climate finance decisions are made 
and negotiated. In the groundWork Report 2022 we noted the protests of 
PCC commissioners when financial decisions were taken out of their hands 
and given to a task team in the Presidency – the Presidential Climate Finance 
Task Team (PCFTT). This task team created a plan and budget for the just 
transition amounting to R1.5 trillion and negotiated with the International 
Partners Group (IPG) on how their $8.5 billion (R130 billion) should be spent. 
We observed then that this action “made it very clear that money – climate 
finance, finance capital – would not be subordinated to the PCC process or to 
questioning by civil society and labour. It revealed where true public power 
lies: with a neoliberal Treasury” [groundWork Report 22: 31].

Civil society has since worked hard to keep an eye on and a voice in financial 
decision making. Prominent among them is the Fair Finance Coalition 
Southern Africa.159 The coalition consists of Earthlife Africa, Centre for 
Environmental Rights, 350Africa.org, African Climate Reality Project, Centre 
for Applied Legal Studies, Oxfam South Africa and Justicia Ambiental (Friends 
of the Earth, Mozambique).

The coalition focuses on issues of climate change and transparency, and it 
works towards ensuring that Development Finance Institutions160 – such 
as the African Development Bank (AfDB) and the Development Bank of 

159	 See https://www.fairfinancesouthernafrica.org/ 
160	 The coalition works on both development and public finance institutions. Development finance 

institutions are public finance institutions, but there are public finance institutions that are not 
development finance institutions, for example the Public Investment Corporation (PIC), which also 
manages assets.

https://www.fairfinancesouthernafrica.org/
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Southern Africa (DBSA) – invest in a socially and environmentally responsible 
manner in South Africa and Africa. These DFIs have broad mandates to fund 
development projects, but the coalition points out that the way they make 
funding decisions is not transparent, and their policies and procedures lag 
behind many of those of their international peers. DFIs have traditionally 
operated without much oversight, whether from parliament or civil society. 
A number of civil society organisations have sought to change that. The Fair 
Finance Coalition brings many of these organisations together to improve 
transparency and accountability of these institutions and, importantly, their 
financing practices.

In November 2023, the first SA Grant Register was published, providing 
details – if only up to a point – on grants for the Just Transition. It has been 
updated periodically since. On behalf of the Fair Finance Coalition, researcher 
Livia Croset summarised information presented in the Grant Register and 
the Investment and Implementation Plans, on the status of funding for South 
Africa’s Just Energy Transition. The register shows grant allocations, sources 
of funding, priority areas for funding, and implementation entities, financial 
flows and intermediaries, and contracts that have been signed to date. She 
concluded that:

•	 The information available in the three JET documents does not suffice 
to create a chronological, well-rounded snapshot of JET funding to date. 
As a result, meaningful collaboration between civil society and relevant 
governmental authorities is made difficult, when collaboration is an 
imperative step to bringing the JET vision to fruition. In order to bridge 
this gap, the reporting mechanism for JET funding must be improved, 
in terms of clarity, transparency and accountability.

•	 There is a need for clarity. JET documents must be clearer and more 
consistent in order to be accessible and comprehensible across all 
stakeholders.

•	 Transparency: Reporting entities must be responsible for making 
information publicly available and ensuring it is comprehensive and 
integrated.
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•	 Accountability: Relevant stakeholders and authorities must fulfil 
their obligations in line with standards for reporting and monitoring 
set in the JET Investment and Implementation Plans. They must 
communicate, with clarity and transparency, to build faith in JET 
governance, and encourage constructive collaboration with CSOs

In 2024, the FFCSA published their Sustainability Policy Assessment, on the 
topic “Are public finance institutions financing a (truly) Just Energy Transition 
in Southern Africa?” The findings show that PFIs operating in Southern 
Africa – African Development Bank (AfDB), African Export-Import Bank 
(Afreximbank), Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA), Export Credit 
Insurance Corporation (ECIC), Industrial Development Corporation (IDC), 
New Development Bank (NDB), Public Investment Corporation (PIC) and the 
World Bank – are far from demonstrating the policy commitments necessary 
to enable a Just Energy Transition in the region:

•	 Climate Change: Six out of the eight PFIs do not have policies that 
exclude companies involved in the development of new fossil fuel 
(coal, oil and gas) exploration, mining and power generation from its 
financing and investments. The PFIs also have no time-bound phase-
out strategy for fossil fuels that is aligned with a 1.5°C climate scenario. 
Only two of the PFIs (NDB and World Bank) have policy commitments 
to exclude funding new coal-fired power plants.

•	 Power Generation: While the majority of the PFIs have committed 
to financing renewable energy resources, none of the eight PFIs have 
policies with a measurable target to reduce either their total amount 
of finance for fossil-fuel-fired power generation, or to reduce their 
finance for fossil-fuel-fired power generation relative to their finance 
for renewable energy generation.

•	 Oil and Gas: None of the eight PFIs disclose policies that exclude new 
oil and gas exploration and development or the construction of new oil 
and gas pipelines from its financing and investment. (The only partial 
exception is the World Bank, which says it will exclude new oil projects.) 
In addition, none of the PFIs have policies that require the companies 
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they invest in or lend to, to phase out their oil and gas operations in line 
with a 1.5°C scenario. In fact, the results indicate that all eight PFIs are 
actively investing in or lending to new gas projects in Southern Africa. 
Two of the PFIs (DBSA and IDC) have endorsed the use of fossil gas as a 
‘transition fuel’ and have played a key role in the development of a Gas 
Masterplan for the Southern African region, of which they will be the 
key implementers. One of the PFIs (Afreximbank) participated in the 
creation of the new Africa Energy Bank focused solely on financing the 
oil and gas industry for energy projects in Africa.

•	 Human Rights: Only three of the PFIs disclose policies that require 
companies they invest in or finance to have processes to enable the 
remediation of any adverse human rights impact which they cause or 
to which they contribute. This is particularly concerning for PFIs with 
a significant footprint in the fossil fuel industry, an industry known for 
being associated with adverse human rights impacts.

•	 Gender Equality: Only three of the PFIs disclose policies that require 
the companies they invest in or finance to make a policy commitment 
to mitigate the human rights risks faced by people as a result of their 
gender. Again, this is particularly concerning for PFIs with a significant 
footprint in the fossil fuel industry, an industry known for being 
associated with adverse human rights impacts that disproportionately 
affect women.

•	 Transparency and Accountability: Only four out of the eight PFIs have 
established a grievance mechanism for individuals and communities 
that may be adversely affected by projects that the PFI supports. This is 
particularly important for PFIs operating in the fossil fuel industry and 
in the Southern African region where the majority of energy projects 
are situated close to indigenous or local communities who bear the 
brunt of negative environmental and social impacts associated with 
the projects.

While the findings are bad news, the good news is the fact that a civil society 
coalition is able to access climate finance documentation and analyse it, 
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conduct research, including getting into the banks, and interpret and share 
what they find. It does build on some measure of access and transparency 
in the process – which civil society has actively advocated for. It will be 
instrumental in increasing civil society understanding of and influence over 
finance that should, in the final instance, be managed in the public interest 
and to respond to climate change – not make it worse!

The state of climate action

The State of Climate Action Report, appearing at the start of the 7th 
administration, completes the first PCC policy cycle. As explained in the 
groundWork Reports of 2022 and 2023, the policy cycle goes from agenda 
setting, to policy, then legislation, then repurposing or creating of institutions 
for implementation, then implementation through projects and programmes 
with budgets, and then, finally, monitoring and evaluation. The report declares 
that it is the role of the Presidential Climate Commission (PCC) to track and 
offer an independent view of the challenge of climate action, which should be 
“a rapid response to climate change in a just manner that recognises, protects, 
and realises human rights and is supported by all stakeholders – businesses, 
civil society, labour unions, communities, and citizens.” The challenge is to 
not only set targets but also to achieve them. Strong government policies 
must drive this response. The report calls for measures to reduce emissions 
and improve resilience, highlighting and prioritising four sectors – water, 
agriculture, energy and transport – to usher in a resilient, low-carbon 
economy. The key finding from this report is that South Africa is “policy 
rich but implementation poor” [PCC 2024:11], as quoted at the start of this 
chapter.

The report therefore works into the implementation gap for climate change 
responses. A closer analysis of three important sectors for the transition in the 
report – agriculture, water and transport – shows the nature of the underlying 
problems in these sectors, constituted by legacies from colonialism and 
apartheid. It provides evidence – if more is needed – for the argument that 
a successful just transition requires a broad, thoroughgoing transformation.
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The report is frank about obstacles in the way of implementing the changes 
needed for a climate change response. It is time to develop proper capacity for 
environmental policy implementation within the administration, where there 
is “poor clarity on roles and responsibilities of environmental competencies 
within the government, government departments working in silos, a lack of 
support to the local sphere of government, and a poor alignment of policies 
and programmes” [11], such as the IRP discussed above.

Local government responses to climate change, in particular, are constrained 
by a lack of national and provincial support, lack of finances and “specifically 
for climate change action at a local level, some local government departments 
are unaware of how to select, prioritise, and implement climate actions” [13]. 
Climate change responses cannot succeed in the face of poor service delivery. 
According to the report: “In early 2023, the Presidency stated that 163 out 
of 257 municipalities were dysfunctional due to poor governance, ineffective 
and sometimes corrupt financial and administrative management, and poor 
service delivery and planning” [13]. This has real effects on dealing with 
climate change, as the report points out: “Following record-breaking rainfall 
and flooding in 2022, the Auditor-General of South Africa found that failure 
to embed preventative controls, a lack of effective leadership, and restricted 
human and financial resources slowed disaster response and relief provision 
to communities in KZN and the Eastern Cape” [13].

Food and agriculture

Climate change has already had an impact on agricultural activity. In 2019, 
an insurance industry report showed that “42 percent of farmers had 
experienced losses due to drought, 29 percent because of storms, and 28 
percent from floods” [34].

Small-scale farmers, without insurance unlike large commercial farmers, 
will suffer most from climate change. While South African climate policy 
sees small-scale agriculture as key to climate resilience and household food 
security, there are structural inequalities that limit supporting small-scale 
farmers.
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Wealth and income are extremely concentrated in agriculture. Historical 
reasons feature large in the obstacles South Africa’s agricultural sector 
faces in dealing with climate change, according to the state of climate action 
report, which refers not only to colonialism and apartheid, but also a post-
apartheid era of deregulation and liberalisation, all of which have led to 
a highly concentrated, vertically integrated and corporatised agriculture 
sector that is disproportionately influenced by a small number of large scale 
agribusinesses.

Only 7% of all South African farmers earn 70% of farm income. Large scale 
commercial farmers (75% of whom are white) have been able to invest in 
climate resilient technologies like drip irrigation and more resilient crop 
varieties, and other technologies to adapt to climate change. On the other 
hand, the two million small farmers will be dependent on government 
support, including financial incentives and effective extension services, to 
respond to the climate change challenge.

They also need more effective land reform to meaningfully change land-
holding patterns. This should crucially include support to land reform 
beneficiaries, as well as water reform. Distribution of water within the 
agricultural and other productive sectors is highly unequal, according to 
research supported by the Water Research Commission (WRC), with over 
98% of recorded use allocated to white users. Agricultural water use is also 
very skewed in terms of gender. Women account for only 10.5% of existing 
agricultural water use licences, with black women getting just 4.5% of this 
already small number [Hydrosoft Institute 2021].

A draft Climate Smart Agriculture Strategic Framework was released in 
2018 for public comment, but was not yet finalised at the time of writing, 
six years later. The strategy aims to enhance the resilience of people, food 
and agricultural production systems; minimise GHG emissions from the 
agriculture sector; and safeguard food security. However, civil society voices 
have pointed out  that climate smart agriculture is corporate agriculture, 
promoted by the World Bank and the same agribusiness actors who were 
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behind the chemical intensive ‘green revolution’. They say that agroecology 
would be a much better solution.161

A water sector in crisis

Climate change will make it more difficult to deal with many existing water 
sector issues, including water quantity and distribution, and water quality 
challenges. It will increase existing water scarcity in a country with an annual 
rainfall at only slightly over half of the world average (52%), making it more 
difficult to close the existing gaps in water and sanitation access currently 
facing millions of people in the country.

Challenges include that poor and marginalised groups face disproportionately 
high levels of inadequate water and sanitation access, and the country’s 
old and poorly maintained water and sanitation infra-structure results in 
significant water loss and does not adequately treat water and wastewater. At 
the national level, the National Water and Sanitation Master Plan anticipates 
bulk water shortages of up to 30% by 2030.

According to Stats SA, access to piped water increased by 4.1% from 2002 
to 2022 on a national level, although access to water services declined in 
six of the nine provinces. Nearly 9 in 10 South African households (88.5%) 
now have access to piped water. Of these, 46% have piped water inside the 
house, another 30% rely on piped water in their yards, 2% use a neighbour’s 
tap, and about 11% rely on a communal tap. Three percent have to collect 
water from unsafe open surface water sources. However, more than a third of 
households getting their water from municipalities reported interruptions in 
water supply for more than two days at a time. 

In informal settlements, just 36% of surveyed households [Oskam et al 
2021] had access to piped water on their property. Over 55% used a public 
tap (15% of which were far away), and 8% did not have access to any piped 
water. Another survey in three rural communities in Limpopo found that 
85% of respondents walk over 4 km to access drinking water, a responsibility 

161	 http://www.actionaid.org/publications/clever-name-losing-game-how-climate-smart-agriculture-
sowing-confusion-food-movement
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borne mostly by women and children. Water scarcity due to climate change 
will make water access even more difficult for these marginalised groups.

Sanitation

The PCC report notes that extremes of both wetter and drier conditions as a 
result of climate change will impact on both wastewater and drinking water 
treatment, which are already in crisis. Floods will lead to sewage overflows 
and droughts to a lack of water for treatment. Recent Department of Water 
and Sanitation (DWS) assessments show that less than 3% of water supply 
systems achieved an excellent grade, while 29% were classified as being in 
a critical state. Drinking water quality systems were sub-standard: “71 per 
cent of systems were not meeting standards for water quality compliance 
monitoring, and over 40 per cent of systems were rated as having unacceptable 
microbiological water quality or chemical acute health compliance issues” 
[PCC 2024:41]. More than two thirds of wastewater (sewage) treatment 
works (WWTW) fell into high- or critical-risk categories, a trend that has got 
worse over the last 10 years. So, funding will be needed not only for climate 
resilience, but to fix existing issues.

DWS reports that the largest sources of water pollution in South Africa are 
“uncontrolled discharge of mine-affected water, dysfunctional wastewater 
treatment systems, runoff from agricultural lands, and runoff from 
settlements lacking sanitation or proper refuse management” [41]. Climate 
change driven changes in rainfall could increase runoff of acid mine drainage 
from contaminated mine sites.

Apart from the weaknesses in local government, which is responsible for 
water treatment and distribution, the sector also suffers from a failure to 
implement the principles framing the National Water Act of 1998 based on 
the philosophy of Integrated Water Resources Management. These include 
flexible and adaptive management, and participatory management of 
catchments through catchment management agencies and forums. Water 
sector modelling undertaken by the DBSA, says the climate action report, 
found that an average of R256 billion per year of investment will be needed 



The PCC and the challenges to a purposive transition

- 108 - groundWork - Systems Change for a Just Transition

between 2023 and 2050, adding up to a total investment of R7.16 trillion. 
However, these costs could be decreased by “a wetter climate, aggressive 
water demand management, clearing of invasive alien plants, a successful 
energy transition, use of lower-cost technology options, and efficiency 
improvements” [47].

Transport, transition and electric vehicles

Another sector presenting tough challenges to the Just Transition is 
transport, where ex-environment minister Barbara Creecy is now in charge. 
The transport sector produces around 11% of South Africa’s total GHG 
emissions, with most of these from road transport. These emissions are set 
to grow, with an expected doubling in demand for transport, unless the sector 
is decarbonised through electrification, shifts to public transport and other 
greener transport modes.

The climate action report points out that “the transport sector, and its 
workers, are (already) particularly exposed to climate and extreme weather 
events... [since they] continue moving people and goods even in the face of 
extreme heat, storms, and so on” [64]. Other climate change threats include 
heat deformation of rail tracks and roadways, and sea level rise drowning port 
infrastructure. A just transition to a low-carbon transport and automotive 
sector must address both current challenges – the result of apartheid spatial 
history – and climate and transition risks.

Challenges include “poor public transportation and road infrastructure; a 
public transportation system plagued by accessibility, reliability, safety, and 
affordability concerns; and the legacy of apartheid, in which spatial planning 
was used to implement and enforce racial segregation, thereby creating an 
inefficient and inequitable transport system... Additionally, the auto-motive 
industry faces significant transition risks given its reliance on exports of 
internal combustion engines (ICEs) to markets that are set to ban the sale of 
ICEs in the 2030s” [64].

Transport matters to millions of South Africans. Transport issues are also 
crucial to the decarbonisation agenda, the LAC Open Agenda and the Million 
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Climate Jobs campaign (see groundWork Report 2019). The transport sector 
is a large employer and economically important, with 966 000 employees, half 
of them in the minibus taxi industry, followed by freight transport. Women 
are only 3% of taxi drivers and 14% of other transport workers.

Only 31% of South African households own a motor vehicle. Most South 
Africans rely on walking, public transit or taxis. Most people use minibus 
taxis, with only 10% on buses and just over 2% using trains. Minibus taxis 
offer great flexibility, although they are more expensive than public transport. 
The minibus taxi industry developed as a response to apartheid geographies 
and transport policies. They provide 15 million commuter journeys per day, 
and clock up more than R40 billion in income per year. However, a lack of 
regulation has resulted in poorly maintained and unsafe vehicles in operation, 
reports of reckless driving, and conflict and violence within the industry due 
to intense competition [Walters and Pisa 2023].

Public buses are the most used form of formal public transport but, despite 
public subsidies, they do not compete successfully with minibus taxis. Least 
used is rail, which – with the exception of the middle class Gautrain – is 
managed by the Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa (Prasa). It consists of 
585 stations covering 2  280 km, concentrated in main metropolitan areas. 
It is 60% electric, with the rest running on diesel [Walters and Pisa 2023] 
and “faces issues related to safety, reliability, frequency, corruption, and 
crime, which has led to massive and continual decline in ridership over the 
last several decades”, with the most popular reasons for commuters not using 
trains being that “trains were simply not available” [64].

Since 1994, the country has developed policies to achieve more reliable, 
energy-efficient, sustainable and accessible transportation. The Green 
Transport Strategy (GTS) is a 2018–2050 road map outlining policy and 
general recommendations, including an unambitious 5% below business-
as-usual emissions. It focuses on five themes: green transport technologies, 
climate change response norms and standards, green rails, green fuel 
economy standards and green roads. But the transport sector, warns the 
PCC’s climate report, requires a more comprehensive policy implementation 
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system, particularly a stronger monitoring and evaluation system, with 
identified responsible parties to better coordinate and track progress.

Automotive industry

The climate action report describes the automotive industry – comprising 
vehicle manufacturing, forecourt attendants, auto mechanics, car 
salespersons and other support – as both economically important and 
vulnerable to transition risks. Automobile manufacture ranks in the top five 
export industries and contributed 4.9% to GDP in 2022. It produced just 
short of 556 000 vehicles in 2023, of which over 60% were exported. There 
are just over 497 000 formal jobs in the sector as a whole, with around 23% 
in manufacturing and the rest in sales, repairs, and maintenance.

Manufacturing jobs are in Nelson Mandela Bay, eThekwini, Gauteng and 
Buffalo City. Workers in this sector are vulnerable. Manufacturing and 
servicing NEVs require new skill sets, as does maintaining an electric 
charging infrastructure. NEV manufacture is less labour intensive and likely 
to need fewer workers. The sector is extremely gendered, with just 8% 
of mechanics being women, while the figure for women’s participation in 
transport equipment manufacturing and petrol retail stands between 22% 
and 33%. Both of the industry’s largest export markets – the United Kingdom 
and European Union – intend to ban the sale of Internal Combustion Engines 
(ICEs) by 2035. This is a major risk, since South Africa does not currently have 
a value chain or manufacturing capabilities. There is also hardly any domestic 
demand for NEVs around which to build a new industry: in 2022, only 502 
battery-powered EVs were sold in the entire country.

Climate action from an environmental justice perspective

The above is the view reflected in the PCC’s state of climate action report. 
From an environmental justice movement perspective:

1.	 The limits that local government dysfunctionality places on the 
transition process, resilience building, economic development to 
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replace local coal economies and service delivery in general, as a 
contribution to people’s livelihoods, has long been a concern for 
environmental justice activists. It is a major reason for the activist 
emphasis on building and supporting open democracy processes at 
local level.

2.	 Experiences in Komati (see next chapter) show that there is a need to 
use ward committee structures and the IDP to integrate just transition 
projects into the needs and realities on a local level. However, this 
requires a rejuvenation process of both of these instruments. In the 
light of coalition politics at all levels, it should be possible to make 
ward committees inclusive and not under the domination of a single 
party or faction. This will mean contestation through open democracy 
on the local level to achieve that.

3.	 Food systems need to change drastically, beyond what the climate 
action report discusses in terms of racial bias in land ownership, income 
and access to water. Food systems suffer from industrial production, 
based on fossil fuel inputs, as well as extreme concentration of power 
and wealth in the hands of food corporates. It also produces unhealthy 
food. It is urgent that local, linked, organic food systems are built that 
will improve local food security according to the principle of food 
sovereignty – that is, local democratic control over food.

4.	 Water supply and sanitation issues are well known to environmental 
justice activists at community level. They are now being joined by 
numbers of middle class activists as more systems fail. The solution lies 
not only in more expenditure – with its attendant dangers of corruption 
– but in increasing active participation by residents, both in the business 
of municipalities, and in reviving or rolling out catchment management 
agencies and their complementary catchment management forums for 
participatory and transparent water management, as intended in the 
original Water Act of 1998. 

5.	 The climate action report does point to the fundamental changes 
needed in transport, where emissions are set to grow, with an expected 
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doubling in demand for transport, unless the sector is decarbonised 
through electrification, shifts to public transport and other greener 
transport modes. Transport is an important tool to deal with the 
persistent apartheid geography and its in-built, ongoing racial 
discrimination. In an era of climate change, this needs to be addressed 
through a vigorous programme to strengthen public transportation. 

6.	 Changes in manufacturing of automobiles for export, as addressed 
in the report, deals with immediate challenges to jobs as a result of 
requirements by UK and EU markets to stop the import of vehicles with 
internal combustion engines. However, these changes should form part 
of a broader and more ambitious sovereign industrial strategy.

In 2024, a great deal of PCC attention was focused on the transition in Komati, 
Mpumalanga. The next chapter deals with that in detail and completes the 
discussion of PCC activities in 2024.
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5 5 Walking back Komati

Shortly before the historic May 2024 elections, then environment minister 
Barbara Creecy declared that the shutdown of the Komati power station and 
how South Africans handled the aftermath, should be treated as a case study 
of global significance:

The JT has become SA intellectual property at the international level. 
Unless you have justice at the centre of the transition, what you have 
is extreme poverty. We will be unable to sell a climate transition 
to developing countries. This has international implications for a 
concept that our country has piloted as the model for the way in which 
transitions are taking place at a global level. We must fix this, we must 
fix it quickly with an offering that is viable.162

This shows, on the one hand, the ambition of some South African politicians 
and officials – although clearly not all – to be acknowledged as global climate 
diplomats, and therefore to make a success of Komati, and on the other, the 
massive challenge to ‘walk back’ a case study that had already gone wrong 
(see groundWork Reports of 2022 and 2023). And it implicitly defines 
“justice” in the transition as the opposite of the risk of “extreme poverty” that 
may worsen in the wake of the transition.

In the meantime, Komati presents us with the opportunity to see how 
layers of climate and economic politics come together in concentrated form 
in a small area: Komati Ward 4, one of 29 wards in the Steve Tshwete local 
municipality, Nkangala district, Mpumalanga, with an estimated population 
of 4 000 people. This chapter engages with Komati in four dimensions. First, 

162	 PCC meeting of 16 February 2024.
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we consider how and why the Komati decommissioning became a global case 
study. Then, celebrating the work of the late James C Scott,163 Seeing Like a 
State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed 
[1998], we explore Komati from the perspectives of Eskom and the World 
Bank, the PCC and then the community based Komati Steering Committee.

Komati in the eyes of the world

In the groundWork Report 2023, we argued that Komati presents us with an 
odd and subtle case study, because: 

1.	 The coal-fired power station is being decommissioned, not in the first 
place as part of decarbonisation in a just transition, but on the grounds 
of its age and the prohibitive costs to keep it running beyond its 50-
year decommissioning date. It would take huge investments to bring 
it back to life – and the spare parts already sent to other Eskom power 
stations would have to be recouped.

2.	 Komati was initially declared a flagship of the Just Transition in 
South Africa by the World Bank and Eskom, not by the PCC. It was not 
designed or implemented within the PCC’s Just Transition framework, 
although some Eskom officials participated and still participate in 
just energy transition discussions. In particular, restorative justice 
elements are lacking, although both procedural and distributive justice 
issues also come to the fore in Komati.

3.	 Eskom remains an inward focused player in the decarbonisation 
effort, communicating with the public and present in the PCC, but 
still operating very much on its own. Eskom sabotaged participation 
of other actors in the decommissioning by withholding the Socio-
Economic Impact Assessment [SEIA] for Komati until it was too late. 
This attitude continues in the refusal of Eskom – despite pious public 
declarations that it is transparent – to publicly release the SEIAs 

163	 Scott passed away on 19 July 2024. He is also the author of, amongst other great books, Weapons of the 
Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance. See also https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/28/books/
james-scott-dead.html. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/28/books/james-scott-dead.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/28/books/james-scott-dead.html
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covering the remaining nine power stations to be decommissioned. As 
we will see in a section below, it maintains its own Eskom Community 
Forum in preference to, and in competition with, the community based 
Komati Steering Committee.164

4.	 Only after the Komati process was well in motion, was it adopted by the 
PCC as a case study by its own volition, in recognition of the importance 
of the process for the Just Transition and further decommissioning 
exercises and at the request of the president. This resulted in several 
visits of the PCC to Komati, a number of consultations and a report by 
the monitoring and evaluation working group of the PCC. This flurry 
of activity could confuse observers into thinking that the PCC ran the 
decommissioning process. It did not, although it is now crucial in the 
‘walking back’ process.

5.	 The final decommissioning has been a long time coming. Since 2010 – 
in theory since Komati started producing electricity in 1961 – Eskom 
and its engineers knew it would be decommissioned. In the late 1980s, 
the station was mothballed due to an oversupply of electricity in the 
country. It was brought back into service in the early 2000s (in stages: 
all nine generators were only running by 2012). In the 2010 IRP, it 
appeared on a decommissioning list. In 2014, Komati received its first 
postponement to comply with minimum emission standards (that is 
permission to continue polluting). According to the PCC report, the 
decommissioning process started in earnest in 2017, with the objective 
of finishing the process in 2020 (in line with the IRP 2019). Then the 
timeline was pushed back to 2022/23 as part of Eskom’s somewhat 
ironically named emissions reduction plan. By October 2022, all 
nine generators had been removed from service. As generators were 
decommissioned, spare parts and equipment were sent to other 
Eskom stations. Eskom then used the critiques of the Komati process 
to again revise, or delay, its decommissioning dates for the other nine 
coal-fired power stations on the list. This may mean that there will be 

164	 Perhaps an intuitive move to prevent power from slipping into the hands of the Komati committee.
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more extensive and participatory preparation for the closures, but this 
is by no means assured.

6.	 Finally, it is worth considering that the people of Komati are affected 
not only by the closure of a power station, but by the related and 
ongoing closure of coal mines around them, as well as a general crisis 
of unemployment and poverty in the country, and a crisis in service 
delivery by government, especially local government. What needs to be 
walked back, if nobody is to be left behind (as the PCC slogan goes), is 
far more than the end of life of a coal-fired power station.

In the run-up to the May 2024 election, Komati became a political football: a 
poster boy for the injustices of the actual transition. The spectre of creating 
ghost towns by implementing the transition was part of the discourse 
justifying Minister Gwede Mantashe’s – and more importantly, the DMRE’s 
– go-slow against the transition. However, the same fears led to a different 
conclusion for then Mpumalanga Premier, Refilwe Mtshweni-Tsipane, when 
she responded to the PCC’s report on Komati in November 2023. She thanked 
the PCC...

... for bringing this travesty of procedural justice to the spotlight and 
for the recommendations, which require us to deeply consider future 
decommissioning schedules and ensure that such does not leave a 
legacy of ghost towns and impoverished communities in the mining 
towns and coal energy hubs in our province.

The conclusion she drew from this was not that the Just Transition should be 
opposed, but that:

It means we must begin the consultations and post closure 
economic diversification now, ahead of the next power station to be 
decommissioned.

The Mpumalanga provincial climate response task team subsequently 
became closely involved in supporting a community centred process in 
both Komati and the next power station to be decommissioned: Grootvlei in 
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Dipaleseng local municipality in the Gert Sibande district municipality. We 
return to this process below, but first we need to consider the vulnerability 
and resilience of Mpumalanga and the two out of its three district 
municipalities that will be strongly affected by the end of coal.

Vulnerability to the end of coal

The future looks bleak for coal. South African coal exports are concentrated: 
73% is exported to four countries – India, Pakistan, China and South Korea 
– of which all but China are reducing their reliance on imports [Monaisa 
and Montmasson-Clair 2022:4]. Domestic coal use also faces a difficult 
future. The coal phase out programme has started and, while the pace is 
under negotiation, the ultimate plan to phase out coal is not. Both domestic 
markets and export markets for coal are shrinking, and investors have, in 
large numbers, pivoted away from financing new coal projects. Corporates 
are building renewable energy plants for their own supply, further shrinking 
the market for coal.

The vulnerability of workers and business to the impacts of the end of coal was 
studied early on in the process by Trade and Industrial Policy Strategies (TIPS) 
researchers, even before the PCC was brought into being in December 2020. 
TIPS works closely with the Department of Trade, Industry and Competition 
(DTIC). The studies [Patel et al 2020; Makgleta and Patel 2021; Montmasson-
Clair et al 2022; Monaisa and Montmasson-Clair 2022)] noted that South 
Africa’s coal economy was extremely concentrated with 75% of the country’s 
coal production taking place on two coalfields,165 the Highveld and Witbank, 
the province’s oldest and most hardworking coalfields, also described as the 
Central Coal Basin. These coalfields fall within the boundaries of the two 
district municipalities that make up the Mpumalanga Highveld: Nkangala and 
Gert Sibande.166

165	 South Africa has 17 recognised coalfields. The Highveld and Witbank coalfields have historically been 
intensively exploited to serve both the gold mining industry and then industrial production on the basis 
of cheap – and dirty – coal-fired electricity.

166	 There are only 3 DMs in Mpumalanga, two on the Highveld and one in the Lowveld.
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Figure 4: Map of Mpumalanga, showing the most intensely coal-affected district 
municipalities in Mpumalanga: Nkangala and Gert Sibande, Steve Tshwete local 
municipality, plus 12 Eskom coal-fired power stations. Majuba and Kusile are not on the 
decommissioning list; the other power stations are. Map by Toni Olivier.
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The total Mpumalanga population was estimated167 at 5.1 million people 
in mid-2024. Nkangala DM was home to a third of this population (in 2019 
it was 1.49 million people168), while Gert Sibande housed an estimated 
1 122 590 people in 2019.169 Nkangala DM then had 855 000 people living in 
poverty, using the upper poverty line definition, and Gert Sibande, using the 
lower-bound poverty line, 496 921 (in 2017), or 45.1%. These figures are not 
directly aligned, but give a clear indication of the level of poverty in the two 
DMs before the start of the transition (see footnotes 7 and 8).

Within these two district municipalities, five local municipalities will be 
especially affected by the coal phase out: Emalahleni (Witbank) and Steve 
Tshwete in Nkangala, and Msukaligwa (Ermelo), Govan Mbeki (Secunda) and 
Dipaleseng (near Nigel) in Gert Sibande. In 2019, the estimated population 
of Steve Tshwete was around 317  000, with Emalahleni at about 455  000 
people [Montmasson-Clair et al 2022]. Komati is located in Steve Tshwete 
local municipality.

There is no doubt that the disappearance of the coal economy overall will have 
a serious economic impact. The 2020 report points out that “In eMalahleni, 
Steve Tshwete, Msukaligwa and Govan Mbeki, coal employment accounts for 
26%, 17%, 14% and 11% respectively. In many cases, these municipalities 
also rely on the mines and Eskom to support services such as water, sewage 
and waste management” [Patel et al 2020:9]. According to the 2022 report, 
coal income contributed substantially to the gross value add of these towns 
in 2018: eMalahleni (44%), Steve Tshwete and Msukaligwa (more than 33%) 
and Govan Mbeki (22%). For Mpumalanga as a whole, coal mining provided 
21% of Mpumalanga’s GVA [Makgetla and Patel, 2021].

The 2020 TIPS report put overall coal jobs that could be lost (over the whole 
phase-out period, not immediately) at more than 120  000: coal miners 
80 000, power generation (Eskom) 12 000; petrochemical production (Sasol) 
26 000; and small coal truckers 2 000. The 2022 TIPS report [Monaisa and 
Montmasson-Clair 2022] counted 150  000, by including cement industry, 

167	 By Statistician General Rizenga Maluleke, see Midyear Population Estimate 2024.
168	 District Development Model Profile, Nkangala.
169	 District Development Model Profile, Gert Sibande.
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steel and transport jobs beyond truckers, such as 15  000 in Transnet. The 
report describes the vulnerability of the coalfields as “a matter of life and 
death”.170 They note several sources of vulnerability in these areas, some from 
coal mining and burning, others from dependence on services supplied by the 
mines, Eskom and Sasol.

The TIPS 2020 report also noted that coal workers were generally in a better 
position than other workers. Their median (average) pay was more than 
R10 000 per month (double that of other formal workers at just over R5 000) 
and 80% had retirement funds (compared to 60% for other workers). This is 
what they would lose.

Beyond the direct jobs, Monaisa and Montmasson-Clair also point to 
vulnerability of workers involved in the provision and maintenance of 
equipment, machinery and utility vehicles, as well as routine commodities 
such as stationery, toiletries, office and grounds cleaning, food and beverages, 
personal protective clothing, consumables and spares. To this should be 
added the many jobs in the informal economy that are indirectly dependent 
on coal. We explore this dimension in Chapter 7.

Monaisa and Montmasson-Clair also bring into the picture the negative 
impacts of the coal value chain: its health impacts, displacement of other 
activities and an economic dependence on coal, the sterilisation of soil, a 
loss of biodiversity and wildlife, the contamination of ground and surface 
water via acid mine drainage, land degradation and a loss of arable land. The 
intense air pollution imposes a health burden on local communities. Coal 
mining disrupts people’s connection to the land, especially labour tenants 
[see also groundWork Report 2016]. It disturbs communities through the 
desecration of ancestral graves to make way for mining, and leads to tensions 
on the community level due to disagreement about mining, which includes 
assassinations, such as that of Mam’ Fikile Ntshangase in Somkhele. The 
authors conclude that:

170	 Also the title of the report.
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The past and current situation in the coalfields is highly unjust. 
Achieving a just transition is therefore not only about cushioning 
the impacts of the phase out, but also about rectifying the damages 
linked to the past and existing activities. Assuming otherwise would 
perpetuate decades of inequality in access to economic opportunities, 
services and a healthy, safe environment. This requires acknowledging 
the fundamental difference between a transition to a low-carbon 
economy and a just transition to a green and inclusive economy. 
[2022:24]

The TIPS report “Beyond Coal...” [Montmasson-Clair et al 2022] looks at the 
assets and liabilities on the coalfields, and the possible alternative economies, 
such as using existing electricity transmission infrastructure for renewable 
energy systems, for example the repowering plans at Eskom power stations, 
but also energy generation beyond Eskom. They argue that the estimated 
4  000 coal truckers (double what other studies see) could switch to 
transporting biomass, green hydrogen and machinery needed for RE value 
chains. Manufacturing of metals and steels specifically could build on existing 
plans and workers’ expertise, in expectation for growing steel demand for 
railways; RE construction, using existing vanadium and manganese mining 
and beneficiation for lithium batteries; supporting the RE value chain, as in 
the South African Renewable Energy Masterplan (SAREM); components such 
as cables and towers; and a green chemicals industry.

They cite plans for re-using fly-ash – while noting concerns about the toxic 
materials the ash contains171 – and other opportunities in mine rehabilitation. 
Mpumalanga has good soil and a favourable climate for agriculture, so they 
see options for regenerative agriculture and smart farming. Coal-based 
tourism could be an option, reflecting both coal history and rehabilitation, 
following examples in other countries, such as German Silesia, although these 
do not present huge opportunities. 

171	 We noted the same concerns about declassifying ash as toxic waste and then embarking on uses which 
could spread it into the environment in groundWork Report 2017.
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Ten power stations on the long road to decarbonisation

Komati is also important because it is the first of 10 Eskom power stations 
in Mpumalanga on a list to be decommissioned. Seven of these 10 power 
stations are in Nkangala, and three in Gert Sibande. For this report we based 
our approach on the fact that Eskom has undertaken detailed studies on the 
socio-economic impacts of these 10 power stations: three separate studies 
for Komati, Grootvlei and Hendrina, and a combined study on seven others, 
namely Camden, Arnot, Kriel, Tutuka, Duvha, Matla and Kendal. At the time of 
writing, Eskom has not yet officially released all of these studies.

Komati is the only one of these 10 coal-fired power stations to be 
decommissioned to date.

The decommissioning of Eskom’s power stations has not been a 
straightforward process, and the dates have varied over time, as we show in 
the table opposite.

The second column in the table gives “end of 50-year life” dates for the 10 
power stations in question, ranging from Camden (2021) to Kendal (2044). 
These are technical barriers because maintenance becomes very expensive 
beyond these dates. Dates from the IRP 2010 follow these dates closely, in 
some cases extending by a year, although more in the case of Komati. The 
IRP 2019 gives shorter horizons for closure, but the Eskom schedule of 2020 
lengthens these periods again. In May 2020, Eskom announced delays in the 
decommissioning for three power stations – Camden, Grootvlei and Hendrina 
– to 2030. One reason given for these delays was that the PCC Report on Komati 
(November 2023) recommended that projects and other socio-economic 
compensatory measures need to be in place before decommissioning. This 
may be cynical use of transition speak.

Delaying the power plant decommissioning to 2030 and beyond would 
cause a projected 15  300 excess air-pollution-related deaths, according to 
the Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air (CREA).172 There are also 

172	 https://energyandcleanair.org/publication/health-impacts-of-delaying-coal-power-plant-
decommissioning-in-south-africa/
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implications for Eskom’s compliance with Minimum Emission Standards (see 
Chapter 6 below). 

Table 2: Eskom’s shifting decommissioning plans for 10 coal-fired power 
stations.
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Camden 2021 2024 2020 2025 Nov 2025 March 2030

Komati 2024 2029 2019 2020 Shut down Shut down

Hendrina 2027 2028 2020 2021 Dec 2025 Dec 2029

Grootvlei 2028 2029 2018 2021 Sept 2027 March 2030

Arnot 2029 2030 2021 2021 Nov 2029 March 2030

Kriel 2030 2030 2026 2026 Nov 2030 March 2030

Matla 2034 2034 2029 2030 July 2034 July 2034

Duvha 2034 2035 2030 2031 Feb 2034 Feb 2034

Tutuka 2041 2041 2035 2035 Sep 2030 Dec 2041

Kendal 2044 2044 2038 2039 Dec 2044 Dec 2044

The columns are based on: End of 50-year life refers to the lifetime that the power 
plant is designed to last in engineering terms. It is a technical figure. The IRP 2010 
gave a schedule of decommissioning dates. The IRP 2019 made these dates 
earlier. The Eskom Schedule of June 2020 (source: https://www.google.com/
search?client=firefox-b-lm&q=Eskom+decommissioning+schedule+June+2020) 
Generation 2035 shutdown plan (last unit), based on MYPD 6 Application Powerpoint 
presented at: Public Hearing Durban, 7 December 2024 (but based on MYPD5 
document). Revised shutdown plan, continued operations (last unit), MYPD 6 
Application Powerpoint presented at: Public Hearing Durban, 7 December 2024. 

https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-lm&q=Eskom+decommissioning+schedule+June+2020
https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-lm&q=Eskom+decommissioning+schedule+June+2020
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None of Eskom’s power stations comply with the legally required minimum 
emission standards (MES). Kusile was the exception, having been designed 
and built with flue gas desulphurisation (FGD). In 2022, the stacks for three 
units collapsed. The Department of Forestry, Fisheries and Environment 
(DFFE) then allowed Eskom to put in temporary stacks, bypassing the FGD 
unit.

The original stacks with FGD are required to be restored by March 2025. Until 
they are, Kusile will operate at full pollution like the rest of the fleet, which 
will impose a heavy cost on people in the area (see Chapter 3).

Eskom has previously argued that flue gas desulphurisation (FGD) and the 
like are ‘end-of-pipe’ solutions and the money would be better spent on 
adding to renewable capacity.173 Fair enough – if they shut down the pipes 
on which an end-of-pipe solution is required. The legal requirement now is 
to decommission plants before 2030 or install FGD. Eskom’s statement that 
it will “invest in projects to reduce particulate emissions” suggests that it 
intends to avoid investing in FGD.

Eskom has previously applied to DFFE for ‘postponements’ of compliance 
with MES for all its power stations except Kusile, particularly for sulphur 
dioxide (SO2) emissions. In 2021, the National Air Quality Officer (Naqo) 
refused most of the postponements because she could not legally grant 
them. She said, “The … MES were first published in 2010 and Eskom has 
made minimal effort to fully comply with the standard”.174 She nevertheless 
accepted Eskom’s application for the MES to be suspended for the five oldest 
(and dirtiest) plants because Eskom said they would be decommissioned by 
2030. In response to various appeals against this decision, on 22 May 2024, 
then environment minister Barbara Creecy confirmed the Naqo’s decision 

173	 Hanno Labuschagne op cit; and Eskom media statement 14 December 2021 at https://www.eskom.
co.za/eskom-receives-dffes-decisions-on-minimum-emissions-standard-will-engage-dffe-and-key-
stakeholders-on-way-forward/ 

174	 DFFE National Air Quality Officer letter to Eskom, 30 October 2021.

https://www.eskom.co.za/eskom-receives-dffes-decisions-on-minimum-emissions-standard-will-engage-dffe-and-key-stakeholders-on-way-forward/
https://www.eskom.co.za/eskom-receives-dffes-decisions-on-minimum-emissions-standard-will-engage-dffe-and-key-stakeholders-on-way-forward/
https://www.eskom.co.za/eskom-receives-dffes-decisions-on-minimum-emissions-standard-will-engage-dffe-and-key-stakeholders-on-way-forward/
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to suspend compliance with the MES for these five plants. She directed that 
Eskom produce decommissioning plans within 12 months.175

At about the same time, Eskom announced cabinet approval of a plan to 
extend the life of these plants to 2030. Eskom said in its MYPD6 application176 
that it “has adopted a strategy to not shut down any more units until at least 
2030 at Camden, Hendrina, Grootvlei, Arnot and Kriel, all of which would have 
had units shutting down during this period until 2030” [Gx 6]. This suggests 
that Eskom does not intend abiding by the MES or the minister’s decision. It 
also contradicts Eskom’s statement to the Presidential Climate Commission 
that “planned decommissioning of Camden, Grootvlei and Hendrina power 
stations has been delayed and their last units will now be shut down at the 
end of March 2030” [our emphasis].177

Presumably, Eskom’s intentions will be clarified when it produces its 
decommissioning plan. But abiding by the law, and hence keeping to the 
2030 deadline, requires that units are shut down during this period and 
preparation for and consultations around decommissioning must start now.

Seeing like a power station

Eskom is central in the decommissioning process. Although it is part of the 
PCC, works with it and regularly makes inputs to it, it remains a very large, 
often inward-looking parastatal, with a history of considerable autonomy, 
even though this autonomy is being eroded by its financial situation. It is not 
allowed to invest in any new generation plant, except for the Komati RE plant, 
without Treasury permission. It is also subject to continued scrutiny over 
its decommissioning of 10 coal-fired power stations as well as its general 
performance.

175	 Minister Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, Appeals instituted against decisions of the National Air 
Quality Officer in respect of the suspension and postponement of compliance with the minimum Emission 
standards, 22 May 2024.

176	 Eskom’s application to NERSA for .... price increase... 
177	 ‘Narrative: Eskom’s phasing of decommissioning’, statement to PCC on 7 June 2024. 
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Figure 5: Komati power station surrounded by its immediate zone of influence (IZOI), 
the circle, and its primary study area (PSA). Source: Komati Socio-Economic Impact 
Assessment p. 45.

As we argued in the groundWork Report 2022 (in the chapter on transition 
theory), the coal-fired electricity system is an STES – a complex social technical 
ecological system. The choices that are made in describing it, including 
noticing some aspects and ignoring others, are political choices, even if they 
flow from habit and established procedures. To explore how Eskom, and its 
local staff in Komati, see the impacts of the shutdown of the power station, 
we start with the map on p. 45 of the Komati SEIA (see figure 5, above). The 
map places the Komati power station in its immediate environment. It shows 
two areas. The first is the immediate zone of influence (IZOI). As we shall 
see below, the IZOI is defined entirely from the power station’s perspective, 
possibly in the hope of establishing diminishing zones of responsibility. The 
IZOI was...
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... defined in consultation with the power station’s management team. 
It contains the communities and farms in the immediate vicinity of the 
power station (a 5 km radius around the power station): the Komati/
Koornfontein Village, Blinkpan, Brey Farm, Big House informal 
settlement, and 26 farms (the “farm belt”), as well as the Koornfontein 
mine, which used to supply coal to the power station via a conveyer 
belt. [2022: 3]

The Koornfontein mine – including its Gloria shaft – was part of the Gupta’s 
ill-begotten Optimum empire, and fell with it. According to gem-wiki,178

Koornfontein was embroiled in a scandal when the owners were 
accused of laundering more than R100-million meant for the 
rehabilitation of the Optimum Coal Mine and Koornfontein Mine in 
2016. The National Prosecuting Authority’s Independent Directorate 
has even brought criminal charges against various individuals involved 
in the looting of the environmental rehabilitation trust funds.

The full story is told in the groundWork Reports of 2016 and 2019. Now, 
Koornfontein mine is owned by Makole Group’s Black Royalty Minerals, 
which bought it out of business rescue in 2019. According to locals, the 
mine is not producing coal at the moment, although it seems to function as a 
railway siding where other mines bring their coal for transport on the railway 
line. Local people observe that this loading and unloading is a cause of air 
pollution, and no dust suppression seems to be practised.

Also shown on the map, the primary study area (PSA) roughly, but not precisely, 
contains Ward 4 – the Komati ward – of Steve Tshwete. In addition to the IZOI, 
the PSA also contains “labour-sending areas and communities that Eskom 
and KPS [Komati Power Station] recognise as being highly dependent on the 
operations of the power station”. Normally, this term is reserved for migrant 
worker communities from other provinces or other countries in Southern 
Africa – in order to argue that they should be included in transition measures 
– but it may be used here in an unconventional way, presumably because 
178	 https://www.gem.wiki/Koornfontein_Coal_Mine 

https://www.gem.wiki/Koornfontein_Coal_Mine
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it is seen as outside Eskom’s immediate zone of influence, a questionable 
assumption at best. The PSA includes the colliery-based settlements of Bank 
and Goedehoop. According to gem.wiki,179

The Goedehoop coal mine is an underground mine in Vandyksdrift, 
Emalahleni, Nkangala, Mpumalanga, South Africa. The mine is 
operated by Thungela Resources Limited, a former subsidiary of 
Anglo American... It began operation in 1983, and in 2005, merged 
with the former Bank Colliery. The Bank Colliery site is now known as 
“Goedehoop North” and is where all mining currently takes place; the 
original Goedehoop Colliery site area known as “Goedehoop South” 
closed in 2019. Coal from the mine is primarily exported through the 
Richards Bay Coal Terminal. The mine has a total workforce of 1 456.

The secondary study area (SSA) focuses on the LMs and DMs – Steve Tshwete 
LM and Nkangala DM – which also host employees and “economies where 
potential socio-economic opportunities to mitigate the effects of the shutdown 
are investigated and identified”. Nkangala DM has indeed established the 
Nkangala Economic Development Agency (NEDA), to develop alternative 
economic strategies for the region after the shutdown of coal. The tertiary 
study area (TSA) comprises Mpumalanga and South Africa. These three 
areas are called “feeder areas” in the report: Hendrina, Rietkuil, Middelburg, 
Emalahleni and Kriel in Nkangala DM, and, amongst others, Bethal and 
Standerton in the tertiary study area.

The report shows that in 2017, when Komati was still running at full capacity, 
a total of only R43  920 was procured from the (PSA) study area and the 
immediate zone of influence, in the form of “trade” and accommodation. By 
2020 that had already, according to the SEIA, gone down to zero [2022: 78]. In 
2020, 70% of goods were procured from the rest of Mpumalanga (eMalahleni, 
Middelburg, Ogies, Bethal, Clewer, Ermelo, Ga-Nala, Hendrina, Kabokweni, 
Kriel, Thubelihle and Standerton) and 30% from the rest of South Africa. 
The total value of this procurement was around R1.6 billion, including coal 

179	 https://www.gem.wiki/Goedehoop_Coal_Mine 

https://www.gem.wiki/Goedehoop_Coal_Mine
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[2022: 64]. These figures put a question mark about how much the immediate 
neighbours of Komati benefited from the power station, while suffering the 
immediate effects of air pollution from the station and the coal mines around 
them. However, the power station did provide other services to this area, in 
particular clean water to:

Komati Village – 45 Ml/month

Koornfontein mine – 8 Ml/month

Lakama Group180 – 1.5 Ml/month

The patterns for “feeder areas” for permanent employees are similar to the 
general procurement pattern, if not quite so stark: of the 276 permanent 
Eskom employees, only 41 (14.9%) were from the PSA. The majority – 217 
or 78.6% – came from surrounding areas of Mpumalanga and a remaining 18 
employees (6.5%) were from the rest of South Africa [63].

An additional 534 people (not direct Eskom employees) were working at 
KPS: 231 employed by Eskom Rotek Industries (ERI), “seconded to KPS 
for coal handling and other activities; the remaining 303 individuals were 
working on site through subcontracting arrangements. Therefore, a total of 
810 individuals were working at KPS in 2020.” These employees’ places of 
residence are not analysed [64]. However, the impact of the loss of salaries 
and wages earned by the employees of KPS, according to the SEIA, would be:

•	 expenditure in the PSA will decrease from R21.1 million in 2020 
to R2.4 million in 2022. There would still be some staff involved in 
decommissioning and repowering activities (which explains the next 
two points as well);

•	 household spending in the rest of Mpumalanga is expected to decline 
from R156.5 million in 2020 to R5.1 million post-shutdown;

180	 Lakama Group seems to be a large accommodation facility, measuring just over 5 hectares with nine 
freestanding apartment blocks comprising 190 single bedrooms with bathroom facilities, seven three-
bedroomed residential dwellings, a communal kitchen with dining room, recreation hall, administration 
and storeroom buildings, laundry, eight staff rooms with ablution facilities and covered parking bays. The 
description is from an advertisement for auction at https://www.parkvillageauctions.co.za/catalogue.
single.php?sid=637

https://www.parkvillageauctions.co.za/catalogue.single.php?sid=637
https://www.parkvillageauctions.co.za/catalogue.single.php?sid=637
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•	 household expenditure in the rest of South Africa is anticipated to drop 
from R274.9 million in 2020 to R9.4 million post-shutdown.

Coal to Komati

The SEIA report does not analyse the impact of the shutdown on local and 
provincial coal mining jobs – presumably because it is not seen as being the 
power station’s problem. It does, however, provide some information on coal 
procurement, which it divides into three phases.

•	 Figures for 2017, the pre-shutdown phase, reflect the power station 
working “at full capacity”, that is with nine operational units, with a 
combined output of 4 123 gigawatt hours or GWh/year.

•	 The figures for 2020 reflect a ramping down phase, when the number 
of operational units at the power station have already been reduced to 
four with a combined output reducing from 2 542 GWh/year to 1 581 
GWh/year.

•	 In the post-shutdown phase (taken as 2022, although in reality this 
has been a moving target), the assumption is that KPS is no longer 
functioning as a power station, although there are minor activities 
connected to maintenance. It does not seem that repowering and 
repurposing activities are included here.

Table 5.1 (p. 78 of the SEIA) reflects no procurement of coal inside the PSA, 
implying that coal was not purchased from Koornfontein or its Gloria shaft 
between 2017 and 2022.

The 2017 figures describe coal procurement (“mining”) from “beyond 
Mpumalanga”, as R1  451  644  684 (55%) out of a total procurement of 
R2 650 871 334. However, in 2020, “mining” procurement was described as 
being from inside Mpumalanga, amounting to 73% of procurement, namely 
R799 103 382, out of a total procurement of R1 094 656 886. [p. 79]. This 
puzzling shift – which also seems counter-intuitive because so many coal 
mines are in Mpumalanga – most likely reflects an accounting issue arising 
from a change in procurement. On p. 84, the explanation is given that:
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KPS does not have contracts with mines to supply coal. Coal to the 
power station is supplied under contracts with other power stations 
and is currently being diverted to KPS.

In 2020, coal supplied to KPS came from six coal mines, namely 
Universal’s North Block Complex, Dorstfontein Coal Mine, Impunzi 
Coal Mine, Greenside Colliery Road IMP, Mzimkhulu Mine and 
Vanggatfontein Coal Mine (VPC, 2021). Aside from Dorstfontein Coal 
Mine, supplies to KPS by the mines accounted for between 1% to 11% 
of contracted amounts in 2020 (VPC, 2021).

Almost half (46%) of the contracted amount from Dorstfontein Coal 
Mine was supplied to KPS in 2020; however, this contract had ended in 
2019 (VPC, 2021).

The supply of coal from the above-mentioned mines varies month 
to month and mine to mine. In 2020, 873 kilotonnes (kt) of coal was 
supplied to KPS (VPC, 2021), a quantity representing about 0.35% of all 
coal produced in South Africa that year and 0.7% of coal purchased by 
Eskom (Eskom , 2021; DMRE, 2022). This shows that the KPS demand 
for coal in 2020 was extremely small compared to that of the rest of the 
fleet of coal-fired power stations operated by Eskom. Considering that 
there were 91 231 people employed in the coal industry and that this 
industry produced 248.1 Mt of coal in 2020 (DMRE, 2019), the coal 
volume supplied to KPS equates to about 321 coal industry employees 
supported in that year.

In addition, calculations in the report lead to the conclusion that trucking in 
of coal to KPS would have supported only 41 jobs in 2020. This analysis seems 
aimed at minimising the impact on coal jobs. Taking 2017 (at full production) 
as a baseline would, according to the report’s own logic, have provided a 
better baseline to understand job losses at coal mines.

Overall, the report does not provide a clear understanding of the patterns of 
coal procurement and how it affects the coal mines. One can speculate that 
this data may not exist, may not be analysed or was kept from the authors 
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of the report. However, the report [106] does indicate that Minerals Council 
South Africa (with representation from Exxaro, Glencore, AngloAmerican 
Coal, South32 and Seriti) had taken part in stakeholder discussions. Among 
their recorded concerns were that people would migrate to areas in which 
the mines are situated, the cumulative impacts of the shutdown, a loss of trust 
between local communities and local government, a concern about the future 
of local communities, and that “stakeholders were operating in silos”. The 
report records that they made no recommendations.

They clearly also did not make any useful analysis of existing and lost coal 
mining jobs. Community concerns about the impact of coal job losses and the 
historic and planned demolition of housing provided by mines (according to 
local people, local government does not want to take over the housing stock), 
indicate that the mining houses and the Mineral Council of South Africa 
should urgently involve themselves in negotiations about the Just Transition 
and provide better information.

Even further outside the view of the power station are inputs that are not 
readily expressed in monetary terms. There is mention of, but no accounting 
for, the large volume of water that comes via an inter-basin transfer scheme 
from the Komati and Usutu catchments, via the Nooitgedacht dam outside 
Carolina, and no suggestions for its future use. There are no calculations 
around possible – highly probable – groundwater contamination in the area 
or plans to deal with it. Acid mine drainage is not discussed at all, although it 
severely affects the Upper Olifants catchment where Komati is situated (see 
next chapter). There is also no accounting for the land occupied by Eskom at 
Komati. Indeed, an ongoing demand of the Komati community has been to 
see a register of Eskom’s assets, so that they can use this in their planning. 
However, the SEIAs do contain references to World Bank studies to what 
decommissioning requirements could be. By implication, Eskom knows what 
these are.

KPS, or Eskom, owns two properties located in Komati Village. Eskom also 
‘owns’ a large ash heap. Plans are to get this ash declassified from toxic to 
non-toxic status, and then re-use it as a local resource. Almost completely lost 
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from view are the health impacts of coal burning pollution on people living 
near the power station. There is also no attention to the impacts coal mining 
and burning have had on surrounding water bodies, rivers and catchment 
areas (we return to this issue in the next chapter). Overall, the power station 
does not assume any responsibility for restorative justice.

How does the SEIA describe the local community?

We provided a detailed overview of the description of communities in the 
Komati area in our groundWork Report 2022, drawn from the SEIA. Here we 
give a shorter version: most of the broader Komati community have lived in 
the area for over 25 years, and many grew up there. There is a preponderance 
of males: 58.8%. Most individuals in the Komati PSA are of working age (15 
to 34 years old (sic)) at the time of Census 2011.181 The household survey 
(for Komati Village and Blinkpan) revealed that 16.3% of households had 
a total monthly income of R7  501 to R12  500. The second-largest income 
group (13.8%) earned an income of R15 001 to R20 000; this was followed 
by households earning an income ranging from R12 501 to R15 000 (12.5%).

Of the households that were surveyed, 51.3% indicated that they relied on 
earned income only (salaries or wages). It is not explained which households 
were surveyed and whether informal settlements were included. About 
11.3% relied on both earned income and self-employment income, while 
8.8% indicated that they relied on income from self-employment only. Other 
sources of income mentioned were grants (3.8%), spousal maintenance 
and grants (2.5%), and remittances from friends and family members living 
outside the area (1.3%).

Most of the population have had some schooling, with 35% having matric, 
and a further 8% higher education, and 11% other training, presumably 
qualifications relevant to mining. There are two primary schools: Blinkpan 
and Koornfontein (in Komati Village). The only preschool, Wonderland, has 
closed. Based on Census 2011 data, nearly all of the dwellings in the Komati 
PSA were considered formal houses, flats or apartments. In Komati Village 

181	 https://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=993&id=steve-tshwete-municipality 

https://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=993&id=steve-tshwete-municipality
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and Blinkpan, formal dwellings constituted 92.2% and 95.3%, respectively, of 
all dwellings. There are also informal settlements at Big House, Geluk Farm 
and Broodsnyersplaas. (It seems that these informal settlements are not 
always properly documented in various project documents.)

Approximately 57.5% of households indicated that they owned the property 
in which family members resided, while the remaining share of households 
(42.5%) rented the dwellings where they lived. Access to basic services was 
fairly good: piped water 80.7%, electricity 98.8%, refuse removal 97.4% and 
sanitation 98.2%. The water is provided by the power station. Again, it is not 
clear from the report whether informal settlements in the area were included 
in the survey or not.

The list of primary data sources consulted for the study, according to the 
report [Eskom 2022] gives a good idea of the institutions in the area. For civil 
society: ward committee members representing Goedehoop (now known 
as Goedehoop South); Banks (now known as Goedehoop North); Blinkpan; 
Komati/Koornfontein Village; Maphila Traditional Council; community 
development workers, home-based care and community workers; and the 
church forum, business forum, B and K Structure Forum, Isizwe Sekonsi, 
Thubalethu Community Structure and Farm Belt Community Development 
Structure. Local businesses in the area consisted of: “Mechanic, Café/Butchery, 
Afsol Petroleum, Igwababa Supermarket, OK Foods, Food Zone and Lakama 
Guest House”. There is also a police station at Blinkpan, and mobile clinics 
every Monday and Wednesday at the municipal offices and on Thursday at 
the SASSA pay point.

The most striking part of the SEIA view of the community is of its socio-
economic ills: substance abuse, teenage pregnancies and crime, as well 
as child-headed households. These are explained as the result of a lack 
of economic opportunities, especially for the youth, as well as lack of 
recreational (sports) facilities and opportunities for training and learning, 
including spaces to study after hours. On the other hand, the study did not 
report on the existence of four feeding schemes, run by churches and non-
profit organisations which, while indicating hunger also point to a community 
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response and agency. These observations also show that the existence of coal 
mines and a coal power station did not lead to prosperity in the area, but 
rather the opposite, even before shutting down.

Seeing Komati like a power station does not include an understanding of the 
power station’s own history, the externalities it imposed, or the resources 
it used to support itself. Perhaps a sense of history and a holistic view are 
strengths that belong, in the first place, to the resident communities of 
Komati. But nowhere in the report does the community emerge as capable of 
articulating and pursuing their own agendas. This is an opportunity missed, 
especially since buried in the report [2022:104] are clear elements of such 
agendas. Here, community members recommended that:

•	 Communities should own the majority of infrastructure in the 
community rather than private entities. (This could be an early, if 
veiled, reference to Eskom’s decisions to sell properties in Komati that 
the community would like to use);182

•	 Maintenance of facilities should be determined at the onset and the 
local municipality should take ownership of maintaining certain 
infrastructure. (This reflects an ongoing concern about the future of 
services provided by the power station, such as water, and possibly a 
reference to the issue of mines’ plans to demolish mine villages when 
the municipality declines to take them over);

•	 Community members should own land that becomes available 
following the decommissioning of KPS. (A direct demand for restorative 
justice in terms of land ownership, still ignored at the time of writing.)

Communities clearly had many concerns about the shutdown. They 
anticipated:

•	 An increase in crime due to an increase in unemployment;

•	 Loss of employment and income for contract workers and sub-
contractors;

182	 Authors’ comments in brackets.
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•	 Lack of employment opportunities for community members;

•	 Residents moving away and the community becoming a ghost town;

•	 Loss of income for local businesses, resulting in the closure of local 
businesses that community members rely on;

•	 Loss of electricity and water (water provided by Eskom);

•	 Loss of rental income and decreased demand for local guest houses;

•	 Decreases in property values;

•	 Uncertainty around the reasons for KPS’s shutdown;

•	 Concerns about the rehabilitation of the area;

•	 Costs associated with relocation, if employees are required to move to 
other stations;

•	 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) projects coming to a halt;

•	 Ownership of community infrastructure;

•	 Concern over the (lack of) participation of community members in 
proposed interventions.

It seems that supporting this emerging community agenda, or even 
responding to this, was not something that Eskom, the World Bank or the 
relevant consultants could do. To forcefully state and see action on this 
agenda became an important objective for the emerging community structure 
in Komati. This struggle, however, needs to be understood in the light of the 
PCC’s subsequent efforts to walk back the Komati case study.

Seeing like a Presidential Commission

How did the large amount of resources now focused on Komati Ward 4 come 
about, and who are the actors involved? And what is the plan? Informing 
activities in Komati is a crucial but little-known document called Getting from 
Good Intentions to Effective Action: A Proposal for a Just Transition Partnering 
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Implementation Model (PIM) in South Africa183. It was produced for the PCC by 
Notiswa Lilaba, who is now the PCC project manager for Komati, with Andrew 
Boraine and Jessica Wilson, at the Western Cape Economic Development 
Partnership (EDP). It proposes a collaborative and adaptive approach, for

navigating and managing complexity, especially in low-trust, low-
certainty, and low-agreement environments, where no single 
institution has the whole mandate or resources to resolve the problem 
on its own, where technical and managerial solutions are insufficient, 
and where there is a need for human and institutional behaviour 
change. [Lilaba et al 2023: 1]

The PIM proposes to deal with the generally acknowledged ongoing South 
African challenge of moving from good policies to proper implementation by 
adopting an explicit partnering approach that deliberately avoids

traditional, linear and rigid ways of planning, implementation and 
monitoring models in favour of adaptive programming and delivery, 
where participants can act together, and simultaneously pause, reflect 
and learn from new data and intelligence generated by the process 
at regular intervals, to adjust and adapt the plan to make it more 
implementable, feasible and legitimate [2023: 3].

It prioritises learning networks, such as communities of practice,184 and 
strengthening working relationships between organisations, including 
government entities. Its philosophical basis is an understanding of complex 
social-ecological systems, which is a relatively new, ecologically-informed 
way of thinking.185 It addresses South Africa’s well known implementation 
deficit by enabling partners to see the system as a whole, see their role in it, 
move beyond their own needs and priorities and work together. The model 

183	 See https://issuu.com/objectif-developpement/docs/a_proposal_for_a_just_transition_partnering_
implem

184	 Where actors sharing a practice can come together to learn from and support each other, as 
professionals and beyond the limitations of their organisational affiliation. 

185	 See https://www.resalliance.org/resilience 

https://issuu.com/objectif-developpement/docs/a_proposal_for_a_just_transition_partnering_implem
https://issuu.com/objectif-developpement/docs/a_proposal_for_a_just_transition_partnering_implem
https://www.resalliance.org/resilience
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acknowledges the realities of conflict and power plays, but provides ways to 
avoid getting stuck in contestations about visions and values. It proposes that 
partners learn to understand and trust each other by working together on an 
agreed agenda, by asking: “In this place, with this local context, who needs to 
work together to make things happen?”

In response to Minister Creecey’s statement, quoted at the start of this chapter, 
where she emphasised the critical importance of the Komati case study, in the 
same meeting the PCC executive director Dr Crispian Olver gave the outlines 
of the PCCs approach to Komati:

•	 We need to shift strategic focus and measure ourselves against the 
three justices.

•	 We need to think more ambitiously and massively increase the scope 
of social interventions to address social consequences.

•	 The various implementing agents represented in this forum need to 
act together, mindful of short-term impact. We will consult with the 
Department of Public Enterprises (DPE), DFFE and PMU about how 
the coordination can be improved going forward. The PCC is willing to 
stand behind and support the process.

•	 The urgency of action is noted. We need to go back to the community in 
a coordinated way, and increase what we have on the table.

The PCC convened a regular, monthly online meeting for all parties involved 
to report to and learn from each other. Soon the PCC organised this Komati 
approach into eight work streams, and appointed a PCC project manager for 
Komati. The following section gives an overview of the work streams and who 
some of these actors are.186 

186	 Some of the actors are described in the May 2024 PCC report on Komati. There are also updates in the 
minutes of PCC and Komati monthly meetings.
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Who’s who in Komati?

1.  The Community Development work stream

This work stream has the task to develop guidelines for an Asset Based 
Community Development (ABCD) approach, and to mobilise capacity and 
funding to support a community driven approach. The ABCD approach [see 
Kretzmann and McKnight 1993; Nel 2018] – in contrast to the mainstream 
needs based development approach – takes as its starting point community 
agency, agendas and assets, while strengthening the capacity of community 
structures to take their place as the drivers of development in Komati and, 
eventually, other decommissioning areas.

The team is made up of DARDLEA (which houses the task team from the 
Mpumalanga provincial government responsible for climate change), and 
contains the Ward 4 steering committee headed by local councillor Edward 
Nyambe; groundWork, which has been working with communities on the 
coalfields for decades and in recent years in Komati as well; and Indalo 
Inclusive, which describes itself as:

a not-for-profit company established to support and promote social, 
green, inclusive, and responsible entrepreneurship in South Africa. 
“Indalo” which stands for creation, nature and ecology in isiZulu, is 
responsible for implementing entrepreneurial projects that strengthen 
a more environmentally friendly and socially inclusive economy in the 
country through capacity building, dialogue and policy consulting.

At Indalo we are convinced that on the way to an inclusive green 
economy in South Africa a key pillar is the greening and ‘going 
sustainable’ of conventional enterprises, but even more so is 
the promotion, advancement and strengthening of eco-inclusive 
social entrepreneurship – entrepreneurship that integrates social, 
environmental and economic impacts around the core value proposition 
of the enterprise, or how we would call it, Indalopreneurship.187

187	 https://iisa.org.za/about-us/, accessed 3 Sept 2024 
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Indalo has undertaken extensive work in Grootvlei (Dipaleseng LM in Gert 
Sibande DM) in engaging with local community structures, and is expected 
to do the same in Komati. The DARDLEA team has supported emerging 
community structures and, with groundWork, has championed their cause on 
various platforms, including the monthly online PCC Komati meetings.

In this work stream, groundWork, at the request of the PCC, developed a 
protocol for how facilitators from various organisations active in the area 
should interact with community structures for the Just Transition. The 
protocol, based on the PCC’s Just Transition Framework [2022], as well as 
the recommendations in the PCC Report on Komati [2023], has been worked 
through and accepted by the Komati Steering Committee. Plans are afoot 
for working through the protocol in detail with the relevant facilitators and 
encouraging the growth of a ‘community of practice’ of facilitators working in 
the area.

groundWork has also commissioned a proposal for Community Based 
Planning (CBP) to enable the steering committee and other community 
structures to deal with the challenges of understanding, reviewing and, where 
needed, revising proposals coming from the outside, as well as preparing their 
own proposals. Such proposals will also be supported by the new community-
oriented Just Transition Centres and Fund (see previous chapter).

2.  Power station repurposing and decommissioning

This group works on the core of the power station repurposing and 
decommissioning, known as components A and B. Component C is the 
community development component, aimed at softening the economic 
impact of the shutdown. The responsible parties are Eskom and the World 
Bank, supported by the Just Energy Transition Implementation Plan Project 
Management Unit (JET-IP PMU), which is a unit established by the Presidency 
to oversee the implementation of the JETP and the broader JET-IP, largely 
focused on Mpumalanga.

The World Bank (WB) approved a US$497 million loan to support the 
decommissioning of the Komati coal-fired power plant, repurpose the 
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project area with renewable energy and batteries, and create opportunities 
for workers and communities. It is also preparing a roadmap for economic 
diversification that will complement the work of the PCC, and has initiated a 
number of feasibility studies for projects in the area.

3.  Economic diversification and job creation

The important task of co-ordinating and aligning economic diversification 
approaches to fill the gap left by the decommissioning of the power station, 
and to mobilise short term initiatives to create maximum impact has been 
entrusted to Eskom, the Social Employment Fund, Genesis Analytics, Impact 
Catalyst, Nkangala Economic Development Agency (NEDA), Global Energy 
Alliance for People and Planet (GEAPP), Just Transition to a Decarbonised 
Economy for South Africa (Just SA) and others.

Genesis Analytics188 is responsible for implementing Eskom Component C, 
the community development part [described in detail in groundWork Report 
2023]. Genesis describes itself as

an impact firm founded, incorporated and headquartered in 
Africa, (which) has worked in 52 African countries and more than 
100 countries globally. Genesis is focused on the Young World – the 
arc of countries with young populations stretching across Africa, the 
Middle East, South Asia and parts of Southeast Asia. Impact Analytics 
has expertise in behavioural sciences, competition economics and 
regulation, climate finance, the digital economy and regulation, 
economic impact assessment, financial services strategy, human 
development, monitoring, evaluation and learning, public health and 
financing, shared value and corporate impact, and youth employment.

They declare:

188	 Accessed 3 Sept 2024, https://www.genesis-analytics.com/who-we-are 
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Our job at Genesis is to help societies, governments and businesses 
across the Young World succeed at three fundamental historic 
transitions.

1.	� Reconfiguring economies: creating income for large, rapidly 
urbanising youth cohorts within a global economy undergoing 
profound changes;

2.	� A human transition: a fundamental rethink of how societies, 
governments and markets can ensure the health and cognitive 
and social wellbeing of all those young people including the most 
vulnerable;

3.	� A climate transition: both to decarbonise and manage the human 
and economic impacts of a global crisis they did not cause.

The Social Employment Fund (SEF), an initiative of the Industrial 
Development Corporation (IDC),189 is interesting because its mandate is 
to make investments that are not strictly profit driven [see Chapter 7]. Its 
website records that it was set up

... to strengthen partnerships with non-state actors, as part of a ‘whole 
of society’ approach to tackling unemployment. It aims to strengthen 
and augment the existing efforts of civil society organisations 
undertaking ‘work for the common good’ in communities – focusing on 
health, education, early childhood development, informal settlement 
upgrading and more.

The fund works through Strategic Implementing Partners (SIPs) which 
are contracted to employ participants in work programmes that are for the 
common good. Participants are paid for 16 hours of work each week. This 
provides ‘support scaffolding’ that encourages complementary livelihood and 
enterprise activity. Smallholder farmers are introduced to what is called “hi-
tech low-cost agricultural innovation” to help their community farms reach 

189	 From https://www.idc.co.za/sef/, accessed 25 October 2024

https://www.idc.co.za/sef/
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sustainability. At present, the SEF is working with 35 SIPs, who each operate 
in a variety of thematic areas such as community health, education, greening, 
place making, arts and culture, and the like. These SIPs in turn partner with 
over 1  000 community organisations and structures. According to the SEF 
website,

... at least 65  000 people have participated in the SEF across the 
country. They are mainly youth, and the workforce is 70% female. SIPs 
carefully design work programmes which match community needs 
while also enhancing the skills of participants, to boost their pathways 
out of unemployment. Examples of such skills (in health and care) are: 
Home-based care for the old and frail, technical knowledge to create 
awareness on topics such as sexual and reproductive health, family 
planning, HIV and AIDS, adherence to chronic medication, maternal 
health and psycho-social support and basic counselling skills. There 
are similar skill sets in food, nutrition and agriculture, education, 
safety and action against gender based violence, cleaning and greening, 
community and public art, and digital inclusion.

The SEF190 has an R11 million work fund focused on Komati Village. Three 
hundred jobs (100 workdays over 12 months), will be created in the following 
areas:

1.	 Early Childhood Development Centres (support, build new centre);

2.	 Sports community centre refurbishment, creating a safe space for 
community gatherings and physical activities;

3.	 Primary school maintenance and general repair;

4.	 Community gardening for self-sustenance and sale;

5.	 Work within a mobile clinic, care for the frail and elderly.

The Impact Catalyst191 is an initiative founded by Anglo American, Exxaro, 
the CSIR and World Vision South Africa, to create mechanisms that drive 

190	 From the 10 May PCC M&E working group minutes, report by Bhavanesh Parbhoo,
191	 https://www..impactcatalyst..co..za/ accessed 25 October 2024

https://www.impactcatalyst.co.za/
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large scale, socio-economic development initiatives through public-private 
partnerships. The initiatives will be designed to leverage collaboration across 
all sectors and will be selected for impact beyond the scale of individual 
participants. The organisation aims to “exploit the considerable knowledge, 
expertise, networks and scale of the private sector in health, education, 
livelihood enhancement, enterprise and social development...” in order to 
“drive a collective approach to value creation and social impact to create 
long-lasting, vibrant economies that are no longer dependent on mining and 
industry”.

The Nkangala Economic Development Agency (NEDA)192 is a new, dedicated 
entity, in its own words193

... committed to promoting and sustaining economic investment for the 
advancement of local communities. Our focus lies in attracting foreign 
direct investment (FDI) through strategic investment promotion and 
facilitation initiatives... we bring a global perspective to local economic 
development, fostering sustainability and positive transformation. 
Join us in empowering communities, driving investment, and shaping 
a future of prosperity through strategic economic initiatives. Our 
vision is to be a pivotal force in transforming Nkangala into a thriving 
economic hub, characterised by innovation, inclusivity, and sustainable 
development. Our mission is to facilitate and attract investments 
that drive sustainable economic development; cultivate a conducive 
environment for both domestic and international investors, and act 
as a catalyst for positive socio-economic transformation within the 
Nkangala region.

The Global Energy Alliance for People and Planet (GEAPP)194 is

... a collective movement working to unlock green energy access in 
Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean to secure an inclusive 

192	 http://neda.gov.za.dedi651.jnb3.host-h.net/, accessed 25 October 2024
193	 Lightly edited for flow and readability
194	 https://energyalliance.org/south-africa/ accessed 25 October 2024

http://neda.gov.za.dedi651.jnb3.host-h.net/
https://energyalliance.org/south-africa/
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and resilient future for all. We are addressing some of the defining 
challenges of our time – ending energy poverty and tackling the 
climate crisis – through a just transition to renewable energy.

In South Africa, GEAPP aims to “enable a job-positive green energy transition 
through increased renewable energy capacity”, and is working to support 
greening the grid by building up transmission and distribution infrastructure 
for green energy, while focusing on job creation and retraining for those 
displaced from traditional industries. At the time of writing it was not clear 
what the institutional arrangements for these activities would be. GEAPP 
will be involved in developing a new renewable energy skills training facility 
at Komati and, with SARETEC and Eskom, assess how to best utilise the 
remaining available funding to maximise training opportunities.

Through Eskom, the South African Renewable Energy Technology Centre 
(SARETEC) is using the Komati Training Facility to train people on various 
just transition courses (such as solar technologies).

JUST SA195 is a project designed to contribute towards the just transition 
efforts in Mpumalanga and across South Africa, supported by the German 
Gesellschaft fuer Internationale Zusammenarbeit196 (GIZ). In Komati it 
supports the Mpumalanga Province in developing just transition plans for 
a diversified economy and local government departments with individual 
projects, including pilots.

The project supports the implementation of pathways towards an 
environmentally sustainable, climate-change resilient, low-carbon 
economy and just society. At the national level, the project supports 
the multi-level stakeholder dialogue set up by the Presidential Climate 
Commission (PCC) on Just Transition, ensuring an inclusive and results-
oriented process. At regional level, the project assists the Mpumalanga 
provincial government in formulating a concrete, sustainable and just 
green economy transition plan for a diversified regional economy, 

195	 https://www.international-climate-initiative.com/en/project/just-transition-to-a-decarbonised-economy-
for-south-africa-just-sa-22-i-462-zaf-g-just-transition-to-a-decarbonised-economy/

196	 Which translates to company or society for international co-operation.
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which covers skills pathway development and finance mechanisms. 
At the local level, Just SA implements the provincial plan, and pilots 
and scales up projects in selected municipalities of Mpumalanga. 
Private sector action is incentivised. Furthermore, mine rehabilitation 
is addressed with a focus on mine water treatment through research, 
policy implementation and community engagement. Lessons learnt 
are fed back into the dialogue process.

The Global Center on Adaptation (GCA)197 is an international organisation 
working to accelerate action on adapting to climate change:

We support adaptation solutions at the international and the local 
levels,  partnering with the public and the private sector. Founded in 
2018, our global headquarters is hosted by the Netherlands in the 
largest floating office in the world in Rotterdam. We have regional 
offices in Africa, South Asia and Asia Pacific, and a knowledge and 
research hub in Groningen, the Netherlands. Our work spans high-
level policy development, research, advocacy and communication for 
faster and deeper climate adaptation. We work closely with partners 
to ensure the effective and efficient delivery of results where they are 
most needed. Our focus is firmly on those who are most vulnerable 
to the effects of climate change. The poorest people in the poorest 
countries are the least prepared to withstand the health, social and 
economic impacts of the climate emergency.

4.  Infrastructure, social facilities and social services

This work stream’s tasks are to identify a shortlist of key infrastructure 
projects, develop project plans and proposals, and engage infrastructure 
departments to take the lead. The actors here are: Mpumalanga Public 
Works, Roads & Transport, Local Municipality, and Department of Water and 
Sanitation (DWS). In recent meetings, the focus has been on providing social 

197	 https://gca.org/about-us/
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services. This presents an interesting test of what services government at 
different levels should and can supply, and the challenge – already visible in 
practice – of figuring out which arm of government carries what responsibility. 
This task team is also supported by the Municipal Infrastructure Support 
Agency (MISA).198 MISA has been mandated to render technical advice and 
support to municipalities so that they optimise municipal infrastructure 
provisioning, by:

•	 Supporting municipalities to conduct effective infrastructure planning 
to achieve sustainable service delivery;

•	 Supporting and assisting municipalities with the implementation of 
infrastructure projects, as determined by the municipal integrated 
development plans (IDPs);

•	 Supporting and assisting municipalities with the operation and 
maintenance of municipal infrastructure;

•	 Building the capacity of municipalities to undertake effective planning, 
delivery, operations and management of municipal infrastructure.

5.  Long-term development

Here the work is to prepare a proposal, to raise funding and coordinate 
development of a long-term development plan for the broader Komati region 
(which is not officially defined anywhere, but could include the seven wards 
in Steve Tshwete LM, with the possible addition of the wards around Duvha 
power station in neighbouring Emalahleni LM). The actors involved here are 
the district and local municipalities, NEDA, Mpumalanga Province, Eskom, 
Genesis Analytics and the World Bank. There are a number of studies under 
way.

198	 See https://www.misa.gov.za/
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6.  Communications

Here the work is to coordinate strategic communications and ‘common 
messaging’ across key institutions. Under the leadership of PCC’s 
communications director Blessing Manale, it also includes Eskom, World 
Bank, DPE, DFFE, DMRE, Mpumalanga, district and local municipality. Its 
major challenge is to move South Africans from an understanding of climate 
change, to an understanding of the Just Transition.

7.  Mobilising financial resources

The assignment is to mobilise public and private funding to support 
an emerging pipeline of projects. The actors here are JETIP PMU, IDC, 
Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA), GEAPP and the Agence 
Francaise de Developpement (AFD).199 The IDC is a national development 
finance institution that has drafted and submitted an updated proposal 
to an external funder for the Social Employment Fund to raise R13 million 
for Component C (community development) at the Komati Power Station. 
Approximately R9 million of that amount is for job creation in the community.

8.  Monitoring and evaluation

This group is establishing common metrics and reporting systems for 
tracking progress and to collaborate around a one-year review of progress. It 
is the responsibility of the PCC, DPE, Department of Planning Monitoring and 
Evaluation (DPME) and groundWork. The PCC M&E working group has been 
in the forefront of not only monitoring, but convening, work in Komati.

Seeing like a community structure

The plethora200 of actors and plans above present a challenge to the 
Komati Steerco to fulfil their chosen role as the driver of their own post-
coal development in Komati – along the lines expressed in the PCC’s Just 

199	 See https://www.afd.fr/en/page-region-pays/south-africa 
200	 The Oxford dictionary defines “plethora” as “a large or excessive amount of something”.

https://www.afd.fr/en/page-region-pays/south-africa
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Transition Framework (2022). The committee was formed in August 2023, 
around the councillor and ward committee, but includes other structures. It 
receives ongoing support from the Mpumalanga provincial climate task team. 
However, at first other actors seemed to ignore it, as we remarked above with 
our reference to how their concerns, recommendations and requests had 
simply been ignored in the Komati SEIA.

Shortly before the official founding of this structure, during the PCC visit to 
Komati on 7 July 2023, groundWork was struck by the strong sense of agency 
of some members of this committee, as reported in the groundWork Report 
2023. The site visit covered Eskom plans for the decommissioning and 
repurposing, the demonstration of two projects on site (the solar installation 
with container and the aquaponics projects) and meetings with trade unions, 
local government and the local community.

At the end of the day, PCC commissioners and others undertook a walk-about 
in the company of the Ward 4 councillor Mr Mnyambi, and Mr Vilanculo, a 
ward committee member who is focused on local economic development. 
During the walk-about, Mnyambi and Vilanculo made impassioned pleas that 
the community should be able to use some of the (previously Eskom owned) 
buildings in Komati Village. This should include space for a clinic to serve 
the community (there are currently clinic visits on Wednesdays only), as 
well as for space to undertake youth and other community projects, such as 
recreational and skills learning activities for local youth, and sport activities 
“to get them off the streets and into positive activities”.

The site visit also revealed that the community had, with whatever means 
they could find, constructed a ‘bridge’ over a waterway that runs between the 
informal settlement of Big House and the nearest tar road. Unfortunately, the 
construction was incomplete, with a very uneven top surface, and children 
had been hurt while using it. There are doubtless also other examples of 
community initiatives, such as the soup kitchens mentioned earlier in this 
chapter.

What we learnt from this short site visit was that there is a sense of agency 
among community members and their leaders, a drive to improve the 
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situation for the community, and that this agency is currently blocked by a 
lack of resources and support. These ideas found their way into the PCC 
Report of November 2023.

groundWork was keen to further support this community agency, which 
could all be described as instances of Asset Based Community Development. 
In early 2024, we learnt that the Komati steering committee, along with their 
equivalent community structure in Dipaleseng, were fiercely insisting on 
procedural justice in their interactions with the plethora of development and 
JT actors entering Komati. Where they were unhappy with the way they were 
being treated, they suspended meetings.

Komati Steerco position as of April 2024

In the meantime, the Komati community steering committee prepared a 
report setting out community positions. This was presented to the Komati 
monthly meeting on 26 April 2024.. It started with a self-description – a self-
recognition which is the basis of agency – namely that Ward 4 of Steve Tshwete 
Local Municipality consisted of Komati, Blinkpan, Koornfontein, Lesedi201 and 
Naledi villages.202 These villages had been predominantly owned and received 
basic services (water and electricity) from Eskom Komati Power Station and 
surrounding coal mines (such as Blinkpan, Koornfontein and Goedehoop). 
The villages were then handed over to local municipality, and communities 
experienced a huge drop in service delivery.

The committee noted that local communities already faced high levels of 
unemployment and poverty, which was worsened by the decommissioning 
of the Komati Power Station. The communities were heavily reliant on 
the coal value chain, both the mining and energy sectors. The community 
was “overburdened by inequality and poverty”, and suffered from the 
environmental degradation of the area. They divided their issues into three 
focal areas: socio-economic, health and environment, and service delivery.

201	 Note the inclusion of Lesedi, a mining village under threat of being demolished.
202	 This report does not mention the numerous informal settlements by name.
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Figure 6: The Steve Tshwete local municipality. The Komati Steering Committee operates 
in and represents Ward 4, in the lower left-hand corner on the map above. Map by Toni 
Olivier.
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The economic issues were: their economic dependence on the coal value 
chain, lack of job opportunities and skills development programmes; the 
impact of the coal phase out on street vendors and other indirect jobs; that 
there is only a limited preference to locals for job opportunities in Eskom and 
surrounding mines; a lack of communication (about the transition) to people 
on the ground; and a lack of economic diversification.

Social issues were described as substance abuse, an increase in crime and 
in gender-based violence (GBV), increased divorces, a lack of payment for 
municipal services (after the handover from Eskom), and threats of eviction 
from their houses, all adding up to the creation of ghost towns around them.

Their environmental and health issues included that there was air pollution 
from surrounding small-scale mining activities and no dust suppression. 
Local water sources were polluted and there were no interventions for the 
rehabilitation of contaminated land. Medical support was only available 
in the form of health clinics on Mondays and Wednesdays. There were no 
rehabilitation centres (to deal with addiction issues), and no support for the 
elderly and people with disabilities. People’s mental health was being affected 
by lack of employment. On top of this, there was a constant influx of reporters, 
institutions and researchers, all looking for the same information.

There were many issues related to service delivery: a lack of community owned 
facilities, power shortage, a lack of sustainable water supply, no bus shelter 
for scholars using the bus, no taxi rank, no recreational and entertainment 
facilities, a lack of educational and training facilities, bad internet connection 
and damaged roads with potholes caused by heavy-duty coal trucks.

Some issues cut across all of these. A lack of transparency, accountability 
and dissemination of information meant that they did not have access to 
information about the economic opportunities that were arising from the Just 
Transition. They demanded that Eskom communication officers communicate 
directly with community members about the economic opportunities and 
interventions designed for the Ward 4 community. And they were wary of 
corruption, including that projects meant for them would be captured by 
people outside Ward 4.
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They made specific recommendations:

•	 Local training centres should be developed, and community leadership 
and entrepreneurial skills should be taught.

•	 Economic diversification opportunities should be found in green 
industrialisation and manufacturing, sustainable agriculture, eco-
tourism, nature-based solutions, renewable energy and the bio-
economy.

•	 A secondary school should be constructed, and the primary school 
improved.

•	 There should be capacity building and local empowerment for the 
following:

-	 Small businesses on sustainable agriculture

-	 To understand the just transition, just energy transition, green 
economy and climate change challenges

-	 Youth development

-	 Women Economic Empowerment

-	 Inclusion of people with disabilities

-	 Rehabilitation centres (for drug and alcohol abuse)

-	 Community skill audit and assessment

-	 Training for jobs

•	 There should be opportunities in the agricultural economy, land should 
be made available for livestock and crop production, and mining areas 
should be repurposed for agriculture.

•	 Local graduates should be integrated into upcoming programmes.

•	 Transition jobs and renewable energy jobs should not be the only 
employment opportunities.

•	 Install solar energy for farm dwellers and people in rural areas.
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•	 Develop houses and construct bridges.

•	 Design interventions for school dropouts.

•	 There is a need for moral regeneration.

The community report noted the responses from various actors in Ward 4. 
These observations formed the basis for the monthly meetings, in Komati, 
that they then instituted (see below).

The Mpumalanga Department of Social Development was offering a social 
development approach to assist communities affected by the Just Transition 
with social protection, such as safety nets, risk prevention and risk mitigation 
through provision of grants or relief to vulnerable groups, and in social 
investment: building capacity and strengthening social networks which exist 
in the communities.

They noted that Eskom had designed a Komati Component C for a Transition 
Plan for Komati, which consists of the repurposing opportunities for 
Komati, with stakeholder engagement, community development, economic 
diversification and transition support for Komati’s permanent workers, 
suppliers and contractors. Impact Catalyst had opportunities available for 
the Komati community, including the ongoing alien invasive plants removal 
project and the proposed personal protective equipment manufacturing 
facility. Ucwaningo Research had been appointed by the Department of 
Public Enterprise to do a study at Komati, focusing on the consultative 
process undertaken with communities to reduce or eliminate the negative 
socio-economic impact of the decommissioning of coal-fired power stations. 
Breadline Africa was designing projects on Early Childhood Development 
centres and school facilities as part of a collaborative approach to support 
economic opportunities for a just transition in the region. The Department 
of Agriculture, Rural Development, Land Environmental Affairs (DARDLEA) 
offered farming opportunities to support the community, such as animal 
production (Masibuyele esibayeni) and crop production (Phezulu Kwemkhono 
Mlimi).
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The committee made a list of institutions to invite to the monthly meeting 
they held in Komati. They summoned actors in the Komati area to share their 
plans and listen to community inputs. On the list were the Department of 
Education, the Department of Transport, the Mining Sector/Mining Council, 
‘the private sector’, the Green Economy Cluster and other clusters.

They also decided on a way forward that included developing terms of 
reference for the steering committee, nominating sector representatives, skills 
development, developing a community communication strategy, training 
in climate change and just transition to co-design and develop sustainable 
projects, the creation of a single project and programme report which would 
clearly state what the opportunities were, and starting sustainable pilot 
projects.

This shows a community structure that is well informed, aware of what is 
happening around it, and that had developed its own perspectives on what 
should happen in Komati, or rather, Ward 4 of Steve Tshwete LM. It also shows 
a structure that stepped forward and engaged the many actors entering their 
area, challenging them to explain their plans and allow the committee to revise 
them. The question was, would the plethora of other actors, some of them 
with extensive resources, give the committee the space and support it needed 
to achieve a genuinely community driven response to the decommissioning in 
particular and the just transition in general?

Rules for interaction between facilitators and community structures

In May 2024, groundWork, at the request of the PCC, started work on a protocol 
for facilitators interacting with communities, and to assist the community to 
deal with all that was coming at them. It was based on the Just Transition 
Framework, especially its intention to have communities in the driving seat, 
and the recommendations of the PCC in its November 2023 report on Komati 
and the Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) approach. But most of 
all, the approach was inspired by the proactive stance taken by the Komati 
Steerco, and its equivalent committee in Grootvlei.
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ABCD is a community-led development approach that places, supports 
and leaves power in the hands of communities. This stands in contrast to 
mainstream development approaches, which are based on a discourse of need 
or lack, in which communities are seen as lacking things like skills, knowledge 
and resources. These lacks are constantly identified by communities and 
mainstream development practitioners, and are filled from the outside. 
Communities are seen as needy and trained to be needy [Kretzmann and 
McKnight 1993; Nel 2018].

In ABCD, the starting point is what communities have: assets they can 
access, skills they have in the community and, most importantly, their own 
agency: their own plans and what they propose to do. This agency is based 
on their understanding of what is possible. For ABCD during a Just Transition, 
supportive conditions and an expansion of resources may well become 
available, such as procedural justice that puts communities in the driver seat, 
and distributive and restorative justice that can unlock extra just transition 
resources. For this to remain ABCD, community agency must be respected 
and encouraged.

In practice, many aspects of ABCD are already part of the community 
response to decommissioning. The Komati steering committee was a 
structure led by the ward councillor, but had been expanded to include 
other interests and organisations. Each member had been entrusted with a 
portfolio. In Dipaleseng (Grootvlei), the community structure had formed 
its own task teams and had moved from their original position of opposing 
the closing down of the power station to debating what was possible. These 
two structures hold regular meetings. They act to control access and flow of 
information. For example, in Grootvlei the community structure adjourned 
a meeting that they were unhappy with, and both the facilitator, Indalo, and 
Mpumalanga officials respected that.

It is important to consider what were they objecting to. First, the meeting 
could not accept the closure of the Grootvlei power station, and losing the 
jobs that depended on the power station. Second, they argued that a lot of the 
information being provided was new to them, and they needed to first discuss 



Walking back Komati

Systems Change for a Just Transition - groundWork - 157  -

it amongst themselves so that they could make their own, informed decisions. 
So, they requested outside actors to leave and give them time and space.

The protocol, which has been adopted by the Komati Steerco, sets standards 
to achieve procedural justice – putting communities at the centre of decision 
making – in engagements with communities and other stakeholders in Komati. 
These standards should apply to all community facilitators associated with 
the PCC, to make sure that community participation, decision making and 
planning are genuinely community centred, based on community agency and 
strengthening community agency. These standards will guide the relevant 
PCC M&E work.

The protocol requires that facilitators in Komati should support emerging 
initiatives by local communities and structures to govern their interactions 
with people and organisations coming into the area to support the Just 
Transition process. This includes using structures initiated by communities 
themselves to deal with the transition. Facilitators need to actively allow for 
community agency to emerge, and to support it. Support includes developing 
projects that communities have proposed, and includes assistance to find 
funding and other means for implementation. Worker and community 
organisations (unions, civics, advocacy groups and similar structures) and 
organisations representing small businesses must be supported to participate 
actively in just transition policy-making processes, so that they can ensure 
that decisions are made in their best interests and allow them to take 
advantage of opportunities. They must be assisted to understand what the 
just transition entails, specifically, and points of agreement and disagreement 
must be discussed openly and transparently.

Not only procedural, but also distributive and restorative justice, principles 
should be taken into account so that communities are better off after the 
transition. In practice, this means that resources that may become available 
for communities as a result of the transition, such as land, water and buildings, 
should be part of planning exercises. Distributive and restorative justice are 
critical indicators for the outcomes of community participation facilitation.
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For this approach to work, transparency is crucial. All plans and initiatives 
should be shared, for example the Eskom SEIAs and World Bank plans 
mentioned earlier.

Facilitators need to base consultation processes on ward committees as 
structures of local governance, but should (1) review ward committees’ 
inclusiveness and (2) reach broader than ward committees to include other 
organisations in the area to ensure fair representation. All organisations 
entering into and working in Komati or other decommissioning areas need 
to be open to monitoring and evaluation of their projects. They need to share 
their plans through a central hub that is accessible to the public and to which 
communities’ access is proactively supported. And research in the area should 
be attuned to community agendas, and take the form of participatory action 
research. Extractive research should be avoided.

This protocol is premised on an understanding that its principles represent 
best practice in facilitation of community agency in community participation, 
decision making and planning that is genuinely community centred and based 
on community agency, and that strengthens community agency. As such it 
relies in the first place on persuasion, sharing and peer learning, for example 
in a facilitators’ community of practice [Wenger-Trayner et al 2023], which is 
also foreseen in the PIM.

Seeing the future

This chapter, the third to deal with Komati in as many years, has explored 
the developing case study of decommissioning in Komati. How we engage 
with, influence and respond to developments in Komati will have broader 
implications for other decommissioning areas and the broader Just Transition 
project in South Africa. It could also suggest strategies for civil society in the 
South. It is time for us to explore what this means.

We need to look carefully at Eskom’s behaviour – including, and perhaps most 
importantly, its instinctive behaviour as a large, still powerful parastatal – in 
dealing with other actors and especially community actors. For a future that 
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moves into a wellbeing economy, we will need public actors like Eskom to be 
more responsive to, and to act in accordance with, the needs of South Africans.

Komati is the first of 10 Eskom power stations on a list to be decommissioned. 
There is enough time to prepare for these processes, but civil society and 
community structures need to start preparing now, and properly. The ABCD 
approach carries profound implications in its stress on community agency, 
dialogue and collective decision making, and the support that is expected 
from state and other powerful actors. The Partnership Implementation 
Plan approach enables such a new way of working, and together these 
approaches could change relationships between community structures, ward 
committees and local government, such that IDPs become the vibrant and 
vital instruments of open democracy that they were intended to be in the 
early 2000s. In fact, the Just Transition provides opportunities to revisit and 
use the plans and policies developed in the past, in a more hopeful phase of 
our democracy’s development.

The focusing of a large amount of resources on a single ward of 4 000 people 
– involving political, intellectual, staff, community activity, funder and 
embassy resources – in the full glare of the national and international media 
spotlight, offers South African civil society and the broader political public 
a unique opportunity to observe, analyse, understand and influence the use 
of public finance (also discussed in Chapter 4). The community response to 
developments in Komati, what agendas the community articulates and how 
the PCC and other actors respond to them, gives us the opportunity to deal 
with one of the biggest challenges for democracy in our time: how to make 
good on the promises of including everybody in the Just Transition, and how 
to build a truly inclusive democracy.

It is important to realise to what extent restorative justice is absent from 
Eskom and World Bank thinking. Restorative justice is an important principle. 
We can use the opportunity to shift resources, which should not be held 
back by a narrow Eskom focus on making its own books balance. Restorative 
justice is important because it allows new configurations of resource access 
to emerge.
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Many challenges still await the general Komati process, and the Komati 
Steerco in particular.

The Komati committee will need to integrate its agendas and planning with 
the planning of the local municipality of Steve Tshwete. In the process they 
may well have to give up their exclusive claims for Ward 4, and become 
part of a bigger process, the “Greater Komati” that is mooted as consisting 
of the seven wards to the south of the N4 highway. This area contains four 
power stations and most of the coal mines. A fifth power station, Duvha, is in 
Emalahleni but closely clustered with the others and should be included here, 
along with its associated mines.

Proposals for agriculture, but also other enterprises, stumble upon the lack 
of land and water. A redistribution of resources will be necessary for them 
to succeed. The Komati steerco has already pointed out the difficulties with 
agricultural projects that rely on the slender resource base of “growing 
vegetables in their backyards”. Many of the actors in Komati do not have a 
clear view of the implications of distributive and restorative justice. But the 
Just Transition can only succeed if there are at least some elements of systems 
change. The current system is not working and has led us to these difficulties. 
At the same time, the Just Transition provides an opportunity for change.

In the next chapter we take a more in depth look at the issues of restorative 
justice in the Just Transition, focusing on responses to the health burden 
imposed on communities by decades of coal mining and burning, mine closure 
and the rehabilitation of river catchments.
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66  Restorative justice: Making 
the transition possible by 

paying the ecological debt

Healing people and the land ... was an immediate need echoed by all 
communities that the PCC has consulted with.

Just Transition Framework [PCC 2022: 9]

The coal economy has, over the past 140 years, imposed a heavy burden 
and a toxic legacy on the people and ecosystems of the Highveld. Komati is 
part of that. Coal mining, whether underground or open pit, is extremely 
destructive of the environment. Coal burning releases a toxic cocktail of gases 
– sulphurous and nitrous oxides, as well as particulates and mercury – that 
have seriously impacted on the health of residents of the Highveld.

This pollution continues as coal power stations continue to operate, and 
Eskom continues to refuse to abide by minimum emission standards that they 
themselves had a hand in crafting. As a result, an ecological debt owed to the 
people of the Highveld is dramatically visible in their severe health problems 
and the immense scale of the acid mine drainage disaster, as well as the large 
number of abandoned, unclosed and unrehabilitated mines. Yet, as we saw in 
the previous chapter on Komati, these issues are not dealt with by the PCC, 
the DMR, the Minerals Council South Africa, the DWS or the Department of 
Health (DoH).

This chapter is about healing people and the land, paying the ecological debt, 
and making the transition possible and just. The first argument we make is 
about the importance of restorative justice in the just transition. Reversing 
these mechanisms is crucial to a systemic transformation of how our societies 
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work. The chapter next presents an overview of the damage from coal 
mining to river catchments and local ecosystems, based on the groundWork 
Report 2016. We then move on to the health problems created by the coal-
fired electricity system, and other, related, polluting industries, relying on 
groundWork Report 2017 [see both reports for more detail]. The present 
chapter presents a summary of the more extensive account of externalities 
imposed through the burning of coal, especially on people’s health.

We explore how civil society – activists on the ground and in the broader 
environmental justice movement – are taking action and stepping into the 
vacuums created by state inaction: a multidimensional campaign by the Life 
After Coal campaign and its allies to persuade the Department of Health in 
Mpumalanga Province to develop a plan to deal with the health burden 
imposed on the population of the Highveld, and the efforts by the community 
based organisation Khuthala in Ermelo to protect themselves against a mine 
burning underneath their houses.

The Just Transition needs restorative justice

Restorative justice is crucial to the just transition. Most immediately, 
restorative justice is necessary to the transition in a functional sense, as 
Minister Creecy implied (see Chapter 5), because without it the transition 
will fail and result in “extreme poverty”. The transition needs to enable people 
to have jobs and livelihoods, and needs functioning municipalities providing 
services. This, fundamentally, needs – beyond democracy at a local level – a 
redistribution of resources, the restoration of landscapes and ecosystems, 
and urgent attention to people’s health.

The Just Transition process has entered a phase of planning a multitude of 
projects, but these cannot succeed without healthy people and resources to 
work with. A recent debate in Komati showed this: a funder invited residents 
to participate in an agricultural project. They then asked what land they would 
use. The answer was “your backyards”. The people’s response was that their 
backyards had tenant shacks and that they were interested in using Eskom’s 
land. Even on a project level, restorative justice in the form of a redistribution 
of resources is necessary.
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Box 3: Dying in Stilfontein

There should be a sense of urgency about restorative justice, because 
injustice begets further injustices. At the time of writing, the failure to 
close and rehabilitate the gold and uranium belt of mines in Johannesburg 
and beyond – regarded as a crisis even by government in 2010 [Coetzee 
et al 2010], as we reported in groundWork Report 2016 – led to tragic 
consequences in Stilfontein, in the old Buffelsfontein gold mine in the 
Northwest province, in a confrontation between police enforcement and 
informal miners. An estimated 2 000 informal miners were involved, and 
at least 100 of them died as they were trapped deep under ground, during 
a police operation aimed at arresting them, if necessary by “smoking 
them out”, in the words of the Minister in the Presidency Khumbudzo 
Ntshavheni.203 Flashback to Marikana.

By targeting the informal miners, the state was acting harshly against 
the most vulnerable component of this ‘value chain’, while neglecting to 
investigate and deal with the buyers of the gold, various other middlemen, 
and the syndicate bosses who preside over brutal underground regimes. 
In his response, activist journalist Mark Heywood pointed to increasing 
callousness in our society, citing a string of other events where people lost 
their lives:

Beginning with the Aids epidemic when more than 330  000 people 
died preventable deaths due to then president Thabo Mbeki’s Aids 
denialism, negligence of the poor has become a pattern: 34 people were 
shot at Marikana in 2012. A total of 144 died in the Life Esidimeni saga 
in 2016; 208 people died in the 2018 listeriosis outbreak; 21 children 
at the Enyobeni Tavern in 2022; 1 457 children under five have been 
recorded as dying of malnutrition (the actual number is much higher) 
in the last two years…204

203	 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-11-13-we-will-smoke-them-out-ntshavheni-talks-tough-
amid-scepticism-over-number-of-zama-zamas-trapped-underground/ 

204	 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2025-01-27-stilfontein-massacre-a-stark-reminder-of-south-
africas-ongoing-struggle-with-human-rights-violations/
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Researchers Nteboheng Pakisi and David van Wyk from the Benchmarks 
Foundation pointed to the historical background informing this event in 
2023 already, as tensions were building up:

Over 130 years, the mining industry in South Africa drew labour from 
Lesotho, Swaziland and Central and Southern Africa. The colonisation 
of Nyasaland, Northern and Southern Rhodesia, and the protectorate 
status of Lesotho, Swaziland, and Botswana, saw the mining industry 
construct a system that funnelled cheap, unskilled migrant labour 
from these countries to the South African Goldfields. It did this 
through its monopoly labour recruitment agency, the Witwatersrand 
Native Labour Association (WNLA). This involved restricting access 
to land by peasant farmers and imposing a punitive tax system that 
press ganged millions into the mines, generation after generation. This 
not only destroyed peasant agriculture, but it also led to the economic 
underdevelopment of countries around South Africa. It established 
South Africa as a sub-imperial power.

They argue that, therefore

It is not surprising that every abandoned mine along Main Reef road 
becomes an informal settlement (squatter camp). The poor and 
unemployed residing there resort to stripping the abandoned mine 
for scrap metal. They eventually end up going into the mine workings, 
scratching for the mineral crumbs left behind by the big companies. 
It is really survival mining. Retrenched workers do not return to 
former labour-sending areas. These areas have been underdeveloped 
by mining labour recruitment for more than a century. They offer no 
jobs or economic opportunities. Many are awaiting their pensions or 
silicosis payouts.”205

205	 Nteboheng Pakisi and David van Wyk, October 2023. https://www.amandla.org.za/regulation-not-
xenophobia-for-zama-zamas/

https://www.amandla.org.za/regulation-not-xenophobia-for-zama-zamas/
https://www.amandla.org.za/regulation-not-xenophobia-for-zama-zamas/
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They also recalled that proposals to regularise informal mining had been 
rejected by the DMRE, because, according to them, foreign nationals would 
benefit more than South Africans.

The Mining Affected Communities United in Action (MACUA) actively 
stepped in with material help, protested against the inhumane treatment 
of the informal miners and joined legal challenges against the police. They 
were warned by Minister Mantashe to be careful not to promote criminality: 
“One of the things that surprises me in SA is when South Africans place 
human rights at the centre of criminal activities. That worries me, because 
it suggests that we are preaching tolerance for criminality.”206

These events show the tragic consequences of the neglect of not only 
rehabilitation, but also the absence of restorative justice.

Restorative justice is also politically necessary. It is just to deal with the 
injustices of our colonial, apartheid and extractive economy past and its 
legacies. The redistribution of land and water resources, as well as access 
to economic opportunities, is already an important part of the country’s 
political agenda. If the Just Transition opportunities for a redistribution of 
resources – according to the principle of restorative justice – are wasted, it will 
undermine the political legitimacy of the transition in the eyes of the majority 
of our people. It is also immediately just to deal with the externalities of the 
coal-based electricity system, as its past impositions on people, in effect a 
forced subsidy in health costs and environmental damage, need to be repaid, 
following the polluter pays principle.

How coal mining created an ecological debt

The coal economy has exacted a heavy toll on the people of the Highveld and 
their environments. They have consistently lived with the consequences of 
the absence of the environmental right, in Section 24 of the SA Constitution. 

206	 https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2025-01-13-mantashe-warns-stilfontein-miners-ngo-against-
promoting-criminality/
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They have lived, and continue to live, in an environment that is harmful to 
their health and wellbeing.

Coal companies, the investors who profit from them, politicians who make 
decisions to aid, abet or block them, and reporters who watch them, often act 
and speak as if these activities take place on a blank slate. But they don’t. They 
depend on, and radically affect, a landscape that is alive with ecosystems and 
provides homes to people, animals and plants. These ecosystems, plants, 
animals and people are also vulnerable. And it is here, in the gap between the 
abstract calculations of profit and the real, pulsating life in ecosystems and in 
society, that the externalities are felt and the ecological debt compounds.

The Mpumalanga Highveld is important for a range of reasons. The grasslands 
of the Mpumalanga Highveld form part of the most biodiverse biome in 
our country. But only 2% of the area is protected – as opposed to the 10% 
recommended by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN). Grassland, in South Africa as elsewhere in the world, is also the most 
transformed biome of all because it is highly productive for agriculture. 
Timber plantations have also moved in to exploit the combination of rich soils 
and high rainfall on the eastern escarpment.

Intact grasslands play a crucial role in filtering water. The Highveld gives 
rise to the inland rivers that water most of the country. Among these is the 
Vaal River, which supplies water to the economic and urban heartland of 
Gauteng, that is 12 million people. It is so overworked and polluted that 
water is transferred from Lesotho and the Drakensberg via elaborate transfer 
schemes, both to dilute the pollution and to expand the water supply.

The Komati River was the scene of a dramatic, seven-month interruption 
to the water supply of the town of Carolina in 2012, as acid mine drainage 
made the water in the town dam undrinkable. In this account we focus on the 
Olifants River, whose upper catchment, the Upper Olifants, is crowded with 
coal mines and the industries they attracted in over 130 years of coal mining.

The thin upstream rivers of the Highveld cut their way through the grassland 
and the water is cleaned by many wetlands dotting the landscape. It is a water 
rich area with a relatively high rainfall for South Africa, a water scarce country: 
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on average 750 mm per year. In addition, a layer of sandstone rock, about 
two metres below the surface of the soil, creates a ‘perched’ water table. The 
sandstone keeps the water in these two metres of well-developed grassland 
soil and gives rise to a large number of pans.207 The sandstone is thus integral 
to the ecology of the soil and the grasslands, which makes Mpumalanga an 
important food basket for South Africa.

Coal miners have no regard for this. For open cast mining, the sandstone 
layer is part of the ‘overburden’ and is blasted to smithereens and removed. 
In underground mining, the sandstone is undermined and it eventually sinks 
and cracks. With old fashioned board and pillar mines, surface subsidence 
happens slowly, but with long wall mechanised mining, the process is speeded 
up. There is no current or foreseeable restoration practice that can restore 
this layer, as it is not technically feasible and trying it would cost more than 
the coal is worth.208

Coal mining on the Mpumalanga Highveld has created a second, very 
destructive, water problem: acid mine drainage. AMD is produced from 
pyrites, or fool’s gold, composed of iron sulphates present in the rocks 
surrounding the coal seam and sometimes in the coal itself. As iron sulphate 
comes into contact with oxygen and water, it turns the water acid. This acid 
water, in turn, mobilises the iron and heavy metals present in the host rocks 
and the coal. AMD is thus saturated with toxic heavy metals. Treating AMD 
with alkaline materials such as calcium and magnesium – which may also be 
naturally present in the rocks over which the water flows – creates another 
problem. Together, the acid and alkaline materials form salts, creating a long-
term and arguably even more serious problem of salinity in the water, as 
can be seen at the government-run Brugspruit water treatment plant near 
Emalahleni. These salts poison the soil and can only be removed by expensive 
and energy-intensive means: reverse osmosis – straining the water by forcing 
it through holes of molecular size – or distillation – boiling the water to leave 
the salts behind.

207	 Pans are small lakes.
208	 Personal communication, 2016, Johann van der Waals, geohydrologist involved in the Golfview case, see 

below.
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Figure 7: Coal mining methods. With permission from Terence McCarthy, University of 
the Witwatersrand.

The three diagrams in Figure 7 show three main methods of mining coal. In 
the original approach of underground board and pillar mining, the pillars are 
left behind to support the “roof” of the mine. They may be removed later, or 
may collapse, leaving behind a typical grid subsidence pattern that is clearly 
visible from the air. In longwall mining, a combination of mechanical drill and 
shield is used to mine the coal. The mined-out areas are allowed to collapse 
as the mining moves to the next area. In open pit mining, all the soil and 
geological layers above the coal are removed and stacked in heaps for later 
refilling of the open pits created.
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Figure 8: The aftermath of coal mining in the landscape. With permission from Terence 
McCarthy, University of the Witwatersrand

The picture in Figure 8 shows some of the environmental problems that 
result from coal mining. On the left is a pond created by subsidence. Water 
collects, infiltrates into the soil and reacts with pyrite in the broken rock to 
form acid mine drainage. On the right, acid mine drainage formation is shown 
in water leaching through coal and rock dumps (above ground), as well as 
underground, as the fractured and mixed material from open cast mining 
allows for extensive exposure of pyrite to water and air.

The Upper Olifants has been all but destroyed by more than 130 years of 
coal mining, and this should be for the account of companies – coal, gold 
and steel producers – who profited from this process, whether directly from 
coal, or from the cheap electricity produced by Eskom as a subsidy based on 
externalised costs. The epicentre of destruction is eMalahleni (Witbank), the 
central part of the Upper Olifants. The first (in 1889) collieries in the area 
– Brugspruit, Steenkoolspruit, Maggies Mine and Douglas – were started in 
response to the demand for electricity following the discovery of gold on 
the Witwatersrand in 1886. In 1894 the Pretoria railway line was extended 
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to Delagoa Bay (Lorenzo Marques, Maputo). The Transvaal and Delagoa 
Bay (T&DB), Witbank and Landau Collieries followed in 1900 and the town 
of Witbank was established by Sigmund Neumann’s Witbank Colliery in 
1903. Before the end of that decade, 11 collieries were operating in the area, 
including Coronation. By 1931, Kendal, Tweefontein and Waterpan, Minnaar, 
Clydesdale, Navigation, Schoongezicht and Middelburg Steam had been added, 
and by 1946, the Witbank-Middelburg coalfield ‘hosted’ 23 large collieries.

Spontaneous combustion in the underground workings and discard heaps 
was experienced from the beginning. In 1926, a fire started burning in the 
Witbank Colliery main shaft and, despite what the press reported as the 
“superhuman efforts” of mine staff, it was never extinguished. Finally, the 
area on fire was isolated and mining continued elsewhere in the mine [Singer 
2011: 36]. By the end of World War II, several mines were worked out and 
burning underground. The fires at the T&DB, Coronation and Middelburg 
Steam mines are still burning. These and other abandoned mines are also still 
draining acid mine water into the catchment.

The Olifants River and its tributaries – the Klein Olifants, Steenkoolspruit, 
Klipspruit, Blesbokspruit, Brugspruit, Wilge and Bronkhorstspruit, among 
others in this filigree of waterways – come together in the Loskop Dam. The 
dam was completed in 1938. By the 1980s, the mass death of crocodiles in 
the Loskop Dam was attracting attention. Crocodiles are top predators and 
pollution that bio-accumulates up the aquatic food chain concentrates in their 
bodies. Scientists ascribed the die-offs to pollution and spread the blame 
between coal mining and agricultural chemicals [Botha et al 2011].

The Upper Olifants catchment is drained by three main rivers: the Klein 
Olifants (leading into the Middelburg Dam) in the east, the main stem 
of the Olifants – which contains the Witbank Dam as well as the heavily 
polluted Klipspruit and its tributary the Brugspruit – and the Wilge and 
Bronkhorstspruit to the west of the catchment. The upper catchment receives 
additional water via three inter-basin transfer schemes from the Vaal, Usutu 
and Komati systems, and the Vaal in turn receives water from the Lesotho 
Highlands and the Tugela system, to supply the clean water needed for Eskom 



Restorative justice: Making the transition possible by paying the ecological deb

Systems Change for a Just Transition - groundWork - 171  -

power stations. Relatively large discharges of treated domestic and industrial 
effluent from Witbank and Middelburg add to flows in the Olifants and Little 
Olifants rivers.

The Upper Olifants has a dense network of tributaries draining the area. 
This makes the water system uniquely vulnerable to pollution. It also has 
many wetlands, which are inter-connected and critical to the health of the 
catchment. In Ashton et al’s description, in research that was done a quarter 
of a century ago for the Mining, Minerals and Sustainable Development 
Project (MMSD); that is, for the mining industry:

... an enormous number of small wetlands (are) located in every stream 
and river. These are formed at the uphill side of protruding dolerite 
formations (typically dykes and sills) that dip gently to the south. These 
dolerite formations act as impermeable barriers and water collects on 
their uphill sides, saturating the soils. The downstream end of each 
wetland is usually marked by a dolerite exposure where the water 
reaches the ground surface and flows over the dolerite barrier. This 
system of inter-connected wetlands provides an extremely important 
attenuation mechanism that ensures water is released throughout 
the year, thereby maintaining perennial stream and river flows in this 
sub-catchment. However, mining activities (blasting, ground clearing, 
overburden stripping, acid mine drainage) have damaged or broken 
several of these dolerite formations in recent years. This has resulted 
in increased summer flows, reduced attenuation and therefore lower 
winter flows, and a steady decline in water quality in its downstream 
reaches. [2001: ccxcvii]

That is not the only mining impact on the Upper Olifant’s water. Ashton et al 
also reported that:

The available evidence suggests that the extensive areas of coal mining 
in this sub-catchment have had, and will continue to have, very high 
impacts on the sub-catchment’s water resources and particularly the 
water quality of all streams and rivers. The primary cause of these 



Restorative justice: Making the transition possible by paying the ecological deb

- 172 - groundWork - Systems Change for a Just Transition

impacts is the extensive acid mine drainage where water of low pH, 
with high concentrations of total dissolved salts and metals, enters 
local water courses and results in a complete change in the water 
chemistry. The large volumes of acid mine drainage and the long period 
of time over which these discharges and seepages have taken place 
has resulted in the impacts still being discernible (as altered water 
chemistry characteristics) over two hundred kilometres downstream 
from the Witbank and Highveld Coalfields. ... These effects are also 
accentuated by seepages from power station ash dumps, as well as 
effluent discarded by different industries, including the Highveld Steel 
Plant and various foundry operations... [Ashton et al 2001: ccci]

The top contributors among the mines, with sulphate counts higher than 
2  000mg/l, were Arnot, Woestalleen, Goedehoop, Greenside, Kleinkopje 
and Landau, Middelburg North and South, Rietpsruit, Khuthala, and South 
Witbank. Goedehoop used to supply coal to Komati power station.

The water collected by the Brugspruit government acid mine drainage plant, 
near Emalahleni, was in a class of its own, as the failing plant attempted in 
vain to deal with water from abandoned mines, including the T&DB colliery 
which has been leaking acid mine drainage at around 8 000 mg/l, according 
to Maree et al [2000]. Sulphates are liberated from rocks containing pyrite 
and are the active agents in AMD. Maree et al observe that coal mines use only 
4.6% of water but contribute 78.4% to the sulphate load and are thus by far 
the main sources of the pollution.

The scale of the AMD crisis on the coalfields is of the same order as that of the 
gold belt [see Coetzee et al 2010]. According to an estimate from 20 years ago, 
“post-closure decant from defunct coal mines is estimated at 62 megalitres 
per day (DWAF 2004), and in the order of 50 megalitres per day of acid mine 
water discharges into the Olifants River Catchment” [quoted in Oelofse, 2008]. 
This presumably means that some 12 million litres per day accumulate in 
the soils and wetlands. The numbers grow into the future. Grobbelaar et al 
[2004] indicated that 360 megalitres per day may be generated after closure 
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of the entire Mpumalanga coalfields. For the Olifants Catchment, a volume of 
170 megalitres per day is suggested.

The environmental and water quality crisis in the Upper Olifants is common 
knowledge among aquatic scientists and has been the subject of an ambitious 
research project for Coaltech, an alliance of coal mining companies, 
government and research institutions. The project’s declared purpose was 
to extend coal mining on the Witbank coalfield until 2020, and find ‘cost-
effective’ – in other words, profitable – solutions to the AMD challenges. The 
reports are mostly confidential and are particularly discrete when it comes to 
naming offending mines – although cross checking and analysing maps can 
reveal who they are.

Acid mine drainage is produced from underground and open cast mines, 
from active and abandoned mines. It is also produced from coal washeries, 
stockpiles and discard dumps, and from overburden heaps. It forms as water 
finds new pathways through fragmented or pulverised layers of earth. On 
some mines, it starts within two to five years. On others it is detected decades 
later and long after the mine is closed. Or multiple seepages are not detected 
at all. And it may continue for decades, if not centuries. It contaminates 
groundwater and rivers to the point that whole catchments are turning into 
wastelands. McCarthy and Pretorius present a graphic picture of the prospect 
for the Highveld once all the coal is mined out:

At this time, perhaps a century from now, all of the mines will be 
flooded and leaking acid water. The rivers will run red and both 
river and ground water will be undrinkable. Aquatic animal life will 
be minimal, and only very hardy aquatic vegetation will survive. 
Extensive areas of the region will have become devoid of vegetation 
due to acidification of the soil, setting in motion severe erosion which 
will strip the soil cover and eat into the backfill of the old opencast 
workings. The eroded sediment will choke the rivers and all dams 
will be filled with sediment. In short, the region could become a total 
wasteland. [nd: 14]
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That the Upper Olifants has been thoroughly destroyed by coal mining can be 
clearly seen from the air. It looks as if the earth has been torn by giant bulls and 
bears in rut. Bulls rule the capital markets when investors are optimistic and 
bellowing for quick returns. Then there is no time for environmental restraint 
and mines must pull out as much coal as possible while the good times last. 
Bears rule when times are bad at the bourse. Then there is no money to take 
care of environmental damage. Both ways, the environments and the people 
living in them lose because, in the final analysis, the externalised costs exceed 
the financial revenues.

Toxic releases

In 1975, the then apartheid health department warned of the health impacts 
of clustering power stations on the Highveld (Ballim, 2017). But this was 
not heeded, except perhaps for the building of Matimba power station in the 
Waterberg. From 1961 to now, 15 giant coal-fired power stations have been 
built, with only three outside the Mpumalanga Highveld (Matimba, Lathabo 
and Medupi). And from the 1970s, coal exports boomed209. Hundreds of coal 
mines were and still are in operation. Together, these coal operations have 
caused, and are still causing, extensive health damage to the people living on 
the Mpumalanga Highveld.

In the late 1980s, the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) 
and the University of the Witwatersrand undertook an extensive review of 
air quality in what was then known as the Eastern Transvaal Highveld. They 
found that the Highveld is an area in which “a large amount of pollution ... is 
injected into an atmosphere as unfavourable for its dispersion as that found 
anywhere in Southern Africa. Indeed, the Highveld dispersion climatology 
must rate as among the most unfavourable anywhere in the world ...” [Tyson 
et al 1988:1].

What is a large amount of pollution? The 2017 groundWork report recorded 
that Eskom “blows an astounding volume of hot exhaust gas blasted from 
industrial stacks on the Highveld. Eskom’s Duvha power station burns about 

209	 Even if subject to the ups and downs of commodity cycles.
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46 000 tonnes of coal a day and pumps out 8.4 million cubic metres per hour 
(m3/h) from its two stacks. That’s over 200 billion litres of dirty gas per day. It 
blasts from the stack at a temperature of 150°C and a speed of 82 km/h. The 
older plants burn less coal but push out more gas per tonne. Hendrina burns 
27 000 tonnes a day and puts 7 million m3/h exhaust gas into the air.” 210

What’s in the exhaust is also shocking. Eskom has 12 coal power stations on 
the Mpumalanga Highveld. When they are working at full capacity, each year 
they produce at least:

•	 195 million tonnes of carbon dioxide (CO2);

•	 1 346 466 tonnes of sulphur dioxide (SO2);

•	 814 869 tonnes of nitrogen oxides (NOx); and

•	 86 002 tonnes of particulates (PM10).

Sasol adds to this. At its plant in Secunda, the two main stacks blast out 22.4 
million m3/h of gas at 185°C and at up to 100 km/h. The plant has eight 
more stacks that pump out another 1.3 million m3/h. The ten stacks together 
thrust 568 billion litres of exhaust gas into the air every day, according to an 
Atmospheric Impact Report commissioned by Sasol [Burger et al 2014]. In 
addition, several flares, designed to incinerate off-gases and surplus gases 
produced during upsets, burn constantly.

The Secunda plant is generally acknowledged as the largest single point 
source of CO2 in the world. In 2004, emissions were 52 mt/y CO2 [Hallowes 
2011: 184]. Sasol’s 2023 Sustainable Development Report [p.57] has these 
numbers for Secunda:

•	 CO2: 47.6 Mt (direct) + 3.5 Mt (Scope 2, which is Eskom supply)

•	 Total CO2e: 53.8 (includes methane (CH4) & nitrous oxide (N2O), both 
reported on a 100-year horizon)

•	 SO2: 143 640t

•	 NOx: 105 260.
210	 We calculated these emissions from volumes from power stations’ Atmospheric Emission Licences, and 

annual emissions from Eskom’s application for postponement of minimum emission standards reported 
in Myllyvirta 2014.
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Sasol also emits a cocktail of volatile organic compounds (VOCs), most of 
which are toxic. Some of these are fugitive emissions as they leak out of pipes, 
drains, valves and pumps and evaporate off tanks, tar pits and wastewater 
dams. Sasol recently reported a substantial reduction in emissions at Secunda 
– from 26  300 tonnes in 2022 to 13  400 tonnes in 2023 – having fixed its 
drains. Fenceline monitoring of benzene is not reported. Methane was 
previously reported as a VOC, being dangerous to health at ground level as 
well as a potent greenhouse gas as it rises into the atmosphere. At Secunda, it 
emitted 106 320 tonnes in 2023.

For Eskom, as well as Sasol, fugitive emissions also come in dust blown off ash 
dumps, coal stock yards, conveyor belts, and from the copious amounts of dust 
kicked up by heavy vehicles, particularly coal trucks. ‘Dust’ is most strongly 
associated with the big metal smelters in Middelburg and eMalahleni. This is 
because of the very high levels of particulate emissions from furnaces as well 
as the dust from slag heaps and waste dumps.

Particulates from all sources are likely to contain toxic heavy metals. Fine 
particulates produced by the furnaces are most dangerous as they penetrate 
deep into people’s lungs and then into their blood. Typically, such emissions 
are at or near ground level. Industrial Middelburg is dominated by Samancor 
Ferrochrome and Columbus Steel. In eMalahleni, the big plants include 
Samancor Ferrometals, Highveld Steel and Vanadium211, Vanchem, Transalloys 
and Union Carbide. At all these plants, the stacks taking exhaust gases from 
kilns, furnaces and ovens are very low, barely rising above the height of the 
buildings.

According to the 2011 HPA AQMP, ‘primary metallurgical’ industries on the 
Highveld emit 39 582 tonnes of SO2 a year, 4 416 tonnes of NOx, and a massive 
46 805 tonnes of particulates. It does not give a breakdown for each plant and 
does not even list the primary metallurgical plants. For the most part, the big 
smelters had not measured emissions, making the AQMP figures somewhat 
uncertain.

211	 Shuttered in 2016. 
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The coal mines are also major sources of dust emissions as well as ground 
level emissions from the fires on mines and discard dumps. Additional 
sources include ‘secondary metallurgical’ industries, brick making, domestic 
coal fires and traffic – this last being a major source of NOx, particularly from 
diesel trucks. All told, according to the AQMP, 1 633 655 tonnes SO2, 978 781 
tonnes NOx and 279 630 tonnes particulates are dumped into the air of the 
Highveld each year. This is likely severely underestimated. Thus, the AQMP 
under-reports power generation (Eskom) PM10 emissions by more than half 
and NOx emissions by more than 10%.

Next, we ask where this pollution goes.

The worst possible place for coal-fired power stations

Why did the CSIR and Wits researchers say that the Highveld dispersion 
climatology must rate as among the most unfavourable anywhere in the 
world?

This is because the dispersion of pollution is the most common method of 
managing air pollution, which needs turbulent skies and strong mixing winds. 
But the Highveld weather system is the exact opposite. It is characterised by 
long-lived high-pressure systems, which produce a very stable atmosphere 
with clear skies and low wind speeds. Pollution can linger without being 
dispersed. When it does happen, dispersion – the spread of pollutants into 
a larger volume of air with the result that the concentration is diluted – 
ultimately means that pollutants are transported elsewhere before they reach 
soil, water and people again. Some pollutants stay in the air for a few days 
while others can hang on for several weeks and can be transported over long 
distances. Mercury from the Highveld power stations, for example, can hang 
in the air for long enough to reach the Indian Ocean, as we discuss below.

In the Highveld winter, pollution is trapped in the layer of air closest to the 
Earth as a result of temperature inversions. These inversions occur for 80% of 
the time – or four nights out of every five. They stretch on average for 280 m 
from the Earth’s surface into the atmosphere. Even in summer, inversions are 
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frequent, occurring two nights out of three, but are shallower – on average 
190 m – and weaker [Tyson et al 1988].

A typical winter surface inversion starts in the afternoon, endures the whole 
night, and is dispersed after sunrise. At Hendrina, for example, it starts at 
about five o’clock in the evening as the Earth cools down, reaches a maximum 
after four in the morning, and disperses when heated after sunrise. For that 
period, any emissions that are released in this surface layer are trapped. 
This includes all ground-level dust from coal trucks and open cast mining, 
emissions from fires burning on coal mines and discard heaps and from the 
shorter industrial smokestacks and flares – such as at the metal smelters and 
at Sasol. It also includes smoke from household cooking and heating, smoke 
from burning uncollected waste in townships, and emissions from traffic. It 
forms an afternoon haze on the Highveld that seriously impairs visibility. The 
air becomes worse at night for two reasons: first, because of the inversion 
that traps the pollution, and second, because some industries switch off their 
scrubbers at night [Hallowes and Munnik 2017].

Eskom’s response to this unfavourable meteorology was to build tall 
smokestacks. But not all of them emit at a higher level than the known winter 
inversions – 280 to 300 m – even taking into account plume buoyancy lifting 
them another 20 to 50 m. And none of them emit beyond the higher inversion 
layers. At Sasol’s Secunda plant, there are two power station stacks with a 
similar height to Eskom stacks. But Sasol’s five other stacks are appreciably 
lower.

However, even plumes from high stacks can be brought to ground as a result 
of local convection winds. These are updrafts of hot air during daytime that 
induce downdrafts in air cells next to them.

What adequate control?

The researchers who warned authorities that the Highveld was one of the 
worst places to spew large scale pollution into the air, also warned of the 
health consequences. In 1975, air pollution control fell under the Department 



Restorative justice: Making the transition possible by paying the ecological deb

Systems Change for a Just Transition - groundWork - 179  -

of Health, which placed a curb on the building of any further large coal-fired 
power stations in the area for this reason. However, this policy was soon 
“revised so that industries which are based on large scale consumption of 
coal may be established in the area, provided adequate control is applied to 
particulate and gaseous sulphurous emissions” [Tyson et al 1988: 2].

But was such ‘adequate control’ ever achieved in the furious building spree 
of some of the largest coal-fired power stations in the world (weighing in at 
4 000 MW each), many of them in close proximity to each other, as well as the 
establishment of the Sasol Secunda twin petrochemical plants, and a number 
of other coal-burning industries?

The history of air quality management in South Africa reaches back to the 
formulation of the Air Pollution Prevention Act (APPA) of 1965. In 1952, 
international attention to air pollution intensified following a killer smog 
in London. In 1953, Durban experienced an industrial smog crisis but could 
not identify the sources or deal with them in terms of the limited legislation 
available [Singer 2011]. Both incidents caught the attention of Eric Halliday 
at the CSIR, who encouraged the Department of Health to appoint the first 
National Air Pollution Committee in 1955 and organised the first conference 
on air pollution in South Africa [Boegman 1979]. A Commission of Inquiry 
then produced a bill based on British and US legislation. Singer reports that:

The Commission of Inquiry had been adamant that in the promulgation 
of the bill, control would be “secured by agreement rather than 
compulsion”. Most important was to show that atmospheric pollution 
could be controlled in the “selected areas... and that the cost of such 
control (would) not cripple industry or the local authority”. This would 
necessitate the cooperation of state, provincial and local authorities 
and various industrial role players. After all, private industry was 
“saddled with a burden” in having to gain approval from several 
authorities when embarking upon endeavours that could pollute. 
[2011:60]
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Singer argues that at the time, “[T]his had the result of creating tremendous 
mistrust between state and civil society as the Department of Health gave ‘the 
impression of protecting bad polluters from the public rather than the other 
way about (sic)’”, as expressed by environmental journalist James Clarke 
[1974:47]. This mistrust has continued to the present day. Halliday, who 
became the first CAPCO, created the framework in South African air pollution 
control in which polluters would be treated with kid gloves. In a 1967 address, 
he advocated a policy of compromise, arguing that

...the important thing (was) if possible not to get to the Court Case... it 
means you’ve failed. An Inspector who gets to that stage has lost his 
friendship and now has got a real enemy and is in big trouble. If you 
can persuade, push or encourage the industrialist to reduce his smoke 
output without a Court order, he is doing very much better. [Quoted in 
Singer 2011: 80]

This reflected a power relationship between polluter and regulator that 
has lasted to this day. Halliday explained that the strength of industry, the 
prominent role of coal, as well as uncertainty about pollution control methods, 
were the factors that made enforcing air pollution legislation difficult.

Another enduring characteristic of South Africa’s air quality management 
system laid down at this early stage was the wide discretion built into the 
personalised role of the CAPCO. It depended crucially on the CAPCO’s 
knowledge of pollution abatement technologies, which had to match that of 
industry engineers and managers, because of the principle that control would 
be limited to reasonable technical remedies. Of course, this discretion played 
out in the context of maintaining friendly relationships with the polluters 
under regulation.

The end result was that, in a history spanning more than 50 years since South 
Africa’s first Atmospheric Pollution Prevention Act (APPA) was legislated in 
1965, little progress has been made, and people living in the Highveld are still 
subject to horrific pollution. The following patterns over these more than 50 
years explain why.
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1.	 Health, ostensibly the reason for air quality management (AQM) on the 
Highveld, has been curiously neglected, both in research about health 
effects and in actual provision for inhabitants suffering from pollution 
impacts on their health.

2.	 Early warnings regarding the unsuitability of the Highveld climate 
for pollution dispersion have been ignored and massive amounts of 
pollutants have been emitted into the Highveld airshed.

3.	 Air quality regulation from government has, since the earliest days, 
been extremely careful not to ‘burden industry’ with requirements for 
air quality regulations. This pattern has been sustained by an unequal 
power relationship between officials and corporates.

4.	 An enduring lack of capacity for managing air quality, lasting more 
than five decades, at national and local government levels, has been 
repeatedly identified since the early years but is not resolved to this 
day.

5.	 There is a strong and enduring tendency in industry to accord itself 
superior knowledge of pollution, its abatement, and the power to 
decide where investments in improvement should be made. This 
superiority complex extends to the point of overriding democratic 
processes and their implementation, as seen in both Eskom and Sasol’s 
successful applications to postpone compliance with new air quality 
standards.

6.	 Extensive knowledge of air quality issues exists in South Africa, at 
universities and the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research 
(CSIR), but this knowledge has not translated into effective protection 
of people and ecosystems. In some cases researchers, with their studies 
and students funded by the big polluters Eskom and Sasol, have found 
reasons to delay or weaken attempts at air quality regulation [Pretorius 
2015; Galpin and Held 2002]. Researchers have repeated descriptions 
of air quality problems without solving them.
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7.	 Monitoring systems for air quality have been incomplete, dysfunctional 
or secret.

8.	 The need to build a public understanding of the impacts, importance, 
dynamics and causes of air pollution has been noted since early times 
but has not received priority. Air quality managers have not built a 
popular constituency in favour of air quality management.

9.	 In the political arena, such improvements as there have been in South 
Africa’s air quality regulation have been almost exclusively the result of 
activist pressure against a reluctant regulator. It is to this history that 
we turn next.

The coal health burden

Industry’s choice to use the atmosphere as a drain for their pollutants, and 
government’s reluctant regulation of air pollution, inevitably impact on 
people on the Highveld who have no choice but to breathe in pollutants. 
Breathing is not a choice. The atmosphere is a commons and, by polluting it, 
industry has enclosed it.

Some people are more vulnerable to air pollution than others, especially 
those with asthma, the very young and the elderly, and those who have grown 
up in polluted areas. Pollution impacts range from minor irritation, such 
as headaches, tiredness, nausea and irritation of the eyes, nose and throat, 
through to serious illness (asthma) and premature death. The impact depends 
on frequency and duration of exposure, the underlying state of health, the 
level of activity and which pollutants one is exposed to.

Pollutants can sensitise the respiratory tract to asthma and hay fever, 
with the symptoms being triggered by common allergens such as 
pollens. Pollutants can worsen heart and lung disease and contribute 
to the development of such diseases as bronchitis, emphysema and 
cancer. They can add stress to the cardiovascular system, forcing the 
heart and lungs to work harder for the same effect (getting oxygen rich 
blood to organs in the body). Some pollutants can damage the cells 
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of the airways of the respiratory system, reducing the ability to clear 
foreign bodies, including bacteria, from the lungs, so weakening their 
defences against infection. They can reduce the lungs’ ability to exhale 
air, which is part of the body’s natural ageing process, but exposure 
to air pollution speeds up this process... Air pollution drastically 
increases the presence of asthma, as well as incidence and severity of 
allergies in children. [Elsom 1996: 31]

This list does not exhaust the effects of air pollution. There are air pollutants 
that lead to cancers, including lung cancer. Some pollutants affect the 
unborn child, causing symptoms from low birth weight to compromised 
development. The Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) identified effects 
on the respiratory (breathing) system; the cardiovascular system (heart 
and circulation of blood); and the nervous system [Lockwood et al 2009]. 
Pollutants are breathed in together, and affect the body in a synergistic way 
(working together). Some pollutants are irritants, like sulphur, weakening the 
body and making it more vulnerable to the impacts of other pollutants, like 
particulate matter (various forms of smoke and dust) that can reach deep into 
the lungs.

More than 70 pollutants are known to be released during the operation of 
coal-fired power stations [Lockwood et al 2009]. Similar numbers come from 
steel and other metallurgical works [Kanchan 2013] and from petrochemical 
plants, such as Sasol in Secunda. Because of their health effects, as well as 
effects on water, soils, ecosystems, crops and buildings, and the practicalities 
of measuring and controlling them, a limited number of priority pollutants 
have been selected for monitoring and control.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has set guideline standards – they are 
not binding on countries – and provided scientific arguments for them [WHO 
2005]. Health effects are established by observation and experimentation 
with the impact of pollutants, usually drawn together in large scale reviews 
of scientific literature (for example the WHO 2005). The WHO works with 
thresholds, which are levels of concentration of pollutants in the atmosphere 
(indoors and outdoors) that can be shown to have adverse effects.
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Researchers are constantly discovering that there are adverse effects at 
lower levels than previously thought and that there are no safe levels for 
some pollutants, including particulate matter, mercury and volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs) such as benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene and zylene 
(known together as BTEX). There are also studies that show how clear 
improvements in the health of populations follow on improved air quality as a 
result of stricter controls on air quality [WHO 2005].

Standards can be set for emissions (what leaves a factory or power station 
stack) and for the ambient air (the overall concentrations of pollutants 
present in the air), and these can be monitored. However, this does not mean 
that the quality of all ambient air is the same in one region, or that monitoring 
stations give a complete picture. The incompleteness is often filled in through 
computer modelling. These uncertainties, and the need to make assumptions 
about what to feed into models, create the space for competing arguments, 
narratives and decisions about how to ‘control pollution’.

The mere existence of an air quality management system creates a narrative 
that reassures the public that ‘pollution is under control’ and legitimises 
current emissions. There are also other narratives: for example that, because 
indoor pollution is a serious issue, industry’s pollution can be ignored, or that 
industry can ‘balance’ their ongoing pollution through offset strategies that 
often have very little to do with air pollution.

Countries also set standards based on calculations of technological and 
economic feasibility of pollution control: the cost of installing and operating 
different pollution control technologies, water and power costs, and the 
efficiencies of different measures. Eskom, for example, has chosen electrostatic 
precipitators (ESPs) for removing PM at two thirds of their power stations, 
while the more efficient Fabric Filter Plants (FFPs) are used at the other third 
[Pretorius 2015].

In some cases, these calculations are based on evidence of health impacts. 
In other cases, health impacts are largely ignored, as was the case under 
apartheid. The politics of economic growth and development may be used to 
argue that pollution impacts – such as from SO2 emissions by Eskom – should 
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be ignored because dealing with them would be ‘too expensive’.212 The relative 
absence of health impact research in most Third World countries, including 
South Africa, makes it easier to ignore these impacts. As a result, countries 
may choose national standards that do not adequately protect people.

There are seven priority pollutants in SA named in the national ambient 
air quality standards in 2009: PM10 (coarse particulates), sulphur dioxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, ozone, lead and benzene. A PM2.5 (fine 
particulates) standard was added in 2012.

The pollutant that has historically received most attention in South Africa is 
particulate matter (PM), which comes in different sizes and from a range of 
sources. Coarse particulates (PM10) are defined as particles smaller than 10 
microns, and fine particulates (PM2.5 ) as 2.5 micron or smaller. A human hair, 
by comparison, is around 70 micron thick. In 2014, Greenpeace researcher 
Lauri Myllvirta calculated that exposure to fine particulate matter (PM2.5) from 
Eskom’s coal-fired plants was currently causing an estimated 2  200 deaths 
per year, including approximately 200 children. Combining these premature 
deaths with the costs from the neurological effects of mercury on children, he 
estimated the economic cost to society at R30 billion per year. In 2017, this 
order of damage and costs was confirmed by econometrics researcher Mike 
Holland.

Coal-fired power stations carry responsibility for the highest mercury 
emissions of all sources in South Africa, with annual coal-fired power station 
mercury emissions in 2006 at 39 tonnes for the year [Masekoameng et al 2010 
cited by Pretorius 2015]. Mercury that lands in the sea or in lakes and dams 
contaminates the food chain as it becomes available to fish and to the people 
that eat them. The Minamata Convention on Mercury entered into force in 
August 2017. It does not establish numerical targets for reducing emissions 
but, as groundWork researcher Rico Euripidou points out, power stations 
will be required to follow best available technologies/best environmental 
practices to curtail emissions. New facilities will not be required to have 

212	 Ex-Eskom boss De Ruyter refined this position by saying the money for FGDs would be better spent on 
building renewables. 
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mercury pollution controls for five years after the treaty enters into force, 
while existing facilities are given ten years before they begin their control 
efforts.

Sulphur dioxide is an important pollutant. It is an irritant that weakens lung 
function, leads to inflammation, predisposes to asthma and worsens asthma. 
It is a precursor to the sulphur fraction of PM2.5 and to the formation of ozone. 
It also has acidifying impacts when landing from the air on the soil or in water. 
Nevertheless, SO2 has not been controlled by Eskom, the biggest emitter of 
this pollutant at 1 699 000 tonnes per year – almost ten times more than the 
next biggest emitter, Sasol at 190 172 tonnes per year [DEA 2011].

Secondary pollutants like ozone (O3) are formed as chemicals mix in the 
air after the release of emissions. Secondary pollutants can therefore not 
be monitored in the stack but are modelled – calculated in a computer 
programme – on the basis of known air chemistry. They are, however, 
measured in ambient air monitoring [more detail on these pollutants and 
their health effects is available in the groundWork Report 2017].

Activists work into the gap

Since the state has neglected its responsibilities to protect people from air 
pollution, environmental justice campaigns like Life After Coal (LAC) and its 
partners have taken on this task. They have pushed hard for environmental 
justice through advocacy, legal measures and organising coal communities. 
They are insisting on realising the promise of restorative justice in the JT 
Framework, which means “[a]cknowledging the health and environmental 
impacts on communities in coal and other fossil fuel impacted areas, and 
supporting all South Africans’ constitutional right to a healthy environment” 
[PCC 2023:9].

Activists have repeatedly remarked that the Department of Health (DoH) 
should, to carry out their mandate, be involved in PCC and Just Transition 
discussions and decision-making. However, since the establishment of the 
PCC, the Minister of Health has been absent from discussions and decision-
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making, with health issues living a shadow life as “co-benefits” in these 
discussions. 

Air quality has been a priority issue for environmental justice activists for 
decades. This was evidenced in a 1995 confrontation at a ribbon cutting 
ceremony for a new unit at the Engen refinery in south Durban. The high 
concentration of oil and gas refineries in south Durban has caused major 
health implications for surrounding neighbourhoods, and the frustration 
of unheard complaints came to the boil when activists from Wentworth 
Development Forum (WDF) heard that then new President Nelson Mandela 
was to attend the ceremony.

When Mandela saw the protest outside Engen, he stopped and approached 
the activists to hear what the issue was. This encounter compelled him to 
assign staff to help with the negotiation of a good neighbour agreement.213 
These actions resulted in the establishment of a monitoring system, which 
subsequently fell into disrepair. What has unfolded over the course of several 
decades follows the same pattern: the state agrees to establish an agreement 
and system to manage and mitigate pollution in fossil fuel affected regions, 
and through system dilapidation due to a lack of interest in the health of 
fenceline communities, these management programmes fail. As a result, civil 
organisations take on the responsibility of advocating for the issues of affected 
communities – together with those communities – and even taking the state 
to court to force it to implement their legislation effectively, efficiently and 
over a long term.

In November 2007, the Mpumalanga Highveld was declared a priority area 
in terms of the National Environmental Management Air Quality Act, 2004. 
This followed the demands by civil society for intervention in the poor air 
quality in the Highveld due to the high concentration of coal-fired power 
stations, petrochemical plants, metal smelters and numerous coal mines 
[CER and groundWork 2017:5]. Civil society – particularly the community 
based organisations now part of the Highveld Environmental Justice Network 

213	 Gies, E. 2014. Fight against blight. Accessed 20 November 2024. https://ensia.com/features/fight-against-
blight/

https://ensia.com/features/fight-against-blight/
https://ensia.com/features/fight-against-blight/
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(HEJN), and the Vaal Environmental Justice Alliance (VEJA) – participated 
actively in the forums and task teams established for these priority areas. 

After the 2007 declaration, it took more than four years for an air quality 
management plan (AQMP) to be published, in March 2012. Several goals were 
formulated to address the air pollution to ensure compliance with the ambient 
air quality standards (NAAQS). Unfortunately, little came from this. With a lack 
of effective and efficient action, the HPA ambient air quality remained poor in 
ambient air quality, with numerous exceedances of the NAAQS. In response 
to the inaction of the Department of Health, an alliance of environmental 
justice organisations, including the Centre for Environmental Rights (CER), 
groundWork and Highveld Environmental Justice Network (HEJN), took it 
upon themselves to conduct their own analysis of the air quality to determine 
whether air quality was improved. The conclusion was that air quality in the 
HPA remained poor and out of compliance with the NAAQS, despite a decade 
passing since its declaration [2017:6].

Environmental justice activists then embarked on the landmark Deadly Air 
case, spearheaded by groundWork and the Vukani Environmental Justice 
Movement (VEM). The constitutional litigation, launched in June 2019 by 
the CER, requested that the court declare that the poor air quality in the HPA 
constitutes a violation of Section 24 of the Constitution, according to which 
everyone has the right to an environment that is not harmful to human health 
and wellbeing.214 The activists also asked the court to order the State to take 
further action to improve air quality in the area. In March 2022, after delays by 
the then Minister of Environmental Affairs, the Pretoria High Court delivered 
its ruling affirming that the State’s failure to regulate air quality in the HPA 
was a violation of Section 24.

The Minister of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment has appealed on the 
technicality that the Air Quality Act states that the Minister may make the 
regulations, but in this context the court held that may effectively means must. 
This crucial point was heard in the Supreme Court of Appeals in Bloemfontein 

214	 CER, 2020. Landmark “Deadly Air” pollution cause against government to be heard in May 2021. Accessed 
20 November https://cer.org.za/news/landmark-deadly-air-pollution-case-against-government-to-be-
heard-in-may-2021 

https://cer.org.za/news/landmark-deadly-air-pollution-case-against-government-to-be-heard-in-may-2021
https://cer.org.za/news/landmark-deadly-air-pollution-case-against-government-to-be-heard-in-may-2021


Restorative justice: Making the transition possible by paying the ecological deb

Systems Change for a Just Transition - groundWork - 189  -

on 28 August 2024, with groundWork and VEM maintaining that the 
compelling contextual factors and legal duties of the State make publishing 
these regulations obligatory under the circumstances. Judgement by the five-
judge bench of appeal court judges has been reserved.215

So, the main industrial polluters are still permitted to pollute as they wish, 
causing compounding health impacts for the people on the Highveld. 
The Deadly Air case is an example of how civil society takes on the role of 
forcing the state to implement state policies. There is a clear historical 
and contemporary pattern that the pressure to force the state to follow 
through on their constitutional responsibilities has consistently come from 
environmental justice organisations. Activists have even had to push the state 
to implement its own policies and legislation, as in the case of the Minimum 
Emission Standards (MES). 

The issuing of the MES for industrial polluters came after years of negotiation, 
confrontation and engagement between activists, officials and industry. 
Big polluters Sasol, Eskom and Natref were actively involved in setting the 
minimum emissions standards. Their involvement resulted in weakening the 
standards. However, even with weaker standards, these polluters then chose 
to remain non-compliant.

The MES for combustion installations were issued in 2010 with a phased 
introduction of lenient to more stringent standards of emissions from 2015. 
These standards required coal-burning facilities to install sulphur dioxide 
emission controls.216 Following the issuing of these standards, Eskom failed to 
retrofit their power stations with the necessary pollution equipment and the 
DEA failed to monitor its compliance actions. Instead, Eskom applied for, and 
were granted, compliance postponements in 2015 until 2025.

On the same basis, Sasol, with its 167 kilotonnes of emissions of SO2 per year, 
was granted postponements for the same period. In the case of Sasol, the 

215	 CER, 2024. Deadly Air case in Supreme Court of Appeals. Accessed 20 November. https://cer.org.za/news/
deadly-air-case-in-supreme-court-of-appeals

216	 Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air, 2023. Health impacts of delaying coal power plan 
decommissioning in South Africa. Accessed 20 November 2024. https://energyandcleanair.org/
publication/health-impacts-of-delaying-coal-power-plant-decommissioning-in-south-africa/

https://cer.org.za/news/deadly-air-case-in-supreme-court-of-appeals
https://cer.org.za/news/deadly-air-case-in-supreme-court-of-appeals
https://energyandcleanair.org/publication/health-impacts-of-delaying-coal-power-plant-decommissioning-in-south-africa/
https://energyandcleanair.org/publication/health-impacts-of-delaying-coal-power-plant-decommissioning-in-south-africa/
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DEA allowed compliance postponement in exchange for an offset programme 
(Eskom had, and has, a similar offset programme). The Sasol offset programme 
consisted of multiple projects as a claimed counterbalance for the exceeding 
emissions: measures to manage veld fires, heavy vehicle emissions testing, 
trials to reduce dust from unsurfaced roads, waste recycling and household 
waste collection, and, perhaps most relevant, retrofitting of RDP houses to 
reduce domestic emissions.

The RDP retrofitting pilot project was a sly way of blaming excessive carbon 
emissions on communities that rely on domestic fuel burning for energy. 
Through fitting RDP houses with insulation, Sasol intended to show that 
domestic emissions from indoor burning created poor air quality, and 
therefore an improvement in air quality is linked to lower indoor emissions. 
While this is true, the polluter used this study, and the people involved, to 
distract attention from their own pollution.

The Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air (2023) found that full 
compliance with the MES at all Eskom plants scheduled to operate beyond 
2030 could avoid an estimated 34 400 deaths as a result of air pollution.

On 27 March 2020, the environment minister passed a major amendment to 
NEMA’s Listed Activities and Associated Minimum Emission Standards. The 
amendment relaxed SO2 emissions limits for large-scale power generation 
facilities, and other SO2 emitting industrial plants and processes.217 The 
amendment for existing plants increased the stipulated 500 mg/Nm3 new 
plant MES to be achieved by 1 April 2020, to 1  000 mg/Nm3  for SO2. This 
doubled the limit of maximum SO2 emissions for older large scale solid fuel 
combustion installations for electricity generation or steam raising. The 
minister’s decision has, essentially, given polluting corporations a license to 
kill in regions that are reported to be the largest SO2 hotspot in Africa and 
worldwide [Anhäuser et al 2020].

217	 Bowmans, 2020. Revised minimum emission standards provide relief for major sulphur dioxide (SO2) 
emitters. Accessed 20 November 2024. https://bowmanslaw.com/insights/revised-minimum-emission-
standards-provide-relief-for-major-sulphur-dioxide-so2-emitters/

https://bowmanslaw.com/insights/revised-minimum-emission-standards-provide-relief-for-major-sulphur-dioxide-so2-emitters/
https://bowmanslaw.com/insights/revised-minimum-emission-standards-provide-relief-for-major-sulphur-dioxide-so2-emitters/
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The lack of evidence that polluting industries relied on in the late 1990s 
is being increasingly replaced by current research that affirms what 
environmental justice organisations have been saying for decades: coal is 
killing us. CREA analyst, Lauri Myllyvirta sums it up well:

The burning of fossil fuels such as coal, oil and gas is the largest source 
of emissions of SO2 resulting in disastrous air pollution and premature 
deaths. Clean energy could save billions of dollars in health costs and 
thousands of lives every year.218

According to Melita Steele, then Senior Climate and Energy Campaign 
Manager of Greenpeace Africa:

We are in fact in the midst of an airpocalypse. South Africa’s air 
is absolutely filthy, and data analysis consistently confirms this… 
[w]e simply cannot afford to waste any more time by delaying industry 
compliance with air quality legislation or the transition to renewable 
energy.” [ibid]

A health department missing in action

The state has also been negligent in its management and mitigation of the 
health impacts imposed by heavy polluting industries. The burden of coal-
induced disease on the Highveld has not been recognised as important. 
State actions and decisions do not align with the principle of restorative 
justice expressed in the JT framework. This shows up clearly in the lack of 
a specialised healthcare plan for the burden of disease on coal regions 
combined with the lack of participation in the PCC and JT processes by the 
DoH. This shows an outright disregard for the communities on the fencelines 
of mining and industry.

218	 Vlavianos, C. 2019. Mpumalanga SO2 pollution as bad as NO2, new study finds. Last accessed 20 
November 2024. https://www.greenpeace.org/africa/en/press/7678/mpumalanga-so2-pollution-as-bad-
as-no2-new-study-finds/

https://www.greenpeace.org/africa/en/press/7678/mpumalanga-so2-pollution-as-bad-as-no2-new-study-finds/
https://www.greenpeace.org/africa/en/press/7678/mpumalanga-so2-pollution-as-bad-as-no2-new-study-finds/
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Climate change will have significant impacts on human health, and state 
capacity and political will for managing these impacts are essential. The 
DoH itself notes this in the National Climate Change Response White Paper, 
stating that “Resilience to climate variability and climate-change-related 
extreme weather events will be the basis for South Africa’s future approach 
to disaster management…” [DoH, 2011:5]. This approach includes prioritising 
responses that have significant mitigation and adaptation benefits to public 
health (ibid:11). It continues: “…climate variability associated with climate 
change provides a number of significant compounding factors that negatively 
affect health and resilience of vulnerable communities” [19]. However, the 
recognition of the negative impacts of climate change on health is down 
played in the climate and human health factsheet by the DoH and Department 
of Environmental Affairs which states that “research does not yet allow for 
accurate projection of direct health impacts of climate change” (DoH & DEA, 
2023). This is not true. It is known worldwide that health crises that may 
result from climate change include:

•	 heat stress from high temperatures;

•	 the spread of vector-borne diseases219 into regions that were previously 
unsuitable for vector populations. For example, anopheles mosquitoes 
thrive in warm and wet regions. With a proportional increase in rainfall 
due to climate change, mosquito populations could rise and distribute 
diseases like malaria. The country could face diseases that it has not 
sufficiently prepared for;

•	 food insecurity leading to hunger and malnutrition, increased impacts 
of air pollution, increased communicable and non-communicable 
diseases; and

•	 mental health impacts. Clinical psychologist Garret Barnwell has found 
that climate change has profound adverse psychological implications 
on those living in South Africa. Direct and indirect exposures follow the 
pathway to trauma and stress and their effects may be accumulative 
across a lifespan [Barnwell, 2021]

219	 Vector borne diseases are transmitted to people by a living organism, often an insect, that is itself 
infected.
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A plan to deal with the health burden of coal

Government inaction has seen communities create initiatives and campaigns 
to advocate for appropriate, efficient and effective specialised healthcare 
planning for coal-affected communities. This includes a health planning 
research series commissioned by the LAC from 2022-2024. The three reports 
outline restorative health planning on the Highveld (Carolina, Ermelo and 
Phola) based on community perspectives on health challenges, current health 
systems resilience and adaptation to mitigate air pollution and climate related 
health impacts due to coal mining activities, as well as a community health 
screening process. Results from this research highlight one major reality: the 
health services in Mpumalanga are not proportionate to the demand caused 
by toxic air [Chironda et al 2022]. Currently, Mpumalanga’s population of 
more than 2.4 million is being served by 123 clinics, 44 community health 
centres, 15 district hospitals, five satellite clinics, 53 mobile clinics, one 
regional hospital, one tertiary hospital, and three specialised TB hospitals 
[13]. Based on these numbers, one health post in the Mpumalanga Highveld is 
servicing approximately 23 737 people.

As the researchers highlighted, this is far below international benchmarks 
and deeply entrenches inadequate health service provision to disadvantaged 
communities. Moreover, these clinics and hospitals provide limited functional 
services and are not equipped to deal with specific needs. The approach is 
one of primary care that is clinic-based and focused on acute conditions. 
Communities also face limited operating hours, which impacts on those 
seeking emergency care, a shortage in resources like medication and 
transportation, and a critical shortage of health care professionals.

Chironda et al [2022:17] found that there is no health policy that focuses on 
care for ailments caused by air pollution and such care is not being provided. 
The World Health Organisation [2021] recommends training healthcare 
workers to address the health impacts of air pollution and argues that this is 
critical to improving healthcare system resilience. For Mpumalanga healthcare 
workers, key training programmes do include identifying health threats and 
morbidities from respiratory and cardiovascular diseases, nutrient deficiency 
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and mental health issues, detecting post traumatic stress disorders, and 
gaining knowledge of surveillance systems for air pollution climate-related 
diseases [Chironda et al 2024]. But another study by Chironda et al [2023] 
indicates that less than 50% of healthcare facility staff on the Highveld are 
trained to identify health threats worsened by air pollution and climate-
related events.

In 2023, no popular education programmes were in place, putting the 
healthcare system at considerable risk and weakening resilience. Preventative 
measures by healthcare facilities were also nonexistent. Proactive measures to 
screen people in communities and mining work forces for early identification 
of health problems are lacking. Current screening exercises by staff are aligned 
to health programmes like maternal, child and women’s health and nutrition, 
disease prevention and control on diabetes mellitus, hypertension and mental 
health. Climate-related diseases are not yet specifically included in the policy 
for such screenings [Chironda et al., 2024]. Creating health programmes to 
screen communities and mining work forces is essential when looking at the 
health challenges experienced by communities on the Highveld.

An investigation into the chronic conditions experienced by Phola residents 
revealed the prevalence of high blood pressure (13.7%), eye problems 
(19.3%), angina (12.4%) and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) 
(6.9%). Conditions not reported on in this study, but which exist widely 
across the community, include asthma and bronchitis. Respiratory symptoms 
were particularly prevalent, with 51% of the study’s respondents reporting 
shortness of breath within the past 12 months. Respiratory discomfort in 
the eyes (53%), throat (52%) and nose (58%) indicates the internal damage 
caused by consistent inhalation of pollutants. The researchers noted that 
these widespread symptoms are likely linked to environmental factors 
such as pollution from coal [ibid]. Other most recognised concerns in the 
study include significant mental health problems, suicide and HIV and AIDS 
[Chironda et al 2023].

Local people are aware that coal mining is affecting their health, with 75% of 
respondents mentioning air pollution and dust from coal mining. The majority 
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of the Phola community believe that the environment exposes their families 
to hazardous chemicals which cause coughing, breathlessness, wheezing 
and complications in the health of children born into the community. The 
community is exposed to long-term poor air quality and high levels of toxic 
air-borne elements that lead to cardiovascular and respiratory complications. 
If these health burdens are not adequately addressed, local health carers 
will be overwhelmed even more than they already are, which could lead to 
a breakdown in facility processes. The persistence of conditions in fenceline 
communities also indicates gaps in follow ups and the management of chronic 
diseases [Chironda et al 2023].

The health costs of coal mining and energy generating activities in South 
Africa is an estimated US$2.37220 billion per year, further illustrating the need 
for a specialised healthcare programme for communities burdened by high 
carbon emissions. Taking steps to fill the gap left by the state, Chironda and 
team have developed a healthcare plan to understand, address and create a 
blueprint that will lead to the improvement and restoration of health services 
required by coal mining affected communities.

To ensure adequate implementation, the plan must include strengthening 
primary health care services and the provision of PHC-level specialised 
emergency care for acute outcomes of exposure to air pollution and chronic 
care for related noncommunicable diseases. Most importantly, the plan must 
be implemented through community engagement, research integration, and 
evaluation with necessary stakeholders at each stage.

Components of the proposed healthcare plan include: (1) determining 
health burdens through health surveillance in communities affected by coal 
mining and coal burning in the Highveld; (2) conducting health and exposure 
research within communities; and (3) disseminating scientific information 
to the public. These components go hand in hand with the healthcare plan’s 
interventions to restore and maintain community wellbeing. And to restore 
and maintain community wellbeing, it is necessary to redress the legacy of air 
pollution exposure, as well as to:

220	 R44.1 billion with exchange rate R18.59/$
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•	 Provide free healthcare to affected communities;

•	 Ensure more health resource capacity in terms of specialised staff;

•	 Generate health policies applicable to affected communities;

•	 Ensure adherence to air regulations and strict emission control; and

•	 Health surveillance through the District Health Information Software 
with a focus on coal mining health effects and data integration for an 
early warning system.

This plan could help build healthcare resilience and address the ongoing 
health challenges experienced in fenceline communities.

Studies such as the above are commissioned by environmental justice 
organisations (in this case, LAC) who are fighting for the recognition, resilience 
planning and management of the severe health impacts of the climate crises. 
People’s organisations have taken it upon themselves to do the research, 
advocate for people’s health, and force state accountability to its own laws 
and regulations. This includes finding out what is happening on the ground 
by working with communities to find out what conditions are being faced and 
bringing them to public attention. Without these civil society interventions, 
real, lived experiences of fenceline communities would not be brought to the 
fore and have a chance to influence policy.

People’s campaigns

From community research, campaigns have emerged for advocacy and 
change, such as the youth-led #CancelCoal campaign. This campaign by the 
African Climate Alliance, Vukani Environmental Movement and groundWork, 
calls for the end of new coal in South Africa, based on its health impacts. The 
legal case that was heard on 9-10 October 2024 is a constitutional challenge 
to the state’s plans to introduce 1500MW of new privatised coal-fired power. 
On 4 December 2024, the court declared the decision unlawful and invalid on 
the basis of insufficient consultation with and consideration of the harms and 
limitation of right of present and future generations.
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The Climate and Energy Justice Campaign, spearheaded by groundWork, 
focuses on a just transition from the fossil-fuel-based energy system to one of 
clean and accessible energy that is owned by the people. groundWork works 
in partnership with communities to analyse and understand the impacts of 
dirty energy, intensive industrial use and indoor fuel burning due to energy 
poverty. The campaign works for people’s energy sovereignty, exploring 
democratic, sustainable and fair alternatives to the energy system. This aim 
links to the Open Agenda, which originated in collaboration between coal 
communities and LAC, and demands a new, sustainable energy system and the 
end of coal financing and other fossil fuel investments, among other things.

groundWork’s Environmental Health campaign works in conjunction with 
other campaigns to connect health workers with people affected by fossil 
fuels. It aims to contribute to a common understanding of health impacts 
and to create spaces from which healthcare workers can speak out and 
take local and national action. This campaign works with the South African 
health sector as well as those in other African countries to adopt measures 
and practices to mitigate and adapt to climate change, eliminate toxics and 
develop environmental health learning modules to facilities health literacy. 
groundWork also works with the Health and Climate Network and the Public 
Health Association of South Africa to highlight the intersections between 
climate and health.

Essential to these campaigns is popular education with communities. 
groundWork uses health literacy as an advocacy tool to facilitate 
understanding, access and the use of health information to benefit 
community health. The organisation has developed health literacy modules, 
called Umoya Impilo, that address the health impacts of air pollution on 
fenceline communities and legislation on air quality. Communities learn 
about their rights, and the campaign aims to promote activism and build a 
movement to support community partners in the HPA.

Additionally, the Environmental Justice Education campaign seeks to increase 
understanding and skills among activists in organisations living and working 
on the fencelines of mines and power stations. The intention is to create 
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critical and democratic leadership in the struggle against environmental 
injustices. In the name of People’s Education, the campaign is foregrounded 
on interaction, participation and reflection, and is informed by organisation 
autonomy. Among these long-term campaigns is the Highveld Air Quality and 
Health Days campaign and community strategy meetings.

In June 2024, Life After Coal hosted a two-day health intervention called 
the Highveld Air Quality and Health Days campaign. This brought together 
communities, healthcare workers, nurses, air quality officers, researchers and 
environmental health practitioners to collaborate on the advocacy for clean 
air in the Highveld. Over the course of the two days, community members 
were given health screenings by the Empumelelweni Community Health 
Centre ward-based outreach team, covering TB, mental health screenings, eye 
tests, HIV and AIDS testing, as well as various immunisations. These health 
screenings illustrated that there was a need for the development of indicators 
for respiratory illnesses at the level of primary health care.

Community environmental justice organisations came together in November 
2024 for a national community strategy meeting in Middelburg. They 
discussed the postponement of the MES, the lack of involvement by the 
Department of Health, and strategies for creating more community awareness, 
approaching government officials and making the most out of mobilisation 
and collaboration. Together, the organisations want to start a class action 
suit against the state for allowing MES postponements and not adequately 
managing the air pollution that has sickened and killed people in the fenceline 
communities. This reflects community determination to achieve clean air, 
water and environments, as is promised in Section 24 of the Constitution.

Through such actions, environmental justice organisations are driving the 
agenda for restorative justice in respect of health. They are taking the state 
to task for its failure to respect, protect, promote and fulfil people’s right to 
an environment not harmful to their health, as required by the Constitution. 
And they are encouraging a reluctant health sector to play its role in a just 
transition.
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Burning earth under their feet

In Ermelo, also on the Highveld, the community based organisation Khuthala 
has been fighting for more than a decade to make their environment safe from 
the dangers posed by unclosed, abandoned and unrehabilitated coal mines 
in their area, that are now being mined by informal miners, or zama zamas. 
The majority of these informal miners are from the local community. People 
recognise that this mining is unsafe, but they see no alternatives in a bleak 
economic landscape. We reported on this in the groundWork Report 2016.

The dangers of two unclosed mines – Golfview and Imbabala – are many. 
Children and livestock have drowned in open pits on the Golfview mine. 
The Imbabala mine, according to Khuthala, “has left a devastating impact on 
the environment. No vegetables can grow and no animals can survive. The 
mining company has ravaged the Earth and left the land bleeding. Gases smell 
pungent in the air and flames are visible in the ground.”

Khuthala activists date the start of the fire in the Imbabala mine to 2016. 
The mine sits in the middle of Wesselton, Ermelo’s township. People pick 
coal there, but also notice that it is burning underground. Imbabala Mine 
was ‘stopped’ by DMRE in April 2011, while the Golfview mine was closed 
down in 2007. In 2012, it was the subject of a landmark environmental case 
in the Ermelo magistrate’s court, where a fine of R3 million was issued [see 
groundWork Report 2016]. However, this has not led to rehabilitation of the 
mine.

Khuthala have taken many steps to deal with these issues. They have hosted 
‘toxic tours’ to bring people together around this issue, and to escalate 
community voices nationally and even globally. They have worked with 
journalists who have publicised their case. They have participated in research 
with Action Aid, research for the groundWork Report 2016, and with the 
Human Rights Watch in 2021. They have formed alliances with like-minded 
organisations, including groundWork, the Highveld Environmental Justice 
Network (HEJN), Mining Affected Communities United in Action (MACUA) 
and Action Aid. They use the language of the environmental right in the 
constitution, and of the three dimensions of justice in the Just Transition.
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They have conducted social audits on the Golfview mine, and discovered that 
two community members had lost their lives and many more are suffering 
because of the pollution. The social audits included interviews with artisanal 
miners, noting that there had been many deaths among them. Khuthala 
concluded that these miners needed health treatment, since they had been 
exposed to gases and smoke inside the mines. But even outside of the mines 
people and animals were affected by these gases. Khuthala resolved to remove 
artisanal miners, as conditions were hazardous to their health. Activists say:

We blew the whistle to various institutions including Centre for 
Environmental Rights. The office of the mayor was updated about all 
the developments. On 9 October 2019 a round table meeting was held 
at Golfview mine boardroom between all the affected and interested 
parties: Ermelo farmer’s association, artisanal mines, Khuthala... At 
the meeting, we were surprised to see that the Golfview Anker Mine 
had provided the venue, but not attended the meeting. We were also 
surprised to see the commercial (white) farmers’ association withdraw 
after the meeting.

In August 2021, Khuthala took direct action. They launched the Golfview 
Colliery Rehab project, when fires were coming dangerously close to houses 
and other buildings. They undertook public consultations with farmers and 
artisanal miners, and engaged with the media. However, due to Covid they 
could not hold a public gathering. They contacted CER as a legal clinic, and 
requested PCC Commissioner Bobby Peek to raise this issue with President 
Cyril Ramaphosa.

Since Golfview did not have rehabilitation funds left, Khuthala decided to self-
fund the project, requesting help from whomever could help. The community 
members then built brick walls themselves, to stop the underground burning, 
and to stop the toxic gases from escaping. This helped but was not completely 
successful. After almost a year, a local businessman provided the use of an 
industrial front end loader to help with this work. A site office was established 
and work began to barricade off the area.
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The project then brought on board a mine geologist, for technical advice. A 
box cut was made to prevent the underground thermal heat from impacting 
on neighbouring farms and Wesselton. DMRE undertook inspections in 
September 2020, and again in September 2021. They declared the area a 
high-risk zone. The project undertook research on rehabilitation with the Vaal 
University of Technology and Cheeba Cannabis Academy, because cannabis 
(hemp) is a fibre-rich plant that can serve both to remediate degraded mine 
land – it removes heavy metal pollutants from the land – and supply a multi-
product value chain, creating a sustainable post mining economy.

Khuthala reports many achievements from the project, including suppression 
of visible gases, covering and stopping visible fires, preventing further loss 
of life, and improving air and water quality. In terms of process, Khuthala 
managed to collaborate with experts, employed 103 community people and 
introduced them to new skills, and engaged with a range of stakeholders, 
including community structures, the business sector, the Gert Sibande local 
municipality and DMRE.

But there were, and are, also serious challenges. The project did not succeed 
in getting the air quality officer from Msukaligwa local Municipality involved, 
“which made us rely more on our Gert Sibande District Municipality”. Lack 
of resources (such as the front-end loader) within the community “made us 
vulnerable and easy targets against those contractors who always wanted to 
dictate terms and deviate from our vision entirely, only fulfilling their selfish 
motives and interest”.

To initiate phase two of the project would require funding. Documents such as 
an integrated environmental management plan may be needed for compliance 
purposes. Because the project is not registered as a government project, it 
does not have government acknowledgement, support and alignment. The 
lack of a continuous, multistakeholder forum, including relevant government 
departments, remains a critical challenge.

Khuthala is currently working with the CER to explore various legal remedies. 
According to Khuthala member Philane Ngomezulu: “We feel the need to 
work on these issues of mine closure, because according to Section 24 of 
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the Constitution, the environmental right, we have the right as citizens to do 
something about environmental threats”.

This experience echoes others in that it is civil society, local and nationally, 
that steps in when the state – in this case the DMRE – neglects its duties. But 
these are mammoth tasks for people who lack the necessary resources. And 
their initiatives are undermined by a lack of government recognition and 
support. Although civil society can contribute much, they cannot step outside 
the system and fix these major challenges on their own.

The challenge of restorative justice

Essential as it is, there is something futile and self-defeating about insisting 
on payment for the ecological debt without changing the mechanisms and 
systems that lead to ecological debt. If the system does not change, the same 
damage, loss and debt will just pile up again. Fundamentally, restorative 
justice actions move us into systems change. It demands that historical 
injustices be addressed: particularly the colonial enclosures of land and 
water, the intergenerational deprivation of opportunities for education and 
meaningful work, the violence done to families and the social fabric through 
the migrant labour system and apartheid movement control.

Without systems change, restorative justice and distributive justice are not 
really possible. Without a redistribution of resources, and a change in the 
political relationship between society and the economy, and new, life-centred 
rules for economic activity, the old, unfair accumulation projects continue, 
even if in green guise, and the mechanisms that generate environmental 
injustices, such as poverty, ill health and pollution of ecosystems, remain 
operative. In the next chapter, we explore ways to move away from capitalism.
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7 7 Systems change for a post-
capitalist world

“Asi fune iagenda ya macapitalist.” (We don’t want the capitalists’ 
agenda.)

Popular song at Environmental Justice community meetings.

Communities and the environmental justice movement at large have 
repeatedly expressed the need for deep, transformative change in our society, 
as in the slogan: “Systems change, not climate change”. Not just a change in 
energy technologies, and not just decarbonisation of sectors (like transport, 
steel and cement, food and agriculture) but a fundamental change in our 
relationship with each other and the planet: a new planetary-human metabolic 
exchange characterised by new technologies and new social organisation.

This is particularly relevant in South Africa where, under the driving dynamic 
of an extractive economy, the historical and ever evolving Minerals Energy 
Complex (MEC) [Fine and Rustomjee 1996], has produced the most unequal 
country in the world, where survival and accumulation stand in stark and 
often hostile interaction to each other. We have a carbon intense, dirty and 
extremely unhealthy economy. Even in the light of climate change, we have an 
elite persisting with plans for more extensive and intense fossil fuel use (as 
we saw in Chapter 3). So we need to challenge capitalism if we want to deal 
with climate change. But for some – both the elites and those labouring under 
them, albeit for very different reasons – “it is easier to imagine the end of the 
world than to imagine the end of capitalism” [Jameson 2003: 76].

Why is it so difficult to think beyond capitalism? In a fascinating analysis, 
feminist economic geographers Gibson and Graham [Gibson-Graham 1996] 
identify a tendency in left thinking and writing that portrays capitalism as 
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a big and scary monster, with godlike qualities: all powerful, all pervasive, 
present everywhere and so dominant that it is difficult to tackle, dismantle 
and replace. Originally intended to point out clearly the alarming power 
and reach of capitalism, these arguments now result in an unfortunate type 
of paralysis on the left, with notable exceptions, such as a well-established 
literature that tracks the contradictions of crises of capitalism, and what 
spaces these crises open for change.

These godlike qualities do not hold true. Using a “diverse economies” 
approach, Gibson-Graham, supported by other authors, show that:

1.	 Capitalism is dependent, both internally and externally, on other, 
non-capitalist economies for its success, if not its survival, even as it 
subordinates them and extracts subsidies from them [Henderson  
1996, Graeber 2011];

2.	 There are many and valid other economic logics. There are different, 
non-capitalist or capitalist hybrid, forms of enterprises, property 
relations, forms of work and rewards, transactions and investments 
[Gibson-Graham 2006];

Even within the capitalist camp, there are attempts to soften capitalism [see 
Hawken 1987 and Rathi 2023]. 

But it is outside of capitalism, or on the margins of capitalism, where there are 
new, growing movements reaching for alternative systems, in particular the 
wellbeing economy221. There is a return of heterodox economics, challenging 
the dominance of neoliberal thinking and responding to the urgent task of 
understanding economic reality well enough to successfully intervene in it, 
to achieve a just transition. Examples can be seen in the work of TIPS and 
the Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) on the Just Transition. It is the Just 
Transition that demands attention to issues like job creation, livelihoods, 
social services and infrastructure beyond capitalist calculations. These issues 
are also reflected in the Life After Coal (LAC) campaign’s Open Agenda.222

221	 See also FoEI, https://weall.org/what-is-wellbeing-economy; Fioramonti 2017
222	 See https://lifeaftercoal.org.za/about/just-transition/open-agenda

https://weall.org/what-is-wellbeing-economy
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The Open Agenda on economic justice

The Open Agenda, which serves as a living manifesto for the Life After Coal 
campaign, states that

The core dynamic behind climate change and other planetary 
destruction and environmental injustices, is the profit-driven economy 
in its neoliberal/austerity form. “The economy”, which is merely a set 
of institutions, has subordinated both society and nature to its narrow 
and elitist needs. A new economic system is necessary and the Just 
Transition provides a space in which to deal with this. A wellbeing 
economy is based on the idea that economic decision making should 
start by asking what the needs of people are, and how to fulfil them, 
rather than to have an economy that serves profit. In such an economy, 
it will be possible to do socially necessary work and reward it, rather 
than leave it to the owners of capital to decide what work should and 
should not be done.

The question of the current economic system and how it should change runs 
throughout the Open Agenda. It includes the demand for a Universal Basic 
Income Grant, to improve people’s immediate life circumstances, but also to 
provide money that could support informal and local economic activities. It is 
reflected in the first point in the Open Agenda, which demands a new energy 
system that is just, clean and based on renewable energy, not fossil fuels, 
and that provides sufficient and affordable energy services for everyone. To 
do this, financial flows – both investments and state subsidies – need to be 
turned away from fossil fuel systems, to renewable energy systems (point 2).

The third point in the Open Agenda, which calls for proper decommissioning 
and restoration and rehabilitation of coal-fired power stations, coal mines 
and other fossil fuel related industries, demands that the fossil fuel economy 
– the MEC – should meet the debts it has incurred through its reckless 
externalisation of costs on people and environments, by paying for the 
rehabilitation of water and land ecosystems destroyed by the fossil fuel 
economy, and compensation and support for people’s health affected by 
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coal mining and burning. This was explored in the previous chapter of this 
report. It is also echoed in the Open Agenda call (point 5) to internalise, 
onto the accounts of those responsible, the health costs of the coal and fossil 
fuel economies. The Open Agenda (point 4) calls for the inclusion of climate 
adaptation in all planning, including mitigation planning and food economies 
as explored in the next section. Transport and communications are aspects of 
the economy characterised by both inconvenience for passengers and weak 
public transport with costs to people and the climate. 

The Open Agenda on local services and open democracy point to the 
importance of the social wage – services to make life possible – and the need 
for communities to be central in decision making. Open Agenda points on 
youth and education and gender justice are explicitly part of calls for a better-
resourced productive or care economy.

Community views of the economy in the transition, 2023

In 2023, 18 researchers from the Climate Action Group (CAG), an alliance 
of community based organisations, undertook a monitoring and evaluation 
exercise of the emerging Just Transition. In the following section, we recall 
their evaluation of the economic dimensions of the transition in their 
communities, on the level of local governance and on the national level [see 
groundWork Report 2023].

Their overall finding was that ‘the economy’ was not working for the people 
around them. They looked at the economy broadly, at the food economy 
specifically, and at gender-based violence, which they found to be closely 
related to economic conditions. In many of the researchers’ accounts, GBV is 
made worse, if not directly caused, by economic downturns in communities 
and households. Men are said to become frustrated when they are 
unemployed, and women turn to men who are able to support them and their 
families; in other words, men who are working.

The researchers reported that the food economy is also marked by poverty, 
preventing people from eating enough, or getting enough nutritious food. One 
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report pointed out that “for many children, the meals provided at school and 
at the soup kitchen are the only meals they receive”.

They found that coal mines worked against food security:

Since we have had a coal mine in my community it’s very difficult for 
people to grow vegetables. For you to have a garden you will have 
to fetch water from a far river and sometimes that water will be 
contaminated by coal. Those who can afford it, buy water from water 
cart businesses to water their gardens.

The researchers put forward an integrated vision of a new food system, 
including land, water, markets, skills and support from government that 
includes access to land and support for small scale food production. They 
argued for food sovereignty:

Our people need to have full control of their food security by producing 
their own healthy food after shutting down the mines that pollute 
our land and water. People must have access to land that is good for 
farming. The market must also cater for small farmers.

Researchers presented clear answers as to what the just transition must look 
like in terms of the local economy.

The economy must be managed in a way that protects livelihoods. 
There is a need to localise supply chains. Investment in skilling, 
reskilling and upskilling is required to equip the labour force.

The just transition will come with projects, green jobs so people 
will earn a living, through agriculture, farming, projects, recycling of 
domestic waste, repurposing of parks, hair salons, poultry farming, car 
wash, land rehabilitation, water rehabilitation, manufacturing our own 
batteries and solar panels that we will be able to service ourselves.

There should be an equitable shift from an economy that is heavily dependent 
on fossil fuels to one that is sustainable and low carbon, while ensuring the 
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wellbeing of workers and communities affected by the transition. However, 
the reality that researchers saw when they look at the local economies where 
they live showed no signs of a just transition. They reported:

There are no changes within my community. We are not even close 
to what we expect from a just transition. Things are moving at a 
slow pace… There is no engagement on just transition in community 
meetings, mines are closing every day, local businesses are shutting 
down. We see more empty buildings. People can’t buy things that they 
need because they can’t afford them. My neighbour told me he has 
been given a month’s notice that the mine that he is working under is 
closing end of May. People now are signing temporary contracts.223

To make matters worse: “Our Local Economic Development (LED) office (in the 
local municipality) is not active. They are failing to form a functioning forum 
that is going to support community members in developing themselves.”

There are serious concerns about the economic impacts of the end of coal, 
including on informal miners who depend on this activity for their livelihoods. 
One researcher proposed strengthening the recycling or waste picking 
economy:

I would like to see waste pickers being taken seriously by building 
infrastructures like material recovery facilities, drop off centres, 
transfer stations so they can move away from landfills; separation at 
source happening in South Africa, and waste pickers being supported 
with personal protection equipment (PPE) and other working 
equipment.

Finally, the 2023 CAG researchers also explored how community projects 
could build the Just Transition from the ground up. They argued that, to 
drive the just transition from the ground up, community owned projects and 

223	 The main Komati complaint, namely that the end of coal preceded just transition arrangements, is 
echoed here on a countrywide basis. 
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community driven projects should focus on addressing environmental, social 
and economic challenges faced by the communities.

Projects that could drive the just transition would include renewables, solar 
panels and batteries, biogas digesters, recycling, sustainable agriculture, as 
well as restoration, conservation and tourism. The support that is needed 
includes funding, education and training, policy and regulation, as well 
as collaboration and networking. Training should include agro-ecology 
principles. Local government should play a role in protecting projects by 
providing security, as community projects are vandalised and burgled. 
Projects must be “truly owned by the community members and benefit the 
community first”.

Some communities already have appropriate projects, such as food gardening, 
livestock and poultry farming. But there are many challenges, including not 
enough support from the agriculture department and the municipality, lack 
of skills, scarcity of water and land, crime, stock theft and loadshedding. 
Education, skills training and knowledge for the Just Transition would be 
required to make this work.

By 2024, community activists had not only observed closely the (lack of) 
impacts of the so-called just transition on people in their communities, but 
had also considered the economic conditions in which people were living. 
They had also started formulating ideas about how the South African economy 
could and should change during the transition, starting with the first version 
of the Open Agenda in 2019, where they stated that:

Achieving a Just Transition requires us to think in new ways about not 
only energy, but also society, economics, food, how we relate to soil 
ecosystems... economic thinking should start by asking what the needs 
of people are, and then ask how to fulfil them, rather than plan an 
economy that serves profit... [groundWork Report 2019:112].

In 2024, the opportunity arose to explore such new thinking about the 
economy, in the form of two community activist research projects. They 
engaged with concerns about the implications of the transition for local 
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informal economies in coal affected communities, and explored local care 
economies as a starting point for what a wellbeing economy could be like.

Informal economies in the transition

In 2024, five community activist researchers (CARs) from the Highveld 
Environmental Justice Network (active on the coalfields of Mpumalanga 
and at the heart of the coal transition), as well as 10 CARs from the Climate 
Action Group (covering other coal fields, gas, oil and fracking nationally), 
responded224 to concerns about what will happen to informal traders during 
the transition away from coal.

Many traders were not aware of climate change, or the proposals for 
decarbonisation of various sectors of the economy as part of the official Just 
Transition, which meant that they also underestimated their risk of being 
affected by the transition from coal. Both HEJN and CAG researchers, as 
well as their organisations, decided after considering the research results to 
support informal traders to understand the just transition and become part 
of decision making about it.

During the research – carried out in two phases with HEJN and CAG – 
researchers showed an additional interest in exploring economic theory and 
terminology. In a planning meeting with the CAG researchers in March 2024, 
CAG researchers expressed interest in a number of economic sectors in the 
informal and local economies, as follows:

Clearly important for the just transition is the economy of land (access, 
including municipal commonages), as part of resources for the food economy. 
CAG researchers were interested to understand the relationship between 
the informal economy and unemployment and asked, “How do informal 
businesses break into the mainstream?”

They were interested in the working of the cannabis economy, motivated by 
the current take-over of a people’s shadow economy by corporate forces, and 
how this was enabled by a colonial history of the criminalisation of cannabis. 

224	 See acknowledgements.
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They were interested in the care economy, with an emphasis on health; in 
issues of connectivity; how medicines (muthi) for traditional healers are 
sourced (there are systems of sustainable and small-scale self-harvesting, 
as well as destructive “stripping” of ecosystems for medicines). They were 
interested in the commercial aspects of indigenous knowledge, and the 
energy economy as it works for communities.

Some of their organisations were involved in experiments with socially owned 
renewable energy systems. Other topics that were singled out concerned 
the criminal economy, including prison economies, artisanal mining (zama-
zamas), small-scale inland fishing and small-scale farming. In addition, they 
were interested in two big cross-cutting issues, namely:

1.	 The words we use to describe economic activities, such as “criminal, 
illegal, informal”; and

2.	 How will different economies (economic sectors) survive the just 
transition?

These questions showed a lively interest in economic issues, and serious, 
original thinking. But, since we could not tackle these issues all at once, we 
narrowed it down to the informal economy in transition, and the relationship 
between the care and wellbeing economies. The research was supported by 
a grounded theory approach.225 We framed the research in the first place 
as empirical, rather than based on theory. As a result we did not start from 
definitions of, for example, the informal economy. Researchers were instead 
asked to describe the existing informal economy (using the word loosely) 
and then to consider tactical and strategic options for supporting these local 
informal economies through the transition. We soon discovered that it was 
hard to tell the informal and local economies apart, and that different trades 
showed different degrees of informality.

The first step in this research was to make informal economies on the 
coalfields visible. Community researchers identified 21 trades in the informal 

225	 According to Strauss and Corbin [1990:23], when using a grounded theory approach, “One does not 
begin with a theory, then prove it. Rather, one begins with an area of study and what is relevant to that 
area is allowed to emerge”.
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economy on the Highveld, but of course there could be more. During the 
making of the list, the descriptions immediately included normative aspects; 
in other words, judgements about whether these economic activities are good 
or bad for the community, and so whether they are in the public interest. This 
is in sharp contrast to mainstream economics, where normative dimensions 
are absent. The question for capital is simply whether the capital, or money, 
under their control can be invested in activities that will result in the capital 
growing more, regardless of the nature of these activities.

There were different normative evaluations. Some economic activities, while 
being positive and necessary, are burdensome because they result from 
neglect or dysfunction in the municipality. They would presumably disappear 
if dysfunctionality were to be dealt with. In the meantime they place extra 
burdens on people, like buying clean water from water traders. Their solutions 
lie in getting rid of municipal dysfunction, which may be a lengthy process. 
This points to the fact that for these communities, state services constitute a 
social wage.

Some economic activities need support in order to strengthen them and 
thereby increase their positive effects. The researchers suggested integrating 
local food economies (or value chains) between food gardening or farming, 
markets and preparing food for informal restaurants. Waste picking and 
recycling was also viewed as a sector that can be supported, through 
efficiencies in the value chain like separation at source of recyclables (so that 
they don’t get dirty, become dangerous and lose value), and marketing – such 
as materials recovery facilities.

Some local economies or sectors are part of or touched by criminal economies. 
For example, short term accommodation for sex workers (30 minutes in a 
room) may be associated with drug pushing and human trafficking. 

Some researchers’ observations raise questions about regulation to ensure 
the safety of products (such as food), or services (such as transport), or to 
discipline the money-making activities of churches and gambling. This raises 
a fundamental question about informal economies: namely does it need some 
measure of regulation, or should it be entirely free of regulation? This will 
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become an increasingly important question if formal Just Transition actors 
do consider support for informal economies. But what type of support that 
should be does not have straightforward answers and should be decided in 
the first place by the participants in these informal economies themselves.

Trades in the informal economy

Positive trades

Accommodation

A wide variety of practices were identified here. Some people rent out rooms 
in their homes, or build rooms or shacks in their backyards, and others buy 
stands and build rooms for rent as a business venture. Some of them are 
registered with the municipality (and then pay more for municipal services, 
such as electricity). There are also hijacked buildings, which have a criminal 
element and are rented out illegally.

Day rest, or rest rooms, are rented out for 30 minutes or three hours. For 
example, they are rented by truck drivers who rest. Sex workers also use 
these rest rooms. There are also unregistered B&Bs and guest houses that 
serve as brothels. Some spaces rent out storage space, where customers pay 
daily rates. The renting out of accommodation is important for people who 
come to these towns from the outside, including students at schools.

While the coal trucker component is set to diminish, accommodation is 
clearly important and will remain so. The question is to what extent it will be 
affected by the diminishing of the coal economy.

Agriculture, food gardens, communal gardens and small-scale farming

Researchers see agriculture as an important area for the local economy and the 
transition. Their organisations promote backyard gardens, or the adoption of 
open areas in towns and townships to grow food. They also promote growing 
food that can be sold, because of the increasing cost of food. According to one 
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researcher: “Food insecurity and hunger can be defeated through sustainable 
artisanal and small-scale farming.”

Some parts of local food chains are already integrated: “People do small-
scale farming and sell their product to people who cook and sell food on the 
streets.” There are independent farmers’ markets in Highveld communities, 
where farmers sell their own produce, or others buy from farmers and sell at 
these markets. Livestock graze on the municipal commons (as in Hendrina). 
There is a livestock market/auction in Ermelo for small-scale farmers, selling 
cows, goats, chickens and sheep. This is an important area for Just Transition 
support, and includes the possibility for encouraging local food economies.

Clothes

There are three types of business in clothing: making and mending clothes, 
laundering clothes and trading clothes. Researchers reported that: “We have 
tailors who make new clothes. They are designers. They make suits, traditional 
clothes and clothes for special occasions. A matric dance dress could go for 
R7 500. They also alter clothes to fit you.” Tailors also produce car seat covers 
and other specialised items. They also work with waste pickers to restore old 
clothes that waste pickers have found. Researchers reported that these are 
successful businesses. Usually they work in their own houses.

There is also a trade in clothes. There are people who order things online and 
sell it. There are counterfeit clothes and rejects in the informal trade. There 
are also “nyaope boys”, who steal clothes and sell them. Nyaope, described 
as “the despair of a lost generation” in a recent research article [Fernandes 
and Mokwena 2020] is a cocktail drug, with heroin as its main ingredient, 
but mixed in with a variety of other substances. Unemployment, lack of 
opportunities and inadequate social services contribute to this social problem 
that is closely associated with petty criminal activities by users.

The researchers also reported the existence of laundry services. “They collect 
overalls, for example, from working companies, and wash them.” However, 
“people with tenders” intervene to take a cut. “They get the tenders and then 
pass these over to informal laundries”, report the researchers.
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Researchers have a generally positive view of this sector: “These businesses 
are very important for our community.” They provide jobs, and also support 
cultural expression and special events. There are clear signs of internal skills 
development: older women teach young girls how to sew. There is potential 
for more activities and jobs in tailoring as it seems there is a high skills level 
and quite extensive demand, while researchers see possibilities to recognise 
and support these skills. “We would like to produce and advertise local brands 
of clothing to assist with marketing and job creation.”

Crèches, day care and after school care

After school care services look after school kids and help them with their 
homework. This is based on trust, so these jobs are done by people who 
are known to the parents. There are also tutors offering after school classes 
during holidays and exam times, to help the learners to pass. Also: “Your 
relatives may look after your children, or new-borns, and you may pay them. 
In some cases, this is combined with domestic work. Families need these 
services when they work shifts.”

People run crèches in their houses to make a living. Some use their garages for 
aftercare where they help children with their homework. In the researchers’ 
opinion: “Crèches do good work by teaching children how to read and create 
good conditions for playing. Most of them are registered and the food they 
cook is healthy.” This should remain part of the local economy, when it 
changes to a wellbeing economy.

Food

Researchers saw local vendors as worthy of support. “Buying food from them 
is supporting community businesses. They provide a service that is positive 
and needed at the community level. The food is home cooked, traditional 
food, affordable, healthy and it tastes nice. The portions are enough to eat and 
be full. They assist people who cannot afford expensive restaurants. But they 
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are having a challenge with loadshedding and have to find alternative sources 
of energy, which is expensive for them and bad for their business.”

There is warm food, such as pap & vleis, next to taxi ranks and shopping 
complexes. There is fast food: potato chips, chicken, dagwoods, ngwenyas 
(vetkoeks), and ‘Russians’ (a type of sausage). There are people with braai 
stands outside taverns and shebeens. Some people sell ice cream and snacks, 
for example the ladies who sit by the gates of schools. They sell to people in 
queues: at clinics, license departments, Home Affairs and taxi ranks. They sell 
mealies, spinach, potatoes, tomatoes and also uncooked food. “And there are 
also catering services for special events, such as picnics and weddings, where 
they will bring the food to you.”

“Most of them buy from wholesalers, butchers and fruit and vegetable shops. 
Sometimes they buy from farmers who deliver or go from shop to shop.”

Like accommodation, this is a sector that will stay, but may also be hard hit by 
the shrinking and disappearance of the coal economy. As one researcher said: 
“Mine employees are willing to pay lots of money for good food,” but in the 
future this market may fall away.

Hair and beauty

“Every corner has a salon, in my street there are three,” reported one 
researcher. Salons sell other hair products as well. Perfumes and similar 
products are sold as part of selling for a franchise, such as Avon. “They give 
you a catalogue, you order through them and they get a commission. They 
do nails. There are house calls for doing your hair, with an extra fee for 
transport. Some sell hair that they buy from Chinese shops. The municipality 
may issue permits for these businesses, but many are not registered. People 
work in their own homes, or in Wendy (small wooden) houses. Hair and 
beauty salons create jobs, build the economy and build people’s self-esteem. 
It is for people who can afford expensive styles.” Their services are seen as 
reliable and affordable, and they are easily accessible since they are located 
within the community. This sector depends on disposable income, so it may 
be vulnerable to overall reductions in money flows.
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Traditional healers

The Open Agenda expresses support for traditional knowledge and traditional 
healers, as does previous community activist research. Researchers 
appreciated that traditional healers use indigenous medicines, and recognise 
that some are good doctors. However, there are concerns about integrity of 
medicines and psychological and family advice in an unregulated manner. 
Traditional healers may work like psychologists. Researchers remark: 
“They tell you ‘it’s your neighbour, it’s your cousin’ that is the source of 
your problems. This blaming may lead to tensions within families.” Some 
researchers thought that traditional healers make a lot of money “because 
they don’t have suppliers, they harvest and mix their medicines themselves.” 
That may have been true originally, but these days, according to another 
researcher, “they buy from Bantu chemists as they have difficulty accessing 
the land”.

There are mixed views on this profession within the group of researchers. 
“They have shops within the community; they rent spaces in homes and use 
garages... Some of these healers are qualified doctors... but nowadays we don’t 
trust them because they take advantage of poor people...” In the opinion of 
another researcher: “They are positive with respect to the preservation of 
indigenous knowledge systems and customs that are needed to guide the 
future, but on the flip side is the ever-increasing number of fly-by-night 
healers who play with people’s emotions and ruin their lives by faking and 
scheming them out of their hard earned savings.” Researchers object that it is 
too easy to become a “traditional healer”.

Transport

Transport businesses are crucial to the local economy, and much of it is 
complicated and contested. This is an active trade. Transport services result 
in job creation, they build the community, and will be sensitive to the end 
of the coal economy because currently this sector benefits a lot from coal 
mining. Another researcher commented that this trade “provides a positive 
service to the community, transporting school kids, workers, loads of goods... 
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they do not take advantage of poor people, and they respect each other as 
they do their business”.

In Ermelo, car washes used to be good business, creating jobs, but they are 
now “facing stiff competition from professional cleaners who are displacing 
the informal sector”. Car washes can also be connected to shisanyama (braai or 
barbecue businesses usually attached to a business selling meat), “providing 
a chill spot with drinks and food for people who are waiting for their cars”.

Transport is also interconnected with other informal sectors, for example 
backyard mechanics, and the recycling of batteries and tyres. Some taxis 
operate outside the taxi associations, others work as informal ubers. Some 
bakkies transport loads, for example furniture, or to move accommodation. 
People hire buses and taxis for funerals. In emergencies, you need to hire 
transport to hospital when there are no ambulances.

It is interesting that researchers recognise “taxis outside the taxi associations 
and informal ubers”. These may be subject to discipline by formal taxi 
associations. Transport receives attention in the Open Agenda, where there 
is concern about the treatment of taxi passengers, a need for more transport 
and a push for more public transport. The dysfunction of health services has 
created a need for people to organise their own “ambulances”.

Waste pickers and recyclers

Many waste pickers are registered with the South African Waste Pickers 
Association (SAWPA), but not registered as a business. Especially those on 
landfills may be registered with SAWPA. They recycle various materials by 
taking these materials straight to a recycling facility (buy back centre). “Most 
waste pickers are just making survival money”, the researchers found. “The 
ones who take scrap metal, they make money. The waste economy is based 
on volumes, small volumes don’t earn money. Scrapyards give them cash. 
Recyclers sell to Columbus, or Consol for glass.” There is a shadow side to 
the trade: researchers report that stolen cables were found in a scrapyard. 
In Nhluzi (Middelburg), there was copper cable theft. Some cables were 
identified as cables from Transnet; others came from mining areas.



Systems change for a post-capitalist world

Systems Change for a Just Transition - groundWork - 219  -

Researchers regard the waste picking trade as positive “because they directly 
improve environmental and social performance and minimise waste”.226 
They also repurpose and reuse waste. They assist in keeping the town clean. 
However, they should be registered and known so that they don’t become a 
channel for thieves selling what they have stolen.

This sector is increasingly organised, particularly by SAPWA, with the 
support of groundWork. SAWPA is organised in 65 locations nationally. 
On the Highveld these include Ermelo, Delmas, Witbank, Middelburg 
and Secunda. In the Vaal, they include Sasolburg, Vaal Park, Zamdela and 
Vereeniging. They are also organised in Newcastle and Danhauser, There is 
a range of waste streams and specific groups that customarily work on these 
streams, with the most lucrative trade in scrap metal often taken by groups 
of young men.

There is extensive potential to improve the value chain for wastepickers, 
working with cleaner waste, getting better prices, and being recognised and 
rewarded for their contribution by the formal waste management sector. 
Researchers proposed that “we should build a materials recovery facility 
where community waste pickers can store and form a co-op and sell their 
recyclable materials directly to companies so they can benefit more, instead 
of having a middleman (buy back centres) who benefits more than the waste 
pickers”. This could also enable waste pickers to move off the dumps and 
work earlier in the waste stream, where the waste is less contaminated and 
dangerous.

Negative trades

Alcohol and drugs

There are lively trades in alcohol and drugs in local economies. There are 
backyard shebeens, which are unlicensed, whose owners buy their supplies 
from bottle stores. Also for sale is traditional sorghum beer, which is described 
as “nice clean stuff”, but this seems to be the exception. People produce 

226	 This is a service to society for which waste pickers are not rewarded.
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liquor from pineapple and bread together (sometimes with battery acid) in 
Middelburg. This is sold, in one case, opposite a park where you can observe 
people being “pass out drunk”.

Dagga (weed, marijuana) is imported from places like Swaziland, although 
some is locally grown. A dealer has to constantly have stock. Quality is 
reflected in the price. People buy from dealers they trust.

The researchers commented on hard drugs in use: “Heroin is imported 
from Johannesburg. It is expensive, but sex workers can afford it. Nyaope 
is much cheaper than heroin, because you can make it in your house (from 
substances like Rattex, ARVS, heroin) and inject it. Crystal meth is sold by 
‘foreigners’, the users are drug addicts, and dealers use it to hook people and 
develop a market for more expensive drugs.” Researchers noted that there 
are informal rehabilitation centres, some of them based in abandoned houses 
and sometimes supported by churches (halfway houses). Ex-drug addicts are 
motivated in these places to kick the drug habit.

Alcohol and drug abuse lead to social problems. Researchers’ opinions are: 
“This is not a service that the community needs; it destroys people’s lives 
and livelihoods.” The researchers identify the cause of alcohol and drug 
abuse as boredom, resulting from a lack of work, as well as lack of alternative 
recreational activities, which in turn comes from a lack of facilities or 
amenities, including sport facilities. Another cause is the seeming impunity 
with which drug merchants operate, as if they have no fear of the law.

Gambling

People gamble with their cars, their houses. It is addictive and carries financial 
risks. “People open their homes for others to gamble with cards and dice. 
There is a lot of money that circulates there. Others play in corners of taverns. 
It is dangerous because thieves know there is a lot of money.” In Carolina there 
is “a small gambling facility which does not cause much harm; most people go 
there to unwind and relax over drinks and a game”. One researcher remarked 
that gambling is also available on phones (as part of the formal economy). 
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Another considered that formalised gambling (such as in casinos) may not be 
as bad as informal gambling.

Loan sharks

Researchers encountered a variety of loan sharks. While there may be some 
need for financial services, this activity invites a lot of criticism from the 
researchers, one of whom called it “predatory”. Another: “They cause a lot of 
damage within the community because of the high interest rate. Most people 
take the money but can’t pay it back.” The loan sharks “may keep your banking 
card and ID. They will take your TV while you are watching it. They look at 
your credit score but even if you are blacklisted they give cash loans. The ones 
with very high interest rates, they hook you. Sometimes they say, ‘just give me 
back the interest’. There is nothing you sign, but you owe them. They may take 
your car, or take your furniture. They repossess, sometimes ‘they eat you up’, 
meaning that they destroy you financially.”

In general these are recognised as abusive practices, and sometimes illegal. In 
the transition, the need for financial services would have to be addressed, but 
the sector would have to be transformed radically, if it is to survive at all.

Ambivalent trades

Churches

“Why do we call churches informal businesses? Because you can just open 
them. They are businesses with unregulated money flows, contributed by 
the congregation.” Also: “Prophets are selling ‘living water’ and ‘anointing 
oils’, including cannabis oil, and you pay for the consultation as well.” There 
are performances of miraculous healing, one of which was a South African 
internet sensation.227 The well-known and controversial prophet Bushiri228 
sold rubber bands and car stickers, recalled the researchers. “You may pay to 
attend the church – R9 500 for three days to appear in front of the prophet.” 

227	 For raising people from the dead, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G4V5ABtTX2U.
228	 https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/the-great-church-heist-bushiris-r73m-ponzi-scam-20241020 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G4V5ABtTX2U
https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/the-great-church-heist-bushiris-r73m-ponzi-scam-20241020
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“People study theology and philosophy, you pay to attend church, and you 
then pay them to bury you or marry you.”

There are good and bad sides to churches, but researchers view them with 
suspicion. Pastors earn a living through donations from their congregations. 
As one researcher put it: “In my community we have a lot of different churches 
known by different names. Most of them now deal with money; money comes 
first. The pastors will tell you that in order for the church to operate it needs 
money, paying municipal services, maintenance of the buildings... money 
flows like nobody’s business in churches, and that money is contributed 
by the congregation... they take advantage of people.” Another: “The role of 
churches has changed from spiritual guidance and moral correctness to fast 
money making schemes that do not care about the people or wellbeing of 
congregants.” And an observation: “Most people who can afford to pay tithes 
and buy products are people working in mines.” People can launder illegal 
money through churches. Because of these concerns, such churches are not 
likely to be considered as contributing to a just transition.

Domestic workers and gardeners

Domestic workers often have only verbal agreements with their employers 
and can be fired at any time. There are also registered domestic workers. 
Some domestic workers work in up to six different houses, earning around 
R200 per day. Garden services come with their own tools. Some people have 
garden services as unregistered businesses; they also hire people. Although 
some domestic workers may have what seem like formal jobs, these are 
not formalised through written agreements and are therefore informal. 
Informality here is seen as vulnerability.

The researchers viewed most garden work as exploitation. “They are 
overworked and underpaid.” Another researcher remarks: “This is total 
exploitation of our people, as cheap slave labour, treated with disrespect 
under inhumane conditions.” These are seen as necessary jobs, and they make 
a contribution to the environment by making it attractive. There are ‘casual’ 
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gardeners and domestics who go door to door and ask for jobs. Even “nyaope 
boys” can make some money through gardening.

Hawkers (non-food)

Hawkers sell cigarettes and sweets, even within school premises, which 
is illegal. They sell artificial flowers, and weed (marijuana). There are gold 
exchange businesses. Researchers generally view this category in a positive 
light. “They contribute to the township economy by providing cheap and 
easily accessible items in the working traffic of everyday life. They sell a wide 
range of goods: cell phone chargers, cigarettes, socks etc in public spaces such 
as taxi ranks, streets, shopping centres and parking lots.” “It is much easier to 
buy from them than to walk to the mall, and often they are cheaper. Some of 
the goods for sale are stolen.” This is a broad function with illegal elements 
and may be difficult to deal with without more detailed knowledge.

Informal miners and coal yards

Researchers generally agree that informal miners create jobs and build the 
local economy. One researcher described informal mining as “the backbone” 
of the local economy. The coal is used by the community. The coal yards they 
sell to also assist people in the community, who use this coal. It is also known 
that old people pick coal from discard dumps and abandoned mines. However, 
informal mining is dangerous and has negative environmental impacts. Big 
mining companies are involved, because they buy coal from zama zama 
miners, report the researchers.

Researchers report: “This work is dangerous. The informal coal miners are 
tough, because they fight with each other. They are defensive against people 
who come into their spaces. The coal is not sold via a legal route. They sell 
it to coal yards. The coal yards are not registered and they again sell to 
households.”

This is a difficult sector. Informal mining is dangerous, and in some places 
(on the old gold mines in Johannesburg) is conducted by people who may be 
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aggressive towards local communities. However, it may be different on the 
coal fields. The cheaper coal through coal yards helps people’s livelihoods, 
but again, indoor burning of coal creates dangerous indoor pollution. There 
are also other elements of the coal trade described here that are criminal, and 
the study areas may be better off without it – if it is replaced by other sources 
of energy. Researchers expressed the opinion that if the unrehabilitated 
mines had been fixed, issues of informal miners would not exist. Researchers 
propose that informal miners should be assisted to get mining certificates 
and jobs.

Internet Cafés

Researchers explained that these businesses exist because access to 
information is limited in previously disadvantaged communities who are 
marginalised in ‘the Fourth Industrial Revolution’. Some researchers do not 
register risks, and three out of five remarked on the positive side: “They 
assist the community a lot”; “We do have some internet café shops within our 
community. They help our community, especially students and others who 
search for information and apply for jobs, they do faxing and e-mailing.” And: 
“Most of our people do not have laptops and access to the internet, so they 
provide services that are needed.”

The services they provide include helping you to register your company, make 
copies, you can use their laptops. But they can be fronts for selling drugs.

Researchers however also reported their suspicions when “you can see there 
is not much life in the café, but it never closes down, and the owner drives 
a Merc”. There are internet cafes that are legitimate, like Postnet, but “many 
are risky because they run scams. They provide fake documentation, such as 
matric certificates. They steal people’s IDs etc. and make up fake documents. 
It is dangerous to do things there.”

Internet cafes are judged by the researchers to be both helpful and dangerous. 
Their customers may be able to judge which cafes are good and which are not. 
However, internet and online communication will only increase in importance, 
and connectivity will play an important role in the transition – as witnessed 
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by proposals for on-line work and skills-building internet portal plans from 
local government in the Komati area. Researchers and policy makers need 
to look carefully at this area for solutions, which may include public internet 
access, possibly at advice and Just Transition Centres.

Sex workers

Researchers explained the reasons for the existence of this trade on the 
coalfields, for example: “Because most of the people in my community are 
migrant workers, their family members are far away from them so they use 
the sex workers to indulge in sexual activities.”

Another opinion: “This industry, though legalised, is immoral and 
inappropriate but it is positive when those participating are willingly 
practising their right and freedom of choice, trade and occupation which is 
necessary for men who don’t have time for relationships and are avoiding 
GBV, rapes and murder.” But there is also understanding for the sex workers: 
“It is a very dangerous job but people have no other options to put food on the 
table or to support their families; they risk their lives.”

The clients, according to the community researchers, are truck drivers and 
‘every man’. “There are specific streets where sex workers operate, where 
every house has ladies standing in front of them. They lift their skirts to 
advertise. And they don’t want other women to be there – they see them as 
competition. There are ‘bottle girls’ in clubs. They bring the drinks with lights 
and sparklers. As a visitor to the club, you may be interested in the girl, called 
‘hosts’. But they are not just ‘hosts’. There are also cam (camera) girls. They 
make a lot of money; you find them on the internet doing virtual sex work. 
These activities also happen in brothels, on top of the pubs. They also serve 
migrant workers whose wives are left at home. Some are managed by pimps. 
There is human trafficking. They capture them and give them drugs to force 
them to work. There are not only women, but also men. Some men buy men; 
they are married but they buy men.”

The exploitation of sex workers and the links with human trafficking were 
pointed out by researchers. Sex work is seen as a very dangerous trade, 
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because sex workers get killed. Yet, there is some sympathy with people who 
have no choice but to enter this trade, to feed themselves and their families. 
There were no proposals from researchers on how to deal with this sector 
during the transition.

Water supply

This trade exists because municipal water (in the taps) is unreliable. “When 
we buy in town, regulated purified water costs R25 per litre. But when you 
go to people who purify and sell in the townships, 25 litres cost R30. These 
businesses are not registered; they just buy purifiers, purify water and sell it 
to us.”

People with trucks supply rural areas which don’t have water from their 
municipality. “If you have a Jojo tank, they fill up your Jojo tank and you pay 
them.” This trade has grown as a direct result of municipal dysfunction: the 
failure to deliver clean water to households. There are health risks because 
the quality of the water is not known. But in the circumstances, these informal 
traders provide an important service to the community.

Other

Researchers have also pointed out other activities, including “hunting”, which 
is a traditional activity but limited now because access to commercial farms 
is blocked. There are also “handymen” who perform all sorts of maintenance 
jobs. Further research may well reveal more trades in the informal and local 
economies.

Dynamics in informal and local economies

After establishing these descriptions above, the exploration focused in on 
how the informal and local economies work. In particular, we took up the 
challenge posed by the diverse economies approach, which unpacks how, in 
the real world, there are diverse economies operating inside and outside of 
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capitalism. These economies are diverse in how they view and practise their 
economies in everyday economic dimensions like:

1.	 the form of an enterprise, and what happens to the surplus or profit;

2.	 work (labour), how it is motivated and how it is rewarded;

3.	 how transactions take place;

4.	 property and ownership issues; and

5.	 the role of finance and other investment.

What, if anything, does the 2024 community research into informal and 
diverse economies teach us about an alternative economy?

Informal trades are often survival businesses, within a family or run by 
friends, or a network from the same place. While there are many early signs 
of, but no well-developed “local food economies”, they remain harnessed to 
the formal economy. Integration between businesses seems to be based on 
bulk buying, or locating in the same place (shisanyamas/barbecues) or selling 
together (reclaimers), based on business principles.

Where does the capital or start-up funds for informal businesses come 
from? In our research, we did not see capital invested, or loans from banks. 
Investments typically come from a pension fund, retirement package, a family 
gift or inheritance. These businesses also grow from existing assets, such as 
building a backyard shack in the owner’s property, or establishing a business 
(crèche, cooking) first in one’s home and then moving out to a dedicated 
space when the momentum is there. In some cases, corporates have provided 
start-up funds.

What is the nature of work in the business? It is usual for the owner to work 
in the business, and then hire other people, on the basis of familiarity and 
trust. People may work together in the business because they are family, or 
come from the same home village. They may be friends or people – often 
young people – who want something to do with their time, or learn how to 
manage a business so they can start their own. Generally “wages” in informal 
businesses are low.
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An old question in studying informal economies (apart from the definition of 
what informality actually means), is its relationship with the formal economy. 
Some issues here are that some informal businesses are little more than 
extensions of the formal economy – for example people who sell perfume or 
other products in a franchise are basically agents for the main business, selling 
at a commission fee. Informal businesses buy inputs from formal businesses, 
like grocery stores, but they may also link up with suppliers in the local or 
informal economy, for example for vegetables. An interesting but disturbing 
development is small businesses and township businesses going cashless by 
using digital payments. This takes money out of circulation in the townships, 
and also a percentage now goes to banks.

There are claims that the informal sector “absorbs labour” and lessens the 
impact of unemployment. It may, to some extent, but this mostly happens 
without proper (that is decent, living) wages, benefits such as health 
insurance and pension contributions, and in most cases is not people’s first 
choice, since they would prefer formal employment and higher wages than 
what is generally available in the informal sector.

The seeds of a wellbeing economy in the local care economy

Some analysts look for seeds of a wellbeing economy in the care economy, 
sometimes also called the reproductive economy. This is because the care 
economy fulfils human needs directly, by providing what people need: food; 
health care; education; a place to stay, sleep, keep belongings and feel safe; 
sex and companionship; as well as life advice (psychological support).

However, the care economy has its problems. It is characterised by the work 
of women and children, while men are often physically or psychologically 
absent from it. The majority of work in the care economy is carried out in 
households, often resulting in a double burden for working women. There are 
few monetary rewards for care work, although home based carers have been 
absorbed into the health system. Some care is provided by the state, such as 
schooling, health services and looking after elderly people. However, in the 
absence of a welfare state, and as the result of budget cuts under neoliberal 
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austerity programmes, these services have been cut back, or people have to 
pay for them regardless of whether they can afford to or not.

The care economy is currently also in a subservient position to the formal 
economy. Much Marxist analysis focuses, rightly so, on how the care economy 
provides subsidies for the formal, capitalist economy. A well-known South 
African example comes from the way the mines used the migrant labour 
system to procure cheap labour by paying low wages that could support 
the miners only, who were forced to live in single sex hostels without their 
families. This put the burden of reproduction on female headed households 
in the labour-sending areas like the Eastern Cape or Mozambique, and other 
places across South Africa and Southern Africa. When workers came to the 
end of their working life through injury, occupational disease or retirement, 
they were sent back to these rural areas. This worked out cheap for mining 
bosses, but was devastating for these families [Wolpe 1972].

When the community researchers were invited to explore care economies 
around them, they responded that, indeed, most of the work is done by women 
in households – whether they are stay at home or working women. Even some 
businesses are conducted in the household. The rewards are shared by all the 
family members. They argued that the informal food economy performed 
care work, because most of the food venders sell to people who don’t have 
time to cook for themselves since they spend too much time working in mines 
or power stations (and travelling to and fro) and they live as single men since 
they are migrant workers and their families are left behind. Another opinion 
was that:

I feel that without the care economy the other economies would suffer 
simply because it is because of the carers that some people will have 
lunch boxes to take to work, go to work in clean clothes, come back to 
a warm home with a cooked meal.

Formal work gives rise to the need to hire people to do care work in the 
household. They may work for limited days, and get paid with a range of 
rewards such as goods, food and clothes.
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But some care has been turned into local work opportunities, such as after 
school care givers, tutors and home based care givers. People are hired to cook 
in schools and crèches, for stipends. Others volunteer, for example Community 
Health Workers, who were later absorbed and paid by government health 
services. Some not-for-profit organisations raise awareness amongst 
community members of all the services supplied by the government and 
other NGOs that are relevant to the care economy.

The government does provide some services. According to one researcher: “I 
think public schools and healthcare clinics might be part of that reproductive 
care from the government, because the services are for free and they assist 
the community with basic needs like access to healthcare and education.” The 
government also gives out social grants to most of the people who fall under 
the care economy. Hospitals can be seen as part of the care economy: “They 
provide reproductive care such as mental health screening, maternal health 
services which consist of prenatal care, labour and delivery and postnatal 
care.”

Researchers pointed to examples of care in their communities, such as “old 
age homes, where our grandfathers and grandmothers are taken care of or 
helped every day, and orphanages where children are taken care of every 
day”. But the researchers observe that the state is providing less care now 
than before, remarking with some irony, that: 

Some facilities are there to show that the state used to do some things. 
You may see old buildings that used to be old age homes, and currently 
are being vandalised... But you can see in the community there is a 
huge demand for things like those.

Is it possible to see seeds of a wellbeing economy in the current care 
economy? To approach this, we explored the question of how the 
reproductive or care economy should work in a wellbeing economy. What 
would be needed from the Just Transition to make that happen? 

Community researchers answered that, in a wellbeing economy, the 
reproductive or care economy should have gender equality, sustainability 
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and community solidarity. To achieve this, we need a Just Transition that 
will include comprehensive policy changes, significant public investment, 
education and training, economic diversification, support for informal 
caregivers, community engagement and environmental sustainability. Women 
are the majority of workers in the care economy, but they are usually ignored 
in decision making. This should change. We should value unpaid care work. 
Government departments that do care work should work together so that the 
care economy works properly.

Researchers argued that a wellbeing economy should provide support 
and resources for local businesses. The wellbeing economy should provide 
free education, affordable access to technical and communication services 
and better service delivery. One researcher mentioned the need for just 
transition centres to educate and create awareness of the climate crisis and 
how decarbonisation will manage and mitigate the crisis. The just transition 
should be used as an opportunity to support informal businesses to access 
renewable energy. One researcher also mentioned that the care economy is 
especially required for those suffering from mental health issues as a result 
of pollution and working in the coal mines. She suggested that fossil fuel 
companies should provide funding for those working long term so they can 
be medically supported once leaving the company. These ideas point back to 
the Open Agenda.

Moving away from capitalism

The research reported on in this chapter has made the informal and local 
economies in fossil fuel fenceline communities visible, and started a process 
to raise awareness in communities about the implications of the transition 
process. We explored the dependence of these informal businesses on coal 
and other fossil fuels, the traders’ awareness of climate change and the Just 
Transition. We raised the question of whether and how to support these 
informal economies in the transition process. HEJN, in a workshop as part 
of the project, decided to engage with selected trades (some are dangerous, 
and some they don’t want to support). Preferably this will be done through 
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organisations that bring together informal traders already. We have looked 
at dynamics within informal economies (where informal traders rely on 
inputs from each other, and support each other) as well as the links between 
informal and formal economies.

We looked at how traders in the informal economy work together. These 
links hold the possibility for strengthening local economies. More broadly, 
we have taken a normative view of informal and local economies – which 
involves judgement as to whether certain businesses are good or bad for the 
community.

We have started finding elements of a future wellbeing economy in the care 
or reproductive economy, in which there are relations of care, solidarity 
and the like. In so doing, we are starting to consider how we as a society 
can move to a wellbeing economy. Aspects of government provision can be 
seen as foreshadowing a wellbeing economy (on the assumption that, in a 
democratic system, the public decides what it needs and keeps politicians and 
officials to such mandates). In particular, there are rising voices demanding 
that the social wage be delivered in full via government services, as these are 
supposed to be delivered to support people, such as water, housing, health, 
waste removal, justice and protection against crime, in addition to a demand 
for a Universal Basic Income Grant.229

These are considerations beyond the profit motive, and more towards 
a wellbeing economy. We have opened up some cracks in the common 
understanding that capitalism is omnipresent and omnipotent. We have 
started seeing that there are areas in which capitalism (production for profit) 
is not the only logic in small businesses. They also offer familial employment, 
training and experience and care. This is important in the light of the activist 
demand for “systems change, not climate change”. It is clear that we need to 
move from capitalism. The question is how.

Processes have started to move us from an uncaring capitalist to a wellbeing 
economy, in which the priorities of a care economy – providing people with 
what they need to live, grow, be healthy and secure and use their talents for 

229	 groundWork director and PCC commissioner Bobby Peek in the September 2024 PCC meeting.
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good – will be prominent. These processes include increasing criticism of 
capitalism in view of the continued externalisation of costs of its production 
onto people and the planet, and the stubborn capitalist obstruction of real 
responses to climate change and the breaching of ecological boundaries, thus 
making the planet unsafe for human societies.

There are multiple pathways to such a future, even if at present it appears 
that the grip of the elite on societies and nature is such that these ideas 
cannot be immediately implemented. The Just Transition, with its principles 
of restorative, distributive and procedural justice, may well provide an 
opportunity, as a purposive transition, to move in this direction. The ideal of 
a wellbeing economy, supported by the Open Agenda, opens up a space for 
concrete utopian thinking; in other words, how we can reconfigure existing 
resources and dynamics to arrive at an economy where people are more 
important that profit.

Concrete utopias

Utopian thinking230 can play three important roles in climate debates, 
according to Ruth Levitas [2017]:

1.	 Imagining and debating what future societies may look like;

2.	 Uncovering utopian thinking in current ideologies by showing what 
images of society lie behind the current relationships and practices 
that allow wealth to be concentrated in the hands of the elite and allow 
a hierarchy of important and unimportant people to be constructed; 
and

3.	 Finding examples of the new society in practices that already occur 
among us, prefiguring a new society.

For utopian thinking to be more than just wishful thinking, it has to be in 
the form of “concrete utopias”, which is “the practice of constructing models 
of alternative ways of living on the basis of some assumed set of resources” 

230	 This section refers back to ideas first expressed in groundWork Report 2019.
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[Hartwig 2007: 74]. Utopian thinking is an essential counterbalance to being 
stuck in the realities of the present power system, unable to imagine another 
world or hope for it. Concrete utopian thinking can take the known building 
blocks and dynamics of the world as we live in it – the “oppressive reality we 
deal with every day” – and imagine its reconfiguration.

Concrete utopian thinking results in a process, rather than a blueprint. It is 
“a process in which praxis educates fantasy, and fantasy educates praxis…” 
[Hartwig 2007: 74]. Concrete utopian thinking is grounded in “a keen sense 
of the reality … of unactualised possibility”. So, it can be a response to the 
obvious waste of talent of so many people caged in by the current and 
unforgiving economic system, excluded from resources as a result of the 
enclosures of colonialism and capitalism, and prevented from responding 
to challenges such as climate change. In short, concrete utopian thinking is 
driven by the basic human drive to happiness or, more technically, “universal 
free flourishing”.231

It would need to be made possible by a decisive redistribution of power and 
resources. Universal free flourishing, according to Hartwig [2007: 187-189] 
would require the following:

1.	 a normative order informed by the values of trust, solidarity, sensitivity 
to suffering, nurturing and care, in universally recognised rights 
(freedoms) and duties;

2.	 constitutional democracy organised around people’s councils or 
assemblies forged to articulate self-determination, with as much local 
autonomy and participatory democracy as possible;

3.	 the massive redistribution, transformation and limitation of resource 
use dictated by considerations of equity and ecology, including the 
socialisation of knowledge;

4.	 the co-operative organisation of production (of goods) and services by 
interlinked autonomous associations at a local and regional level;

231	 Using “flourishing” as a benchmark, sees human happiness and flourishing as the highest good. It 
opposes a politics of “minimum requirements” for life. 
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5.	 distributive principles such that minimally no one is forced to sell their 
labour power or work for a master;

6.	 the recognition of diversity and pluralism for political, scientific and 
educational creativity.

This could provide a framework232 for systems change and it points to the 
crucial importance of a redistribution of resources. It could achieve the world 
of enough for all, and even plenty for all, that Hickel and Sullivan [2024] 
pointed to earlier in this chapter.

The challenges of the Just Transition require of us to question and transform 
our current economic system, even if simply for the Just Transition project 
to work in its own, multistakeholder terms. It is based on the understanding 
– implied by Minister Creecy and quoted in Chapter 5 of this report – that 
a successful transition needs not only jobs and livelihoods, but a change in 
access to and ownership of the resources that would make this possible. 
And that the economic systems we inherited from the MEC, colonialism and 
apartheid created and still recreate extreme inequality and poverty. And 
that there is a major opportunity for rethinking and reshaping the economy 
in the seismic shifts in power that could be brought about by the pressure 
to decarbonise, combined with the increasing entry of citizens in organised 
ways into the political space. It requires that we see beyond capitalism. 

232	 One framework among many possibilities that can grow from people’s own experiences and insights.
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8 8 Working with systems 
change

Systems are dynamic by nature. Whether they are complex socio-technical 
ecological systems like the coal-fired electricity system, the dominant 
economic system of capitalism with other formations being drawn into it or 
maintaining relative autonomy from it, or our political system being moved 
from a representative to a participatory democracy through activism, systems 
change all the time. The important challenge is to understand how systems 
are changing – and to purposely intervene to work with – or against – these 
changes. 

Working for change is central to the environmental justice movement. We 
work not only against the impositions of environmental injustices, but for a 
major, global transition in how we relate to each other and to nature. We work 
for systems change, challenging ways of thinking that serve the ruling elite 
but do not provide, or actively block, life-giving and just ways of dealing with 
our challenges to safely and fairly live with each other on the planet. The just 
transition process in South Africa presents an opportunity to do exactly this.

The chapters in this report have engaged with shifts in the context of our 
work, and the opportunities they open up for activism. The South African 
political system, we argue, is going through a fundamental change as the 
erstwhile liberation movement turned political party, the ANC, has lost its 
parliamentary majority in the national parliament and moved into a centre 
right coalition government with a number of other parties, while an ANC 
faction closely associated with corruption has become the official opposition. 
This follows on the formation of coalition governments at local government 
and now provincial level. It occurs in tandem with civil society stepping 
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into the many vacuums in service delivery and social provision in roles that 
suggest an early and often awkward form of participatory democracy.

There is now a more fluid nature to our national politics, as argued in 
Chapter  1, and we suggest that civil society, by which we mean people’s 
organisations and alliances across class, race and other divisions, can use the 
opportunity as an ‘open democracy’ process of regenerating, reforming and 
reconfiguring the state to play its many important roles in the just transition. 
This process could become stronger as awareness of climate change increases. 
But it will need to expand to include a practical understanding of the official 
Just Transition as a purposive transition; in other words, what the political 
choices in the Just Transition are and how they are made. Such processes also 
need to be informed by debates and visions about the direction and nature of 
the transition – for example that we need a deep-going transformation of our 
economy, in order to avoid constantly producing environmental catastrophe 
in a reckless search for profit, disregarding the wellbeing of people and of the 
earth we live on.

Climate change caused by the emission of greenhouse gases, is now roaring 
past the Paris Agreement’s first target of 1.5℃ and looking set to overtake the 
second target of “well below 2℃”. And there is no sign of the world’s ‘leaders’ 
reining in the forces that are driving us to 3℃ and more. At 1.5℃, we are 
already experiencing ‘dangerous climate change’ – that the UNFCCC, signed 
in 1992, was meant to prevent – as can be seen in the hurricanes, floods, fires 
and droughts around the world reported on in Chapter 2. It means that:

•	 A sharp decrease in carbon and other greenhouse gas emissions is 
beyond urgent, and that this should be the goal of all climate diplomacy, 
as well as our national planning including energy, food, water, urban 
and industrial production systems (not an exhaustive list);

•	 There is an immediate and urgent need for adaptation and building 
resilience, including the reorientation of all government services, 
infrastructure provision and development interventions to deal with 
the impacts of climate change on people and their environments.
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We need to also keep in mind that beyond climate change, there are eight other 
very important planetary boundaries that have been, or are being breached, 
threatening what is left of the ‘safe space’ for humans to live and flourish on 
this planet. They include deforestation and mass extinctions, the breakdown 
of biosphere integrity, the release into nature and subsequently into people’s 
and animals’ bodies of large numbers of untested chemical compounds, 
plastics and other ‘novel entities’, as well as large flows of manufactured 
phosphorus and nitrogen runoff from industry and agriculture. In short, we 
see the pollution of air, land, water, the oceans and all Earth’s creatures. And 
along with that, billions of people are impoverished.

Can we deal with these challenges within the current economic and political 
systems? Chapter 3 shows the extreme arrogance with which fossil fuel 
interests were able to dominate the debates at CoP29, to the bizarre point 
of keeping a reference to fossil fuels out of the official text. It does little else 
but serve to show how the current global elite is taking us over the abyss, 
on the pretext that even now, ‘development’ through fossil fuels is possible 
and desirable. In Africa and South Africa, corporates and politicians still 
drive ambitious oil and gas projects, provoking vigorous resistance from civil 
society.

Against these forces, a purposive transition – in other words, a deliberate, 
politically driven change process away from a high carbon economy and 
society – is in progress in South Africa, as Chapter 4 reports. Or more precisely, 
the PCC has set out an agenda for a purposive Just Transition, but the actual 
politics remain contested and the economic interventions are confined, as 
the analysis in Chapters 5 and 6 shows. Since its creation in 2020, the PCC 
– pushed by civil society commissioners – has succeeded in maintaining an 
unusually inclusive multistakeholder process, establishing an influential 
evidence base, creating the institutions for the implementation of Just 
Transition projects, and starting some implementation, as well as producing 
monitoring and evaluation reports of progress towards a Just Transition. It 
has established a framework, which contains the ideals of three dimensions of 
justice, thereby creating a space for evaluating developments in the transition 
process in terms of justice.
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The PCC, particularly in its work in Komati, but also elsewhere, has 
emphasised procedural justice. Progress on distributive justice is much 
slower, as is evidenced by slow progress on plans, and proper, inclusive 
processes, for developing alternative economies – as well as strengthening 
the social wage, which is supposed to be provided through a range of services 
by local government.

Komati is a testing ground for the next nine power stations to be 
decommissioned. Chapter 5 shows the challenges of actually implementing 
a transition that “leaves no one behind” when people have already been left 
behind by colonialism, apartheid and the extractive economy, and the central 
economic logic in the country remains one of accumulation by the elite. It 
shows in daily practice why restorative justice is needed, in the form of a 
reconfiguration of access to resources, including the restoration of land and 
water and of people’s rights in land and water. It is also an opportunity to see 
whether the just transition can, in practice, return us to the original thinking 
that local government ward committees should be inclusive and not party 
political, and to link just transition projects back into local governments’ 
Integrated Development Plans.

The analysis in Chapter 6, drawing on the decommissioning and associated 
processes in Komati, argues that restorative justice is not an active principle 
in the official Just Transition process. While there are attempts to deal 
with mine closure and rehabilitation, these are not remotely equal to the 
challenge of addressing the ecological debt built up by the Minerals Energy 
Complex through coal mining and burning, which impacted and to this day 
is still impacting on people’s health through air pollution, and the poisoning, 
through acid mine drainage, of important rivers and their catchments. 
Chapter 6 shows this ecological debt and how it was created, and argues for 
restorative justice, also in other parts of the country, such as South Durban 
where refineries were abandoned without rehabilitation of contaminated 
land. The chapter also returns to the theme of civil society stepping into 
vacuums left by government – in this case, engaging in mining rehabilitation 
as well as planning to lighten the health burden imposed on people of the 
Highveld by the coal economy.
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The challenges of the Just Transition require us to question and transform 
our current economic system, even if simply for the Just Transition project 
to work in its own, narrow multistakeholder terms. A successful transition 
needs not only jobs and livelihoods, but a change in access to and ownership 
of the resources that would make this possible. And it needs to transform the 
economic systems we inherited from the MEC, colonialism and apartheid that 
have created and still recreate extreme inequality and poverty. 

Chapter 7 starts the work of rethinking and reshaping the economy in the 
opportunities provided by the shifts in power that could be brought about by 
the pressure to decarbonise, combined with the increasing entry of citizens 
in organised ways into the political space. It requires that we see beyond 
capitalism and return economic thinking to the essential goals of supporting 
the flourishing of all people and taking care of each other and the Earth.

The Just Transition project in South Africa provides an opportunity to develop 
proper responses to these multiple crises, as it demands practical and far 
reaching answers to these challenges. It is an opportunity to effect systems 
change. As South Africans, we are fortunate to have inherited the political and 
intellectual resources created in the struggles of trade unions, the liberation 
movements, the environmental justice movement and civil society more 
broadly. How we use these to move forward will have to be newly defined – 
through struggle.

To do

Over the past few groundWork reports, at the conclusion of each report we 
have argued for specific strategic directions. While the overall objectives 
remain in place, the details have started to change as the context becomes 
more flexible and, in our view, offers more opportunities.

1.  Drive systems change

We need to look at the just transition process as an opportunity for systems 
change. A just transition, even in the narrow terms of individual projects on 
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the ground, will not be possible without some changes in the political and 
economic system. Resources are concentrated in the hands of elites, local and 
global, and state power has been hollowed out by both the coercive use of 
finance and debt, as well as politicians and officials who do not, in practice, 
recognise democracy and the rights of people. The systems that will enable 
people to respond to climate change will have to be very different from the 
systems we live with now.

This report encourages more concrete and intentional discussions about the 
meaning and implications of the overall slogan of the broad environmental 
justice movement, “Systems change not climate change”. There is still much 
to be explored and acted on. It is up to us. While the project for a purposive 
transition has kept open some space for transformation, it remains 
contingent on whether civil society and its allies are able to keep alive 
imaginaries of different societies, economies and ecologies beyond fossil 
fuels and capitalism, and push for changes in specific sectors like food, water, 
connectivity, transport, gender and youth justice as envisaged in the Open 
Agenda and other documents.

2.  Strengthen and support community power

The foundation of social power to influence the course of the transition lies 
in communities, especially communities that are in daily struggles for justice 
and against the fossil fuel economies. The role of the movements remains 
to build solidarity, strengthen community organisations and voices, and 
to defend community agendas against the machinations of corporate and 
government actors who seek to misdirect communities with empty promises 
and false solutions to the climate crisis, such as ‘clean coal’.

With current developments in our body politics, we as activists need to think 
about broader alliances, across classes despite the polarisation in society. We 
also need to think seriously about an active green politics, not as an alternative 
political party (the South African environmental justice movement has a long 
and principled tradition of working with people irrespective of what political 
party they do or don’t belong to), but as a set of environmental justice issues. 
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We should look to actively influence how those issues play out in party 
political contests, including now in coalition politics, but more particularly to 
create a politics of participation for people’s power as discussed below.

3.  Build a participatory democracy now

As people from different walks of society learn – as a result of necessity because 
of state neglect – how the systems that support their lives and determine their 
life chances work, and how to intervene in them, we are gaining knowledge 
and skills that are useful in building a participatory democracy. This includes 
developing relationships and co-operation with government officials who 
have integrity, in a process of building state capacity. As politics go into flux 
under coalition governments, and no one party any longer holds an absolute 
majority, there are opportunities to build democracy from the bottom up, 
and support a growing independence of the state (officials doing their jobs 
in departments) from direct, personalised control by politicians, that is 
protecting these officials – and service delivery – from party politics, faction 
politics and coalition power games.

Government departments have crucial roles to play in the transition – both the 
practical decarbonisation of sectors, and the broader transformation of our 
society. For example, there is an immediate need to move away from internal 
combustion engines and manufacture EVs. However, there is a broader 
and even more urgent need to change the basic structure of our transport 
system and deal with the persistent apartheid geography in our country. For 
that, functioning, affordable and people-friendly public transport is needed 
– as spelled out in the million jobs campaign. A number of government 
departments beyond transport need to support this. 

At the same time, people and their organisations need to continue to increase 
their autonomous control of resources, for example through food or energy 
sovereignty programmes, as well as the capacity for coordination and effective 
solidarity to expand strategic options, including on policy and government 
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resources. And what needs to be transformed is no mystery, for example, our 
unsustainable food system as well as its underlying components: access to 
land and water, but also the concentration of market power by a small number 
of food and agribusiness corporations.

4.  Resist violence and violent politics

Collectively, we need to remain a strong voice against violence and the 
assassination of activists, whistle blowers and politicians. In the context of a 
purposive transition – but also beyond in the broader political economy – the 
fight for open democracy remains a crucial part of the just transition agenda. 
This is also true on a global level where the insanity of war, genocide and 
active anti-democratic actions continue.

5.  �Support measures that drive towards more social justice and a 
better economic system

We need to continue the popular campaign for a Universal Basic Income 
Grant, with many advantages for poor communities and the informal sector. 
Campaigns for land redistribution – urban and rural – are also critical. In 
the coming few years support should particularly focus on projects initiated 
by community groups to build the just transition from the ground up. This 
category also includes practical support for community participation in 
decisions about creating new regional economies after coal, and transition 
support for workers, communities and informal livelihoods. A movement 
for a wellbeing economy that puts people before profit needs to be nurtured 
through discussion and debate, through dreaming and the creation of concrete 
utopias. We need a radical redistribution of resources, so that everybody will 
have enough. There are convincing analyses, quoted in this report, showing 
that a flourishing world is possible if the stranglehold of the elite on resources 
and decision making is removed.
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6.  �Monitor and evaluate institutions and implementation of the just 
transition

The environmental justice movement needs to remain vigilant and informed, 
and to carefully monitor and critique proposals and actions by other actors, in 
the broad scope of the just transition, using the knowledge gained to influence 
the course of the transition. The environmental justice movement should also 
continue to monitor the fitness of institutions, especially in government: are 
they fit for purpose, able to do their job, whether DFFE, DMRE, the national 
treasury, or local government, based on a clear understanding of what the 
roles of these institutions are and responding to first hand experiences from 
the ground.

We are well past the point of relying on state monitoring and regulation of 
pollution. We still demand that it happens, and one day it will be rebuilt, but in 
the meantime we need to swell the numbers and build the capacity of people 
to monitor and regenerate environments back to health and build resilience.

7.  Debate the nature of our transition

It remains important to build global solidarity, understanding how transitions 
are proceeding in other countries in the Global South, what the politics of 
these transitions are and how international solidarity can strengthen the 
effectiveness of environmental justice movements world wide.

2025 is the last year of the life of the first commission. The PCC has been fairly 
activist till now. With the Climate Change Act, it is being bedded down as an 
organ of state. We will need to watch that it does not decline into bureaucratic 
quiescence, or become an instrument used to contain the environmental 
justice movement. From a politics of knowledge perspective, we can expect 
debates and reflections on the nature and implications of how the South 
African transition has gone so far. Civil society needs to make sure that the 
voices of community activists are prominent in these debates, and that we 
track what is presented to the rest of the world as the “lessons learnt”. Among 
these lessons are those about global climate politics – including climate 
finance, development via debt, and the ecological debt owed to the Global 
South.
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Figure 3: Petroleum Agency of South Africa gas exploration map, as at October 2024, showing block allocation for exploration rights across South Africa and existing gas wells in Mozambique (operated by Sasol) and Namibia. Simplified from the original by Toni Olivier.


	Contents
	List of figures
	Figure 1: Current status of control variables for all nine planetary boundaries. From Richardson et al 2023. 
	Figure 2: Global surface air temperature increase above pre-industrial. Zeke Hausfather, State of the climate: 2024 sets a new record as the first year above 1.5°C, Carbon Brief,10 January 2025. Each line shows the average monthly temperatures for each ye
	Figure 3: Petroleum Agency of South Africa gas exploration map, as at October 2024, showing block allocation for exploration rights across South Africa and existing gas wells in Mozambique (operated by Sasol) and Namibia. Simplified from the original by Toni Olivier.
	Figure 4: Mpumalanga, showing the most intensely coal-affected district municipalities in Mpumalanga: Nkangala and Gert Sibande, Steve Tshwete local municipality, plus 12 Eskom coal-fired power stations. Majuba and Kusile are not on the decommissioning li
	Figure 5: Komati power station surrounded by its immediate zone of influence (IZOI), the circle, and its primary study area (PSA). Source: Komati Socio-Economic Impact Assessment p. 45.
	Figure 6: The Steve Tshwete local municipality. The Komati Steering Committee operates in and represents Ward 4, in the lower left-hand corner on the map above. Map by Toni Olivier.
	Figure 7: Coal mining methods. With permission from Terence McCarthy, University of the Witwatersrand.
	Figure 8: The aftermath of coal mining in the landscape. With permission from Terence McCarthy, University of the Witwatersrand

	List of boxes
	Box 1. Deep Water Horizon, well blowout and impacts
	Box 2: South Africa’s growing petrochemical industry
	Box 3. Dying in Stilfontein

		Acknowledgements
		Acronyms
		Foreword
	1 The politics of systems change
	South Africa’s 7th administration
	Civil society stepping in
	Johannesburg
	Durban

	Systems change
	No longer a safe operating space for humanity
	Inequality
	Debt

	 The groundWork Report 2024

	2: Dead Heat
	Carbon dioxide
	Methane

	Extreme weather
	Dying forests
	Wind and rain
	Fire and Flood
	Africa
	Southern Africa


	3: Earth be damned: the reckless politics of oil and gas
	Climate fraud in Baku
	Climate finance
	Carbon trading

	Big oil on the offensive in Baku and beyond
	Oil and gas in Africa
	Gas exploration in South Africa
	Offshore
	Box 1: Deep Water Horizon, well blowout and impacts
	Onshore

	Gas-fired power
	Box 2: South Africa’s growing petrochemical industry

	The Integrated Resource Plan ‘relook’
	Failing development

	4: The PCC and the challenges to a purposive transition
	The 7th Administration and the PCC in 2024
	Power struggle
	Looking for closure
	Funding platforms and projects
	Just Transition Fund and Just Transition Centres
	Lifting the veil of climate finance
	The state of climate action
	Food and agriculture
	A water sector in crisis
	Sanitation
	Transport, transition and electric vehicles
	Automotive industry

	Climate action from an environmental justice perspective

	5: Walking back Komati
	Komati in the eyes of the world
	Vulnerability to the end of coal
	Ten power stations on the long road to decarbonisation
	Seeing like a power station
	Coal to Komati
	How does the SEIA describe the local community?

	Seeing like a Presidential Commission
	Who’s who in Komati?
	1.  The Community Development work stream
	2.  Power station repurposing and decommissioning
	3.  Economic diversification and job creation
	4.  Infrastructure, social facilities and social services
	5.  Long-term development
	6.  Communications
	7.  Mobilising financial resources
	8.  Monitoring and evaluation

	Seeing like a community structure
	Komati Steerco position as of April 2024
	Rules for interaction between facilitators and community structures

	Seeing the future

	6: Restorative justice: Making the transition possible by paying the ecological debt
	The Just Transition needs restorative justice
	Box 3: Dying in Stilfontein

	How coal mining created an ecological debt
	Toxic releases
	The worst possible place for coal-fired power stations
	What adequate control?
	The coal health burden
	Activists work into the gap
	A health department missing in action
	A plan to deal with the health burden of coal
	People’s campaigns

	Burning earth under their feet
	The challenge of restorative justice

	7: Systems change for a post-capitalist world
	The Open Agenda on economic justice
	Community views of the economy in the transition, 2023
	Informal economies in the transition
	Trades in the informal economy
	Positive trades
	Negative trades
	Ambivalent trades

	Dynamics in informal and local economies
	The seeds of a wellbeing economy in the local care economy
	Moving away from capitalism
	Concrete utopias

	8: Working with systems change
	To do
	1.  Drive systems change
	2.  Strengthen and support community power
	3.  Build a participatory democracy now
	4.  Resist violence and violent politics
	5.  �Support measures that drive towards more social justice and a better economic system
	6.  �Monitor and evaluate institutions and implementation of the just transition
	7.  Debate the nature of our transition


		References



