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What are the key issues for a 
critical appraisal of South 
Africa’s perspectives on 
climate change and the poor?

ten issue areas:
• popular knowledge of climate crisis 
• SA elite self-interest in emissions-intensive economy
• global climate politics (SA’s role as 2011 COP host)
• SA emissions culpability
• ‘climate debt’ as basis for redistribution
• problems with carbon trading strategy
• subsidies to TNCs – world’s cheapest electricity
• energy poverty and social protest
• macro economic vulnerability (debt crisis)
• civil society organising



Why so much ignorance about climate?
‘Is climate change a “serious problem”’? Global Scan polls 

citizenries: percentage answering ‘Yes’ (2003, 2006)



Not in leaders’ interests to address climate



Climate Justice Movement’s
demands (Copenhagen):

• 1) cut greenhouse gas emissions
(45% by 2020) consistent with 
what science demands

• 2) pay climate debt ($400 bn/year 
by 2020) to eco-social victims

• 3) decommission carbon markets 
because they are a ‘false solution’



1) Why Copenhagen Summit failed
On last day, backroom deal by Barack Obama, Jacob 
Zuma, Lula da Silva, Manmohan Singh, Wen Jiabao –

designed to avoid needed emissions cuts; instead, 
business-as-usual for white-owned fossil-fuel industry 

and mainly-white overconsumers



2) Pretoria’s ‘Long-Term Mitigation 
Scenario’ admits our huge culpability



Although 
Pretoria is 
in denial, 
we owe 
‘climate 
debt’ to 

the rest of 
Africa



3) SA promotion of 
carbon trading

Marthinus van Schalkwyk
(lead candidate, UN climate chief) 
to International Emissions Trading 

Association (September 2007):

‘An all-encompassing global 
carbon market regime which 
includes all developed countries 
is the first and ultimate aim.’



EU emissions market crashes,EU emissions market crashes, 20062006--0909

Impossible to finance Impossible to finance 
renewable energy with renewable energy with 
such low carbon pricessuch low carbon prices



Bisasar Road
$15m conversion of 

methane-to-electricity 
at environmentally-
racist dump (Africa’s 

largest landfill), placed in 
black residential suburb 

Clare Estate by apartheid; 
municipality refused to 
close it thanks to 2002 

investment hype: 
World Bank Prototype 

Carbon Fund credits

In Durban, a crucial In Durban, a crucial 
carboncarbon--trading trading 

Clean Development Clean Development 
MechanismMechanism pilotpilot

Sajida Khan’s 
house



Sajida Khan (1952-2007) 
though felled by cancer from dump, she co-
hosted ‘Durban Group for Climate Justice’
(2004) and her EIA challenge to methane 

flaring rebuffed World Bank (2005)

Currently CDM is paid just €14/tonne

Another emerging danger: 
‘waste-to-energy’ through incineration
(promoted in Durban by Norwegians!)



Most recent 
SA attack on 

climate:
$3.75 bn loan 

from the 
World Bank to 
mainly finance 
Eskom’s coal-
fired Medupi
power plant –
now also an 
applicant for 
CDM status Source: groundWork & Earthlife Africa



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

Eskom’s Medupi: world’s 
fourth-largest coal-fired plant, 
to emit 25-35 mn CO2-equiv. 
tonnes/year (more than 115 countries)
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Medupi has no pollution scrubbers 
yet ambient SO2 standards already 
excessive, area is water-scarce, 40 
new coal mines needed, and mining 
causes extreme water degradation 
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Bank’s Dec. 2009 ‘consultation’ had no 
attendees from affected areas; Bank 
procurement rules violated; Eskom
has huge governance crises, including 
extreme leadership turmoil (e.g. chair 
and CEO fired each other, Nov. 2009)
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25%/year price rise; 127% real 
increase for 2008-12; electricity 
disconnections, ubiquitous 
‘service delivery protests’ and 
threatened national labour strike



1/3 of Eskom’s four million customers have  
‘zero’ consumption – most were disconnected



Upsurge of community protest against electricity 
disconnections, price increases, World Bank loan
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sweetheart deals: multi-decade ‘Special Pricing 
Agreements’ made during late apartheid give BHP 
Billiton and Anglo American R0.12 ($0.015)/kWh 
electricity for smelters (1/6 what households pay); 
resulting in Eskom’s R9.7 billion ($1.3 bn) loss in 2009



SA offers world’s cheapest electricity to 
metals smelters - phase-out needed!

Eskom brags in 2009 
annual report, though reason 

for huge 2009-10 losses
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BHP Billiton, Anglo, Arcelor Mittal, Xstrata and other 
beneficiaries of Eskom largesse headquartered (and 
send their profits) abroad, hence putting extreme 
pressure on current account deficit



The Economist, 25 Feb 2009

World’s most risky emerging market
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SA’s foreign debt is already dangerously 
high - $80 billion – and repayment costs 
on Medupi loan will soar when R/$ rate 
crashes (as now happens regularly)



Since early 2000s, 
rapid rise in SA foreign debt, 

to the point of severe 
debt/GDP danger levels



Five currency crashes, 1996-2008

when Rand falls 15%+, then repayment of 
World Bank’s $ debt much more expensive
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privatisation of electricity generation is underway in 
this loan (for ‘figleaf’ renewable component) – and 
will be increased for Kusile (to 49% private 
ownership); unions fighting for full public supply
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ruling party investment arm, Chancellor House, 
to ‘earn’ at least R50 mn (probably more) pure 
profit from contracts in conflict-of-interest 
Hitachi tender; Eskom chair Valli Moosa acted  
‘improperly’, according to state investigators 
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• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

from 1951 (3 years after formal apartheid 
began) to 1966, loans to Eskom of $100 mn
resulted in no electricity to black townships 
or rural areas; Jubilee SA demands 
‘reparations’ for Bank's apartheid profits



Civil society (Climate Justice Now!SA) opposes  
Medupi, Eskom pricing/privatisation, carbon trading: 
demands conservation/renewables and electricity-as-a-right
Otherwise Otherwise 

this danger:this danger:


