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 Editorial 

Taking charge of the Just Transition? 
Much of this issue focuses on the Just 

Transition (JT). Depending on who 

you talk to or what you read, this can 

be a narrow transition just around 

energy to deal with the climate crisis 

or a much wider and deeper transition 

that transforms deep down to the 

very roots of the economy.   

Are trade unions and communities 

taking charge of this narrative to en-

sure that there is deep transfor-

mation? Let us know what you think.  

 

The JT in energy 

Navigating the JT means being aware 

of the rapidly changing structure of 

the electricity industry. Dinga Sikwe-

bu questions whether labour is mov-

ing fast enough to deal with these 

changes.  

The Presidential Climate Commission 

(PCC) is a new tripartite structure 

separate from NEDLAC that is 

tasked with getting parties to build a 

social compact around the climate 

transition. Woodrajh Aroun investi-

gates where the PCC comes from, its 

tasks and who sits on it. He also grills 

two PCC labour members, Mbulaheni 

Mbodi and Mac Chavalala, to find out 

their views of its work.  

PCC executive director, Crispian Olver, 

shares his hopes and vision for build-

ing a JT social compact and appeals to 

stakeholders to help find common 

ground. 

Ebrahim-Khalil Hassen challenges 

trade unions to stop being caught up 

in disinformation peddled by various 

parties around the issue of the JT and 

instead to build alliances and alterna-

tives and take control of the concept 

of the JT for the benefit of workers. 

It’s rare to hear the voices of those 

that have lost jobs when coal-mines 

have closed or of those that live in 

communities (mostly in Mpumalanga) 

where coal is mined. In this article we 

reproduce a transcript from a webinar 

in which a retrenched coal-miner, a 

community environmental activist 

living in the same township and two 

union officials organising in the area 

spell out the challenges and hardships. 

The Eskom Social Compact was 

meant to smooth the transition for 

those that lose jobs through coal-

mine and power station closures. 

However, NUMSA Eskom shop 

steward, Mbulaheni Mbodi, claims 

that it is not helping and that 

NUMSA was never a part of it.  

Communities that resist moves by 

mining companies to mine in their 

areas are coming under increasing 

attack, reports Jenny Grice. But a 

growing eco-politics movement could 

change all this.  

Toxic capitalism is the cause of the 

climate crisis says Jacklyn Cock and 

only a complete overhaul of this sys-

tem will lead us out of the crisis that 

we find ourselves in.  

Neva Makgetla unpacks the intricacies 

of coal, its costs, benefits and who 

calls the shots.  

Solar panels on rooftops fed into the 

municipal grid is the answer to the 

energy crisis, say Patrick Brennan and 

Janet Cherry. 

While many are full of gloom and 

doom over the expectations of 

COP26 and the realities of what was 

achieved, Lebogang Mulaisi and 

James Bartholomeusz report on some 

bright lights.   

 

 

The JT—more than just energy 

Informal workers are often ignored in 

the climate crisis and yet they are af-

fected just as much if not more so. 

Renaldi Prinsloo describes an initia-

tive to empower southern African 

informal workers while Chris Bonner 

reports on research with informal 

workers in South Asia that clearly 

shows how climate change is detri-

mentally affecting them. 

Every day reclaimers, most of them 

informal, collect millions of tons of 

waste that would otherwise end up in 

landfills. Reclaimer Luyanda 

Hlatshwayo appeals to the City of 

Joburg to work with them so that mil-

lions more tons can be reclaimed.  

An unjust, unsustainable and un-

healthy food system that contributes 

massively to carbon emissions and 

damages the land on which crops are 

grown, must be transformed, says 

Brittany Kesselman.  

There is much research showing that 

public transport can help in the cli-

mate crisis by reducing emissions. 

However currently as Sinqobile Akin 

and Andiswa Kona report, commut-

ers, especially women, risk their lives 

when they take public transport. More 

will have to be done to make it safer 

so as to entice more commuters and 

reduce more emissions.  

Long time NUMSA trade unionist, 

Christine Olivier, talks to Neo Bod-

ibe, after her recent election as assis-

tant general secretary of international 

trade union, IndustriALL.  

Khanya College remembers the life of 

veteran labour activist, Oupa 

Lehulere.  

Jenny Grice 

Guest Editor 
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NUMSA settles after three-week engineering strike 
Despite restrictions 

imposed by Covid-19, 

NUMSA pulled off a 

well-supported strike 

that culminated in 

workers winning a 6% 

increase for lower grade 

workers and 5% for 

high grades for the first 

year of a three-year 

agreement.  

These increases are 

on the scheduled rates 

of pay. Those earning 

above the scheduled 

rates will receive a 

rands and cents amount 

equivalent to the 

amount payable on the 

scheduled rate. 

The parties will push 

for the agreement to be 

extended to cover all 

workplaces that fall 

under the sector. 

Trade Union news 

AMCU to appeal judgment declaring 
Mathunjwa’s election as president 
invalid 
The Association of Mining and Con-

struction Workers’ Union (AMCU) 

says it will appeal the judgment in the 

labour court that found the election of 

Joseph Mathunjwa as president in 

2019, to be “unlawful, unconstitution-

al and invalid”.  

Acting judge Sandile Mabaso 

found that at the time of the 2019 

elective conference, Mathunjwa was 

not employed by a company thus 

making him ineligible to stand for the 

position of president. 

Mathunjwa claims that since he 

was a member in good standing at the 

time, he could therefore contest the 

position.  

Nkosikho Joni, former AMCU 

deputy president, who was elected at 

the same conference, took the matter 

to court after the Union expelled him 

in 2020. 

 

LIMUSA swallowed up by NUM 
Breakaway union, the Liberated Metal-

workers Union of SA (LIMUSA) has 

merged with the National Union of 

Mineworkers (NUM). 

LIMUSA broke away from 

NUMSA in 2014 after a special 

NUMSA national congress in Decem-

ber 2013 had resolved to “call on CO-

SATU to break from the Alliance” 

and to instead establish a United 

Front.  

NUMSA president at the time, 

Cedric Gina, took some NUMSA 

members with him to form LIMUSA. 

It was soon accepted as an affiliate of 

COSATU after COSATU expelled 

NUMSA for its alliance stance.  

 

 

Briefs 

NUMSA’s engineering members march through the streets of Johannesburg during their 3-week strike  

(Pic: NUMSA)  

Strikes 

Clover workers stand firm 
About 4000 Clover workers across 

the country have been on strike since 

November 22. Members of the Food 

and Allied Workers Union (FAWU) 

and the General Industries Workers 

Union of South Africa (Giwusa), 

they are striking against the compa-

ny’s restructuring plans. 

These aim to save the company 

R300 million in labour costs. The 

company wants to retrench several 

hundred workers, cut pay by 20%, 

introduce a six-day work week with 

compulsory work on public holidays 

and reduce the number of workers 

who offload dairy products to one 

per truck. More jobs could go if the 

company goes ahead with its plans to 

relocate one plant and close down 

three factories.  

Meanwhile two days into the 

strike management announced that 

only non-striking workers would re-

ceive their 13th cheque.  

“If we accept the 20% salary cut, 

please tell me, how much are we go-

ing to be left with after monthly de-

ductions from our pay? Nothing!”  a 

worker told New Frame. 

https://www.newframe.com/striking-clover-workers-stand-firm-in-their-demands/
https://www.newframe.com/striking-clover-workers-stand-firm-in-their-demands/
https://www.newframe.com/striking-clover-workers-stand-firm-in-their-demands/
https://www.newframe.com/striking-clover-workers-stand-firm-in-their-demands/
https://www.newframe.com/striking-clover-workers-stand-firm-in-their-demands/
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• NEHAWU calls on COSATU, and 

SACP, to move with speed in practical-

ising the joint commitment to building 

the Left Popular Front to lead strug-

gles of the working class and rural 

masses for land, housing, water, sanita-

tion, basic income grant and general 

service delivery struggles. 

• Congress resolved on the urgent 

need for the union to campaign for a 

developmental state that is fundamen-

tal based on a progressive model of 

development capable of driving our 

transformational agenda which amongst 

others includes; changing the semi-

colonial economic structure, change the 

neo-liberal economic trajectory, and 

develop a systematic central planning to 

coordinated government action around 

economic priorities that would enhance 

economic growth and socioeconomic 

development around a medium-term 

plan. 

• Congress strongly rejected any at-

tempts of agencification, unbun-

dling, privatisation of ESKOM and 

other state entities and called for roll-

ing mass-actions and the establishment 

of anti-privatisation broad front. 

• Congress resolved on strengthen-

ing workplace organisation to remain 

the central focus for the national union 

in light of the total onslaught on collec-

tive bargaining and workers’ rights by 

the government and employer across 

the sectors that we organise 

• Congress resolved to continue work-

ing hard to transform the healthcare 

and post-education school sectors. 

• COVID VACCINES—Vaccines 

have been proven to be safe and pro-

vide protection against severe illness, 

death and hospitalisation. As 

NEHAWU we fully support the vac-

cination programme by government but 

not at the expense of people’s constitu-

tional rights. 

Our Constitution protects and guar-

antees the individual right to bodily 

integrity under Section 12(2)] and also 

in Section 15 which protects their right 

to freedom of religion, belief and opin-

ion. All South Africans have a choice to 

either vaccinate or not based on their 

individual reasons, be they medical or 

constitutional. 

 
Send your trade union news to  
edi-
tor@southafricanlabourbulletin.org.za  
 

COP 26 

Climate culprits must stand up and be counted at COP26! 
Valli Moosa, deputy chairman of the Presidential Climate Commission, had a 
strong message for delegates at COP26. Perhaps the promise of R131bn 
funds by some western countries was in response to this? 

“Our atmosphere has been ravaged in the name of money. The rich and 
powerful have consumed our common atmosphere without paying for it. 
Taking what does not belong to you in plain language is called theft. The 
burning of oil and coal without paying for the resulting emissions has been 
one of the biggest drivers of economies in modern times. Therefore, much 
of the wealth of rich countries has been the result of the proceeds of 
crime, the crime of expropriating common property for private gain, the 
crime of destroying nature. We expect the climate culprits to stand up and 
be counted at COP 26, we expect them to show remorse, we expect them 
to tell the world exactly what they intend to do to right the wrongs which 
they have committed.” Valli Moosa. 

 

Waste Pickers Launch Greenhouse Gas Calculator Tool at COP26 
As world leaders considered concrete actions and climate finance mecha-

nisms at COP 26, WIEGO launched the new Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emis-

sions Calculator 2.0. Watch the launch event where waste pickers and re-

searchers explain how the calculator works, and how organizations are al-

ready using it to quantify how they’re helping mitigate climate change. 

For example, in 2020, waste pickers from Colombia’s Association of Re-

cyclers of Bogotá (ARB) prevented the emissions of over 407 thousand tons 

of CO2 equivalent (eCO2), while India’s SWaCH Cooperative mitigated the 

emissions of more than 211 tons of CO2. Taken together, the avoided emis-

sions are equivalent to removing a total of 133 thousand passenger cars from 

the road each year.  

Key Congress resolutions from NEHAWU’s 12th National Congress  

INTERNATIONAL NEWS 

Workers strike in the US 
More than 10 000 workers at agricul-

tural equipment manufacturer, John 

Deere, went on a 5-week strike in Oc-

tober for the first time since 1986 to 

demand improved wages and working 

conditions. 

With reports of record company 

profits, workers sought to get some 

reward and recognition for their al-

most two years of risking their lives 

working in the midst of the pandemic. 

Theirs was not the only strike. 

Thousands of workers in other compa-

nies (Kelloggs) and in other states 

across the US have also been on strike 

buoyed by a shortage of workers and a 

realisation that their hard work is not 

being adequately rewarded. 

"Workers are on strike for a better 

deal and a better life," Liz Shuler, pres-

ident of the AFL-CIO, the nation's 

biggest labor federation, said. 

Meanwhile "68% of Americans 

now approve of unions" - the highest 

percentage since 1965. 78% of those 

aged 18 to 29 are in favour of unions.  

 

mailto:editor@southafricanlabourbulletin.org.za
mailto:editor@southafricanlabourbulletin.org.za
https://www.climatecommission.org.za/jt-framework
https://wiego.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=d3ffb3cd8d11f722e10354ce4&id=03336ca665&e=d67692409f
https://wiego.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=d3ffb3cd8d11f722e10354ce4&id=5bfb90a938&e=d67692409f
https://wiego.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=d3ffb3cd8d11f722e10354ce4&id=5bfb90a938&e=d67692409f
https://wiego.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=d3ffb3cd8d11f722e10354ce4&id=200bc56847&e=d67692409f
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/enoughs-enough-tight-us-job-market-triggers-strikes-more-pay-2021-10-18/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/enoughs-enough-tight-us-job-market-triggers-strikes-more-pay-2021-10-18/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/enoughs-enough-tight-us-job-market-triggers-strikes-more-pay-2021-10-18/
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Although cliched, George Galloway’s 

saying: ‘decades where nothing hap-

pens and weeks where decades hap-

pen’, (incorrectly attributed to V.I 

Lenin) is appropriate given recent 

changes taking place in South Africa’s 

electricity industry. 

Since cabinet’s adoption of 

the White Paper on the Energy Poli-

cy in December 1998 as South Afri-

ca’s energy blueprint, government has 

attempted with little headway to re-

structure the country’s electricity sec-

tor.  

Uppermost in the reform plans 

has been the break-up of the vertically

-integrated electricity utility Eskom 

into separate generation, transmission 

and distribution entities companies. 

Introduction of competition and pri-

vate sector participation in the power 

sector were identified as key steps to 

realise the White Paper’s stated objec-

tives. 

After inertia of more than two 

decades, there appears to be some 

movement in the direction outlined in 

the 1998 policy document. Propelled 

by different drivers and not following 

steps sketched out in the White Paper, 

recent policy initiatives and regulatory 

reforms seem to be leading to an 

overhaul of the country’s electricity 

industry.  

With functional separation of gen-

eration, transmission and distribution 

complete, Eskom’s unbundling ap-

pears to be proceeding as planned. 

The next big step is the licensing of 

the National Transmission Company 

as an Eskom subsidiary. The utility is 

also making bold moves to enter the 

renewable energy space. 

 

 

R131bn climate finance deal 

Although details are still scanty and a 

lot must still be negotiated, something 

likely to have the greatest impact on 

the electricity industry is the R131-

billion financing partnership that 

South Africa concluded with France, 

Germany, the UK, the US and the 

European Union (EU) on the side-

lines of the 26th United Nations Con-

ference of Parties (COP26). The aim 

of the transaction is to shift South 

Africa’s electricity from its overde-

pendence on coal. The funds will also 

be used to develop the country’s 

green hydrogen sectors and capacities 

to manufacture electric vehicles. 

 

Regulatory changes 

Other potential game-changers are the 

regulatory changes introduced in Oc-

tober 2020 which have opened the 

door for municipalities to procure 

new generation capacity. The move to 

allow organs of state at sub-national 

levels to generate and procure elec-

tricity takes place parallel to the entry 

of private sector players in electricity 

generation. Migration of wealthier 

residents and businesses off the grid 

through installation of photovoltaic 

(PV) systems on their rooftops, is also 

gathering pace. 

 

Key questions 

With all these developments, im-

portant questions arise. Is South Afri-

ca’s power sector unravelling for 

good? Are we witnessing an energy 

transition, where the country is mov-

ing away from its dependence on fos-

sil fuels? How are workers, their or-

ganisations and communities re-

sponding to these changes? 

 

South Africa’s Mineral Energy 
Complex 

Historically, the abundance of cheap 

coal drove South Africa’s economic 

development. On the basis of its coal 

endowment, the country built a net-

work of energy-intensive industries, 

bringing the energy sector together 

with mining and associated sub-

sectors of manufacturing.  

 

“Are we witnessing an energy 
transition, where the country is 
moving away from its depend-

ence on fossil fuels?  
How are workers, their organi-

sations and communities re-
sponding to these changes?” 

 

The existence of this network as 

the core site of accumulation made 

Fine and Rustomjee (1996) character-

ise South Africa’s economic develop-

ment as the ‘Minerals-Energy Com-

plex’ (MEC). The interlocking sub-

sectors of the MEC were the energy 

industry, mining, basic metals, smelt-

ing, synthetic resins, basic chemicals, 

quarries, fertilisers and pesticides. 

Important MEC companies are the 

state-owned electricity utility Eskom 

and the South African Synthetic Oil 

Limited (Sasol) that uses both coal-to-

liquid and gas-to-liquid technologies 

to produce petroleum products.  

With a total nominal capacity of 46 

466MW, Eskom dominates South 

Africa’s electricity supply industry. It 

South Africa’s power sector: unravelling for good? 
Labour needs to get on top of rapid changes taking place in the electricity industry and deal with the 
climate emergency for the sake of its members, says Dinga Sikwebu. 

http://www.energy.gov.za/files/policies/whitepaper_energypolicy_1998.pdf
http://www.energy.gov.za/files/policies/whitepaper_energypolicy_1998.pdf
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 generates around 90 percent of elec-

tricity in the country through its 30 

power stations. The company also 

owns and maintains the national grid, 

including 310 123MVA of transform-

er capacity and the 399 546 kilometres 

voltage lines and underground cables 

(Eskom, 2021). 

Entry of the private sector in 

generation 

In the Energy White Paper, Eskom’s 

dominance and monopolistic position 

was seen as a problem. Competition 

and private sector participation were 

identified as crucial for efficiency im-

provements in the electricity industry. 

After numerous unsuccessful at-

tempts to lure private sector investors 

into generation, the government 

launched the renewable energy inde-

pendent power producer procure-

ment programme (REIPPPP) in 2011. 

Through this programme, the private 

sector was to provide new electricity 

capacity using renewable energy 

sources. 

The latest go-ahead given to 25 solar 

and wind projects who were success-

ful in the fifth bid window, when 

complete will bring on stream addi-

tional 2 600 megawatts (MW) of pri-

vate-sector generated electricity. This 

adds to the 6 300MW contracted 

since the launch of the renewable pro-

gramme a decade ago. According to 

the Integrated Resource Plan (IRP), 

solar PV and wind would contribute 

about a third of South Africa’s in-

stalled capacity, or about 24% of an-

nual energy generation, by 2030. 

The amendment to Schedule 2 of the 

Electricity Regulation Act could also 

spur greater private sector participa-

tion in generation. The amendment 

makes it possible for users to generate 

their own electricity of not more than 

100MW without having to apply for a 

licence from the National Energy 

Regulator of South Africa (NERSA). 

This electricity will be generated out-

side of the REIPPP programme. The 

regulatory change also deals with bat-

tery storage, electricity trading 

and wheeling to multiple customers. 

Since the announcement of these 

policy changes, the number of renew-

able energy projects to be undertaken 

have increased by 146 per cent in 

terms of generating capacity as com-

pared to those announced for 2020.  

“The mining industry is involved in 

various stages of building plants, con-

ducting studies, planning and applica-

tions for up to 3 900MW of renewa-

ble solar, wind and battery projects 

which could provide some of that 

much needed supplemental capacity”, 

said Minerals Council CEO Roger 

Baxter. He attributed the licence-free 

concession of up to 100MW for the 

rise in renewable projects in mining 

houses’ pipelines. 

 

Municipal energy generation 
After a protracted legal battle with the 

City of Cape Town, the Minister of 

Mineral Resources and Energy, 

Gwede Mantashe, gazetted amend-

ments in October 2020 that allow 

municipalities to generate or procure 

their own electricity, under certain 

ministerial conditions.  

The amendments followed an an-

nouncement that President Cyril 

Ramaphosa made when he opened 

parliament earlier in the year and 

promised that the government “will 

also put in place measures to enable 

municipalities in good financial stand-

ing to procure their own power from 

IPPs”. Until the changes were intro-

duced, only organs of the state in-

volved in the energy sector had the 

permission to procure new generation 

capacity. 

Since the announcement last year, 

municipalities such as the City of Jo-

hannesburg, City of Cape Town and 

eThekwini have developed plans to 

wean themselves off Eskom.  

In October, the Mayor of Johannes-

burg Mpho Moerane, unveiled the 

municipality’s Energy Sustainability 

Strategy that will add an extra 500MW 

capacity of alternative energy to the 

city’s power sources. City Power, 

which the municipality wholly-owns, 

currently receives 90 percent of its 

electricity from Eskom and 10 per-

cent from the privately-owned Kelvin 

Power Station.  

“I am pleased that we are finally 

unveiling the 15-year Energy Sustaina-

bility Strategy that will see City Power 

Eskom's power stations and the national grid (Source: Eskom Integrated Report, 2021, p. 7.)  

https://solagroup.co.za/solar-pv-wheeling-projects/#:~:text=Wheeling%20is%20the%20transfer%20of,grid%20or%20network%20service%20areas.&text=Wheeling%20allows%20for%20an%20electricity,off%2Dtaker%20via%20the%20grid.
https://www.miningweekly.com/article/minerals-council-members-could-deliver-up-to-3-900-mw-of-supplementary-electricity-supply-2021-11-23/rep_id:3650
https://www.gov.za/speeches/president-cyril-ramaphosa-2020-state-nation-address-13-feb-2020-0000
https://www.gov.za/speeches/president-cyril-ramaphosa-2020-state-nation-address-13-feb-2020-0000
https://www.joburg.org.za/media_/Newsroom/Pages/2021%20News%20Articles/October/City-unveils-new-plans-to-wean-itself-from-Eskom.aspx
https://www.eskom.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2021IntegratedReport.pdf
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 transitioning from an electricity distri-

bution company to an energy service 

provider. This means City Power is 

set to be a ‘wires business’ that will 

not only continue delivering conven-

tional power, but will also cover dis-

tributed energy generation and energy 

storage facilities as its core business”, 

said Moerane. 

 

Eskom enters the renewable space 
big time 

Compared to coal, Eskom presently 

provides very small amounts of re-

newable energy to customers through 

the utility’s renewable energy tariff 

pilot programme and the use of the 

company’s accredited plants such as 

Sere Wind Farm and Run-of-River 

hydro facility. This is likely to change 

in the coming years. 

The utility has identified renewables 

as a space that the company intends 

to play in. “With the requisite financ-

ing of around R180-billion, Eskom 

could build 7 400 MW of clean capac-

ity, plus at least 244 MWh of battery 

storage, in the next five years 

alone,” said Eskom’s chief executive 

Andre de Ruyter when he delivered 

this year’s Dr Hendrik Johannes van 

der Bijl Memorial Lecture. 

In its forecasts, Eskom has identi-

fied the need for energy storage as the 

national share of renewables in South 

Africa’s energy mix increases. At the 

end of October 2021, the African De-

velopment Bank (AfDB) granted 

Eskom a US$57.67-million loan to 

develop battery energy storage pro-

jects.  

The projects entail the development 

of four-hour 200MW duration battery 

storage, with 800MWh capacity in 

seven sites across the country. The 

battery storage systems will be linked 

to solar and wind power plants. They 

will enable Eskom to store variable 

renewable energy that could be wast-

ed, if not stored in batteries and dis-

patched at peak times. The utility will 

be involved in design, engineering, 

supply, construction, installation, test-

ing and commissioning of the pro-

jects. 

During the same week that the 

AfDB loan was announced, Eskom 

signed a memorandum of understand-

ing (MoU) with Exxaro and Seriti Re-

sources to develop renewable energy 

projects. Cooperation between the 

three companies will see the building 

of solar photovoltaic facilities and 

wind farms to power the mines.  

The companies also committed 

themselves to explore energy storage 

projects. Exxaro and Seriti are 

Eskom’s largest coal suppliers. Jointly, 

they contribute yearly close to 80 per 

cent of the electricity utility’s coal  

supply. 

 
“To effectively defend its mem-
bers and their communities, the 

labour movement requires a 
new vision of the electricity in-
dustry that puts at the centre 
the livelihoods of its members 
and the climate emergency.” 
 

Impact of changes 
There is little doubt that the changes 

underway will restructure South Afri-

ca’s electricity industry. They will also 

have an impact on Eskom as a com-

pany. If the changes continue in an 

uncoordinated manner as they cur-

rently appear to be doing, we then 

have all the ingredients for the making 

of an unjust transition. 

Without an industrial policy to cre-

ate jobs through locally manufactured 

renewable energy components, the 

investments in renewable energy will 

flow out of the country as multina-

tional corporations grab all the supply 

contracts. The migration of well-off 

households and industrial customers 

off the grid robs municipalities of rev-

enue that is necessary to cross subsi-

dise other services and poor house-

holds. The amendments that enable 

municipalities with good financial 

standing to set up their own power 

generation projects, will further en-

trench the chasm between rich and 

poor municipalities.  

 

Labour needs a new vision 

Unfortunately, the labour movement 

does not appear to be engaging con-

cretely on the changes taking place in 

the electricity industry. It is pre-

occupied with the defence of Eskom 

and is mounting a rhetorical campaign 

against the unbundling of the utility. 

In many instances, this posture por-

trays unions as being in defence of 

coal. The calls for ‘clean coal’ and the 

use of carbon capture technologies 

entrenches the perception that the 

labour movement is aligned with fos-

sil-fuel interests. 

The changes that are unfolding have 

a direct bearing on the jobs of trade 

union members. As electricity security 

and availability is critical for economic 

growth and development, failure to 

provide alternative and concrete plans 

on the restructuring is short-sighted. 

To effectively defend its members and 

their communities, the labour move-

ment requires a new vision of the 

electricity industry that puts at the 

centre the livelihoods of its members 

and the climate emergency. 

 

Dinga Sikwebu is an ex-NUMSA   
official. 
 

 

 

 

 

Further reading 

Eskom. 2021. Integrated Report. 
 

Fine, B and Rustomjee, Z. 1996. The 

Political Economy of South Africa: From 

Minerals-Energy Complex to Industrialisa-

tion, Witwatersrand University Press, 

Johannesburg. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tv-Rshf_WRg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tv-Rshf_WRg
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/south-africa-african-development-bank-approves-5767-million-loan-eskom-boost-electricity-generation-renewable-sources-46498#:~:text=The%20Board%20of%20Directors%20of,and%20efficient%20renewable%20energy%2
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/south-africa-african-development-bank-approves-5767-million-loan-eskom-boost-electricity-generation-renewable-sources-46498#:~:text=The%20Board%20of%20Directors%20of,and%20efficient%20renewable%20energy%2
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/south-africa-african-development-bank-approves-5767-million-loan-eskom-boost-electricity-generation-renewable-sources-46498#:~:text=The%20Board%20of%20Directors%20of,and%20efficient%20renewable%20energy%2
https://www.exxaro.com/media-centre/2021/exxaro-seriti-resources-join-forces-with-eskom
https://www.exxaro.com/media-centre/2021/exxaro-seriti-resources-join-forces-with-eskom
https://www.exxaro.com/media-centre/2021/exxaro-seriti-resources-join-forces-with-eskom
https://www.exxaro.com/media-centre/2021/exxaro-seriti-resources-join-forces-with-eskom
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In December 2020, President Cyril 

Ramaphosa announced the establish-

ment of a 22-person Climate Change 

Coordinating Commission (now 

called the Presidential Climate Com-

mission (PCC)) to advise him on re-

sponses required to mitigate and 

adapt to climate change. The PCC has 

secretariat support, consultants and a 

hefty budget (R10m DFFE; R24m 

funders). Included in the commission 

are four active trade unionists drawn 

from the country’s three big trade 

union federations (COSATU, SAFTU 

and FEDUSA). 

Although widely welcomed, the 

establishment of the Presidential Cli-

mate Commission (PCC) was seen in 

some quarters as nothing more than 

Ramaphosa’s knack for advisory 

groups and endless consultations. 

Having been in existence for a year, it 

is now crucial to look at the work that 

the commission has done and the di-

rection that the body is taking. 

 

Genesis of the commission 

The idea of a climate commission was 

first mooted in the Presidential Jobs 

Summit held in October 2018. 

The framework agreement endorsed 

at the summit called for a statutory 

body in the form of a Presidential 

Climate Change Coordinating Com-

mittee   “to coordinate and oversee 

the just transition … understand the 

impact of climate change on jobs” 

and identify opportunities along the 

value chain for green jobs and green 

industries. 

The National Employment Vulner-

ability Assessment (NEVA), 

and Sector Job Resilient Plans (SJRPs) 

written by Trade and Industrial Policy 

Strategies (TIPS) before the establish-

ment of the PCC, were seen as crucial 

reference documents. Briefly, these 

plans seek to identify and protect 

those whose jobs and livelihoods are 

threatened as a result of the harmful 

effects of climate change or by a tran-

sition to alternate energy sources lead-

ing to the closure of coal-fired power 

stations and subsidiary industries 

along the fossil value chain. 

 

What kind of an animal is the PCC? 

Following Cabinet’s decision to ap-

prove the establishment of the com-

mission and by the President’s own 

constitutional authority, the PCC is 

permitted to carry out its functions 

legally “as a multi-stakeholder Presi-

dential Advisory Body” until such 

time that the Climate Change Bill cur-

rently before parliament is approved. 

Once enacted the PCC will remain an 

advisory body in spite of its newly 

acquired statutory status. 

In addition to building the PCC as 

an institution and recruiting staff, the 

commission has been involved in in-

tense discussions on the nature of the 

organisation. These discussions have 

culminated in a draft charter that sets 

out the objectives, functions, powers 

and duties of the PCC, Finance and 

Accountability, Delegation of Powers 

and Duties and Institutional Arrange-

ments (Secretariat) guided by the 

“broad principles of institutional inde-

pendence and impartiality”. 

Section 13 of the Climate Change 

Bill allows for the PCC, at the request 

of the President, to report to govern-

ment on matters relating to the reduc-

tion of greenhouse gases and steps to 

mitigate the harmful effects of human

-induced climate change. 

Although the National Economic 

Development and Labour Council 

(NEDLAC) approved the Climate 

Change Bill, the relationship between 

the PCC and NEDLAC  is not clear 

and it remains to be seen whether the 

two institutions are in a position to 

complement each other’s work as the 

transition to a low-carbon economy 

gains momentum. 

The inclusion of several high-

ranking Cabinet Ministers in the com-

mission, including the Minister of 

Mineral Resources and Energy, Minis-

ter of Public Enterprise and Minister 

of Finance might prove to be the 

PCC’s litmus test. If they are all on 

the same wavelength their contribu-

tions could have a positive impact on 

the work of the commission and 

speed up the process towards the 

adoption of a framework for SA’s 

energy transition. 

However, with all the media atten-

tion around Minister Mantashe’s bias 

towards coal, he could turn out to be 

the ‘cat among the pigeons’ and slow 

down the work of the commission 

regardless of its mandate to reduce 

SA’s carbon footprint. 

 

Achievements so far 

Since its establishment, the PCC has 

initiated a series of discussions on 

policy issues in an attempt to draw up 

a framework for a just transition (JT). 

According to the Executive Director’s 

Report to the PCC October 21 2021, 

multi-stakeholder and constituency-

based discussions on policy instru-

The Presidential Climate Commission – 
unpacking the details 

Woodrajh Aroun  

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_documents/Jobs_Summit_FrameWork_Agreement.pdf
https://www.tips.org.za/images/National_Employment_Vulnerability_Assessment_Analysis_of_potential_climate-change_related_impacts_and_vulnerable_groups.pdf
https://www.tips.org.za/images/National_Employment_Vulnerability_Assessment_Analysis_of_potential_climate-change_related_impacts_and_vulnerable_groups.pdf
https://www.tips.org.za/projects/current-projects/item/3936-sector-jobs-resilience-plans
https://www.tips.org.za/
https://a9322a19-efe3-4459-9a6c-ab806fededa3.filesusr.com/ugd/1eb85a_508a71b31bc946c4883c34794af526d6.pdf
https://a9322a19-efe3-4459-9a6c-ab806fededa3.filesusr.com/ugd/1eb85a_508a71b31bc946c4883c34794af526d6.pdf
https://a9322a19-efe3-4459-9a6c-ab806fededa3.filesusr.com/ugd/1eb85a_508a71b31bc946c4883c34794af526d6.pdf
https://www.dffe.gov.za/sites/default/files/legislations/2021_draft_climatechangebill.pdf
https://www.dffe.gov.za/sites/default/files/legislations/2021_draft_climatechangebill.pdf
https://a9322a19-efe3-4459-9a6c-ab806fededa3.filesusr.com/ugd/1eb85a_0072862eac0a4e42a877c2b083f6dfda.pdf
https://a9322a19-efe3-4459-9a6c-ab806fededa3.filesusr.com/ugd/1eb85a_0072862eac0a4e42a877c2b083f6dfda.pdf
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 ments, coal transition, employment 

and financing were completed. Fur-

ther reports on water security and 

governance are forthcoming. 

More importantly the PCC’s rec-

ommendation that the country adopt 

a more ambitious target range for its 

nationally determined contributions 

(NDCs) than those adopted in 2016, 

was approved by Cabinet on Septem-

ber 14 2021.  

On May 7 the 

PCC had con-

vened a public 

hearing with all 

stakeholders and 

social partners. 

After extensive 

discussions with 

experts around 

modelling under-

taken by, amongst 

others, the Energy 

Systems Research 

Group (ESRG) at 

UCT, the com-

mission agreed to 

propose a more 

demanding target 

range for emission 

reduction in 2025 

(398 – 510 Mt 

CO2 – equivalent) 

and 350 – 420 Mt 

CO2 – equivalent by 2030 as against 

earlier mitigation targets set in 2016 

(398 – 614 Mt CO2 eq).  

The revised NDC will allow 

South Africa to lower its carbon emis-

sions earlier than planned. By 2050 

South Africa hopes to achieve a net-

zero carbon emissions target. 

 

Challenges 

In 2011 SA signed a Green Ac-

cord with social partners and there 

was much talk of a green economy 

and green jobs amidst all the fanfare 

of the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change Con-

ference of Parties (COP17) in Dur-

ban. 

Not long after that the country 

back-pedalled on renewable energy 

(RE), and ditched its 1 million solar 

water-heater programme. Several RE 

companies (solar and wind) either 

closed shop or became dormant. Ten 

years down the line we are no closer 

to our goals of becoming the conti-

nent’s pioneering industrial giant in 

renewable energy. 

By June 2022 the commission 

expects to release its flagship report 

on a Just Energy Transition. Will its 

recommendations fast track the 

localisation of renewable energy 

sub-sectors so as to ensure a tran-

sition towards a low-carbon econo-

my and include concrete plans to 

absorb displaced workers from 

traditional fossil-based industries? 

How will it deal with the process 

of decommissioning and repurposing 

coal power stations given recent con-

cerns as reflected in a National Union 

of Mineworkers press state-

ment issued on 11 November 2021? 

In this NUM made it clear that 

they supported the Minister of Miner-

al Resources and Energy, Gwede 

Mantashe, in his call for “Africa to 

unite against ‘coercion’ by the global 

anti-fossil fuel agenda … It will be 

very irresponsible for South Africa to 

stop the use of coal.” 

Instead of bombarding the labour 

commissioners with never-ending lists 

of technical reports and policy briefs, 

it would be prudent for the PCC to 

heed the words of Hameda Deed-

at from the National Labour and Eco-

nomic Development Institute 

(Naledi), speaking at a PCC Just Tran-

sition Framework Engagement with 

Labour, October 29 2021: “for a dis-

cussion with a presidential commis-

sion to be engaging with labour, you 

need to hear us talk … the voices of 

labour should be the priority … it is a 

worker-centric perspective and it 

must be workers presenting, not 

presentations being made by people 

to us”. 

 
 

Woodrajh Aroun is a former NUMSA 
Parliamentary Officer who also 
played an active role in the union’s 
energy research group after it was 
formed in 2011. 

Source:  Green Economy Accord 2021  

https://a9322a19-efe3-4459-9a6c-ab806fededa3.filesusr.com/ugd/1eb85a_896d0493b6284743b2ff3986b36be622.pdf
https://www.sagreenfund.org.za/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Green-Economy-Accord.pdf
https://www.sagreenfund.org.za/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Green-Economy-Accord.pdf
https://num.org.za/News-Reports-Speeches/ArticleID/1139/NUM-support-the-Minister-of-Mineral-Resources-and-Energy-Gwede-Mantashes-call-not-to-let-coal-mining-go-extinctnum-support-the-minister-of-mineral-resources-and-energy-Gwede-Mantashes-call-not-to-let-coa
https://num.org.za/News-Reports-Speeches/ArticleID/1139/NUM-support-the-Minister-of-Mineral-Resources-and-Energy-Gwede-Mantashes-call-not-to-let-coal-mining-go-extinctnum-support-the-minister-of-mineral-resources-and-energy-Gwede-Mantashes-call-not-to-let-coa
https://www.climatecommission.org.za/jt-framework
https://www.climatecommission.org.za/jt-framework
https://www.climatecommission.org.za/jt-framework
https://www.sagreenfund.org.za/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Green-Economy-Accord.pdf
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What is your assessment of the 

PCC’s first year of existence? 

 

Mbodi/Chavalala: Initially we were 

trying to find our footing. There have 

been online meetings that would be 

arranged as information sessions but 

there were always time constraints 

making it difficult to deal with the 

issues at hand. As trade unionists we 

were not used to this.  

 

In some meetings we would have an 

overload of information and less than 

10 minutes to respond, irrespective of 

how many pages we had to endure 

listening to. We have managed to talk 

to the Deputy Chairperson about a 

need for in camera meetings where 

we will talk solidly on the agenda pri-

oritised for serious engagements. We 

also understand that the commission 

does not vote but tries to reach con-

sensus. We do not agree to everything 

and have our differences. We reserve 

the right therefore to have our views 

heard even if they be contrary to what 

most would be saying. 

 

Do you think that labour will bene-

fit from the work that the commis-

sion is involved in? 

 

Mbodi/Chavalala: Indeed,  

there will be a benefit. There is a lot 

of information that ordinarily we 

would not even lay our eyes on if we 

were not on the PCC. In case any-

thing is taking a trajectory that 

[would] have negative impacts to the 

trade unions, we would alert the trade 

unions such that they may engage on 

the issue and within the PCC itself. 

 

“Through social dialogue we will 
seek to deepen engagement so 

that more people can be 
reached and participate in our 
sessions, share their concerns, 

ideas, etc. What is more im-
portant is to work collectively 

and bridge the gap between the 
shop floor and our               

communities.”  
 

In what ways will labour benefit? 

Mbodi/Chavalala: There will be time 

to process the issues that are in the 

PCC through the structures of the 

trade union movements. As trade un-

ionists we will push for decent and 

sustainable jobs as part of a transition 

to a low-carbon economy. 

 

What is your view on the options 

on the kind of institution that the 

PCC should be? Why? Please mo-

tivate. 

 

Mbodi/Chavalala:  The PCC has to 

be transparent and open to ideas in so 

far as the work is concerned. Espe-

cially on the speed of the transition 

and to identify possible constraints. 

The commission should consider the 

socio-economic challenges in the 

country and should be as inclusive as 

possible and have a bias towards the 

poor and the working class. 

 

Is this the position of your union/

federation? 

 

Mbodi/Chavalala: Yes. 

 

Having been appointed as an indi-

vidual how do you feedback to 

your organisation? Do you get 

mandates and do you report back? 

 

Mbodi/Chavalala: The mandating 

process is informed by organisational 

[union] resolutions and this provides 

an overarching guide so that we do 

not work outside the boundaries of 

the resolutions adopted by the union 

and its affiliates. 

 

How can workers and communi-

ties contribute to the work of the 

commission? 

 

Mbodi/Chavalala: Through social 

dialogue we will seek to deepen en-

gagement so that more people can be 

reached and participate in our ses-

sions, share their concerns, ideas, etc. 

What is more important is to work 

collectively and bridge the gap be-

tween the shop floor and our com-

munities. 

 

COSATU and FEDUSA PCC repre-
sentatives were also approached for 
comment but did not respond in 
time. 

PCC Stakeholder Engagement – What 
does labour say? 

Woodrajh Aroun spoke to Mbulaheni Mbodi (NUMSA shop steward and National 
Secretary of Eskom Shopsteward Council) and Mac Chavalala (SAFTU president) to 
get labour’s views on the PCC. 
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The Presidential Climate Commis-

sion’s (PCC) major task according to 

the organisation’s executive director, 

Dr Crispian Olver, is “to build a so-

cial compact around the climate tran-

sition”. 

A crucial principle in the climate 

crisis is the term the just transition 

(JT). Definitions vary widely. One of 

the PCC’s first tasks is to “get the 

different social partners to sign on to 

a common meaning [of the] JT; they 

all say they support it, how do we de-

fine it, what does it mean substantive-

ly, and what are the responsibilities of 

the different social partners in that 

regard,” says Olver. 

They are doing this through wider 

dialogues with different commission-

ers that sit on the PCC, interested 

members of the public and different 

stakeholders. Many parties have each 

contributed their own powerpoints 

and documents. Although there are as 

yet no powerpoints and documents 

submitted by trade unions them-

selves, “the lead input into each dia-

logue has been made by TIPS, who 

are more closely aligned to labour 

than any other stakeholder,” says Olv-

er. Moreover, in the ensuing discus-

sions labour has participated actively, 

with labour commissioners often fa-

cilitating the dialogues, he says.    

Wider consultations and meetings 

are also planned in the new year, Olv-

er told labour representatives who 

attended one of the PCC labour dia-

logues in November 2021. The PCC 

plans to meet directly with those af-

fected, like coal miners who have al-

ready lost jobs, workers in coal-fired 

power stations who stand to lose jobs 

through decommissioning as well as 

those who live in the surrounding 

communities and are dependent on 

that mining activity to support their 

livelihoods. 

The PCC will also seek input from 

rural communities, especially in rural 

areas and former homelands affected 

by catastrophic climate change. A 

multi-stakeholder conference will be 

held in March 2022; the PCC will 

adopt a final framework for the Just 

Transition ready for Cabinet by June 

2022. 

 

Starting to secure agreement 

Already there are some positives says 

Olver. There is agreement that 

“climate change is happening” and 

“that it is going to involve deep sys-

tematic change in the way we do busi-

ness and that change has social and 

economic consequences and we need 

to proactively manage those conse-

quences.” The PCC he says, has to 

spell out “what are the implications of 

those changes for workers and com-

munities and other vulnerable 

groups.” 

Just how deep the systemic 

change goes, will be a matter for de-

bate. Consensus is going to be tested 

when expounding on the exact mod-

els for the economy and ownership in 

the economy. In the policy dialogues 

convened by the PCC some constitu-

encies, such as labour and NGOs, 

have argued that the climate transition 

presents opportunities for changing 

ownership models in the economy. 

“Certainly business are not op-

posed to different ownership models, 

but they’re not going to sign onto 

the… kinds of socialist transfor-

mation that some of the partners 

would like to see [like] ownership of 

the means of production by the peo-

ple.” The depth and model of trans-

formation “is an ongoing discussion”, 

says Olver. 

Urgent issues will have to be ad-

dressed and questions answered in 

areas where coal mines are downscal-

ing and coal-fired power stations are 

being decommissioned, especially 

since the PCC has come out in sup-

port of Eskom’s proposal for an ac-

celerated decommissioning of their 

coal-fired power stations. 

 
“Urgent issues will have to be 

addressed and questions       
answered in areas where coal 

mines are downscaling and coal
-fired power stations are being 

decommissioned” 
 

He believes that Eskom’s pro-

posal to decommission some of its 

old coal-fired power stations, is “quite 

carefully thought out”. These power 

stations are “no longer economic to 

run, their utilisation rate is below 50 

per cent, their maintenance costs are 

very high … it’s going to pay Eskom 

to pull those off the grid faster than 

the IRP.” 

Building a social compact around the   
climate transition 

Jenny Grice spoke to Presidential Climate Commission executive director, Dr Crispian Olver, to find 
out what the PCC aims to achieve as well as progress in regard to its important tasks.  

https://www.climatecommission.org.za/
https://www.climatecommission.org.za/
https://www.climatecommission.org.za/jt-framework
https://www.climatecommission.org.za/jt-framework
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 Questions the PCC will debate are 

issues such as whose responsibility is 

it to fund such things as early retire-

ment of those workers, their training 

and retraining and other labour mar-

ket measures; whose responsibility is 

it to diversify and create an alternative 

economy in those areas? 

The PCC wants to “define very 

tightly what corporate responsibility is 

and what government responsibility is 

in the transition”, says Olver. In this 

way, different authorities can be held 

to account. 

For Olver, the JT is not just about 

finding ways to lessen the impact on 

workers and communities when 

mines and coal-fired power stations 

close. The PCC he says, “supports 

restorative justice including measures 

to redress historical wrongs such as 

land dispossession.” And as mines 

and coal-fired power stations are shut 

down, land will be released giving rise 

to a “major opportunity” to right 

these wrongs. However, before releas-

ing the land, it “needs to be rehabili-

tated, and water resource areas re-

stored to promote long-term water 

security.” 

 

Decarbonising the grid 
The absolute imperative for Olver is 

to “decarbonise the electricity grid” 

not just for climate reasons but also 

for economic reasons. Electricity 

from the Eskom grid powers the vast 

majority of our mines, factories and 

farms which produce exports. And if 

our energy mix on the grid is largely 

carbon-emitting, those embedded 

emissions “make those products 

emissions-intensive.” Globally there’s 

a move to implement carbon taxes on 

any imports from 2023 onwards, es-

pecially in SA’s important export mar-

kets like the EU and the US. These 

carbon taxes will make our exports 

more costly than those of our com-

petitors. “We cannot be left at the end 

of that pipe.” 

If SA hangs on to the old technol-

ogies he warns, “in 10 years’ time we 

are going to be without the techno-

logical base to do the transition and 

saddled with a whole lot of outdated 

technologies that are now penalised in 

the global trading system.” 

 

“If SA hangs on to the old tech-
nologies, in 10 years’ time we 

are going to be without the 
technological base to do the 

transition and saddled with a 
whole lot of outdated technolo-

gies that are now penalised in 
the global trading system.” 

 
 
Finding consensus on the energy mix 
Getting agreement on the energy mix 

both now and in the future in this 

transition is going to be difficult. 

There are deep differences between 

those pushing for the continued use 

of coal, nuclear and gas as against the 

strong grouping of NGO commis-

sioners and others who are diametri-

cally opposed to this and want instead 

an urgent move to renewables with 

no gas as a transitional fuel. 

He agrees with Eskom that after 

investing so much in new power sta-

tions, Medupi and Kusile, they can’t 

just be shut down. Coal will inevitably 

form part of the energy mix for some 

time to come. The NGO grouping is 

This Table spells out the types of questions that the PCC will deliberate on. 

(Source: Towards a Just Transition)  

https://a9322a19-efe3-4459-9a6c-ab806fededa3.filesusr.com/ugd/1eb85a_74b5dedc930b48d2b074acc1432ba94c.pdf
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 strongly opposed to this and to the 

use of gas. “It will need to demon-

strate how the grid can be stabilised 

without additional peaking capacity, 

given the scale of the renewable 

rollout. We don’t yet have battery 

storage at utility scale that can pick up 

the slack… there’s a strong argument 

for the South African hydrogen econ-

omy [to do this] later towards the 

-2030s and into the 2040s.” 

To try and reach consensus, Olver 

says the PCC will have a series of dia-

logues at the beginning of 2022. Each 

party will have a chance to put for-

ward their ideas on the energy mix, 

show how their proposal will reach 

the target of net-zero carbon emis-

sions by 2050 (or carbon-zero emis-

sions by 2050). “Energy security” 

must be central to each groupings’ 

proposals. From these, the PCC aims 

to come out with a technical report 

that makes recommendations on the 

energy mix. 

 

Renewables to mop up the job losses 

There have been harsh criticisms of 

some proposals that look to expanded 

public works programmes (EPWP) as 

providing the jobs to ease the pain of 

workers and communities who are left 

stranded when coal mines close and 

coal-fired power stations decommis-

sion. Given the low rate of pay of 

EPWPs and their temporary nature, 

the criticism is understandable. 

Olver instead favours a vision 

which sees renewable energy expand-

ing massively at a rate of 3 giga watts 

per year up to 2040. At this level, 

there are economies of scale for local 

manufacturers to produce the parts 

for both wind and solar. This manu-

facturing can create real jobs – not 

just “intermittent jobs … in the instal-

lation and construction… [but] seri-

ous, decent jobs linked to large manu-

facturing exercises.” 

Manufacturers were doing this pre-

viously he said. “There were wind 

turbines being built in Gqeberha, …

most of the solar photo voltaic value 

chain had started,” he says. It was 

government’s delay in opening Bid 

Window 5, that led to all those manu-

facturing companies going bust. 

It’s not only the manufacturing 

sector that will benefit from a renewa-

bles manufacturing expansion. SA has 

many of the minerals needed in the 

renewables manufacturing process: 

iron and steel for wind turbines, cop-

per, cobalt, rare earths, aluminium etc. 

“Mining as an industry is going to 

prosper under a low-carbon econo-

my,” Olver says, but it must take 

place “in a socially and environmen-

tally responsible manner.” 

 

“renewable energy [must] ex-
pand massively at a rate of 3 

giga watts per year up to 2040. 
At this level, there are econo-

mies of scale for local manufac-
turers to produce the parts for 

both wind and solar. This manu-
facturing can create real jobs – 
not just “intermittent jobs … in 

the installation and construc-
tion… [but] serious, decent jobs 

linked to large manufacturing 
exercises.” 

 

 

Answering the critics 

The PCC is not without its critics. 

The Climate Justice Charter Move-

ment (CJCM), has chosen so far not 

to engage with the PCC. One of its 

coordinators, Vishwas Satgar 

told Daily Maverick, that the PCC’s 

recent targets that it proposed for 

nationally determined contributions 

(NDC) as well as net-zero targets 

don’t go far enough.  

Olver is cognisant of the crucial 

importance of correctly setting the 

pace of decarbonisation of our econo-

my. Move “too fast and we devastate 

high-emitting economic sectors and 

jobs; too slow and we will stifle the 

transition to a green economy and 

lose economic competitiveness and 

jobs.”  

Those arguing for a more radical 

approach to cutting out fossil fuels 

“need to demonstrate how the social 

and economic impacts can be amelio-

rated,” he says. 

At the other extreme are those 

naysayers that say the PCC and its 

ideas have been captured by Western 

developed nations. Although not 

aware of this criticism, Olver says he 

is cognisant that some are saying that 

the recent climate finance 

deal announced at COP26 “is a tool 

of western nations”.  

Olver believes the argument is of-

ten used to “argue against increased 

mitigation efforts to lower our emis-

sions”. In his view such a “backward 

looking and defensive approach will 

cause serious long term economic 

harm to our economy.” To protect 

our national interests, “embracing and 

getting ahead of the climate transition 

is the correct thing to do.” 

 

Finding each other 

Finding common ground in the PCC 

will require a lot of energy from all 

parties. Olver appeals to stakeholders 

to engage actively in the debates 

around the climate transition to try to 

find common ground.  

“The climate transition has serious 

long-term development and economic 

impacts, and decisions about the path 

we follow have to involve everyone 

that is affected,” he says.   

https://cjcm.org.za/
https://cjcm.org.za/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-11-17-the-presidential-climate-commission-must-find-common-ground-in-pioneering-a-social-compact-for-a-just-transition/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-11-03-south-africa-secures-watershed-finance-deal-to-reduce-coal-reliance/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-11-03-south-africa-secures-watershed-finance-deal-to-reduce-coal-reliance/
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The Just Transition is a contested 

concept. In the mainstream media this 

has pitted the Department of Mineral 

Resources and Energy (DMRE) in 

one corner representing the interests 

of workers and mining in the coal in-

dustry.  

In the other corner is the Depart-

ment of Public Enterprises (DPE) and 

the Department of Foresty, Fisheries and 

the Environment (DFFE) representing 

the interests of renewable industries. 

Framing the debate in this manner 

weakens the role of trade unions and 

progressive civil society. This article 

explores why trade unions are weak-

ened by this framing and argues that 

trade unions must reframe the debate 

through building alliances and build-

ing alternatives. 

 
Mzansi Debate 101 
A key feature of the debate on ‘just 

transition’ is that opponents frame 

each other in increasingly bizarre 

terms on social media platforms. 

DMRE is represented as ‘Luddites 

failing to make the transition’. DPE as 

‘captured by finance capital’ and that 

reforms in the energy sector are meant 

to benefit President Ramaphosa’s 

companies and family. 

In both instances, the debates are 

framed as proverbial ‘strawmen’ – 

depicting a position in incorrect terms 

so as to demean it. This form of de-

bate poses a significant challenge to 

trade unions and civil society in lead-

ing the debate on the ‘Just Transition’. 

The bizarreness of the debate is 

paradoxically commonplace. During 

the runup to Jacob Zuma becoming 

President, framing debates in ways 

that represent alternative positions as 

guided by invisible power brokers be-

came a potent weapon. Jacques Pauw 

argues that during this period Jacob 

Zuma had built a parallel intelligence 

structure. Could this be the source of 

disinformation? 

 

Disinformation 

A more certain source of disinfor-

mation is the role played by Bell Pot-

tinger in supporting the Gupta broth-

ers. In these debates the trade union 

voices remained muted and muzzled 

out by noise. The trade unions neither 

shaped the debates nor were they able 

to build alliances in progressive civil 

society. A core reason is that the larg-

est trade union federation (COSATU) 

threw its weight behind Jacob Zuma 

and with that lost its credibility 

amongst smaller actors in progressive 

civil society. 

It would be foolhardy to argue that 

the noise on both sides of the debate 

is not supported through networks in 

business and government. Is it howev-

er not equally foolhardy to follow the 

parameters of this debate, especially 

when your job is to represent the in-

terests of the working class 

 
Reclaiming the public sector 
As South Africa emerges from a peri-

od of state capture there is another 

neglected but crucial insight. The pro-

cess of state capture was facilitated by 

public service reforms that sought to 

deliver services through a ‘contracting 

state’.  

The intent was to ensure perfor-

mance through replicating aspects of 

markets in the public sector and 

through growing private sector in-

volvement in the delivery of markets.  

The insight is neglected because 

many see the only solution to public 

service delivery as introducing private 

sector investment and know-how into 

private markets. In the 2021 Medium 

Term Budget Statement, the finance 

minister argued for increased private 

sector involvement.  So this must 

leave one asking – is the solution real-

ly “more markets”. 

 

“Winning this debate is about 
displacing opaque networks 

shaping public policy choices on 
social media and other         

platforms.”   
 

 

Proposals developed by civil socie-

ty coalitions point to a strengthening 

of public and community ownership 

as a possible outcome of a ‘Just Tran-

sition’. There is little doubt that con-

vincing the broader society about 

more public ownership is a difficult 

sell. Winning this debate is about dis-

placing opaque networks shaping pub-

lic policy choices on social media and 

other platforms. An alternative narra-

tive requires a return to a trade union 

tradition of building alternatives and 

alliances. 

 

Ebrahim-Khalil Hassen is an inde-
pendent public policy analyst. 

Just another Transition or a Just Transition? 
If trade unions are to take control of the concept of Just Transition, they must re-
frame the debate by building alliances and alternatives, says Ebrahim-Khalil Hassen. 
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Thembisile Mbethe, Vukani envi-
ronmental justice movement in 
action (VEM) 

We feel that there is a gap between 
the residents and the workers when it 
comes to the matter of just transition. 
When we talk about just transition, we 
normally raise awareness and teach 
people about what just transition is, 
especially when it comes to miners 
that work with coal. Miners that work 
for coal-fired power stations feel that 
we are destroying their job opportuni-
ties and this is how we are seen in the 
community. They don’t understand us 
because they think that when we talk 
about transition, we are destroying 
work opportunities for them. Coal 
miners don’t know and don’t under-
stand what just transition is because 
nothing is being done to educate them 
about it. 

We as the community of eMalahleni 
feel the heat brought on by the legacy 
of coal because it’s expensive for us, 
we can’t afford it and it pollutes our 
water. Our water is polluted and 
makes us sick and it’s hard to find and 
we often don’t have water at all. 

We feel the pain that is caused by the 
production of coal in eMalahleni and 
the respiratory illnesses it causes the 
community of eMalahleni; we are in 
and out of hospitals where we don’t 
get help. Our clinics don’t have the 
necessary medication and we are be-
ing constantly referred and we aren’t 
getting the help we need.  

The workers that work with coal are 
also sick with the same illnesses we 

are complaining about as the commu-
nity; it’s just that people feel like there 
is no life without coal, they don’t un-
derstand that just transition has every-
thing, job opportunities and health. 

What we see are job opportunities in 
other sectors like agriculture, if we can 
rehabilitate the land, we can do some-
thing with that land that is destroyed. 
If we can rehabilitate mines, we can 
create something greener in that space 
where coal was being mined. 

Sicelo Masina, retrenched coal min-
er from Optimum Colliery, Pul-
lenshoop, now unemployed 

We were working [at Optimum], we 
had a good life mining coal, our fami-
ly were happy. [Now] I feel like cry-
ing. 

I feel like crying, when it comes to 
Optimum, I feel like there’s a lot 
which we don’t know. Currently we 
have one problem. We were working 
there, we had a good life, mining coal, 
our family were happy. Currently the 
closure affected a lot of people. We 
used to have house helpers and all 
those things, we had to retrench as 
well as the mine closed. 

When you have a child at Laërskool 
immediately when they close Opti-
mum I must remove the child to a 
public school; you wanted your child 
to get that education from Hoërskool, 
but at the end you must move your 
child because you won’t afford to pay 
fees, you must change your diet. 

Even now Eskom, we used to work 
there, it’s shut down now, now you 

must go back, stay at home. What 
about the 6 months you sitting at 
home? Now I don’t know what to do, 
that’s why I end up joining Thomas 
from Groundwork.

 

“We were working [at Optimum], we had a good life 
mining coal, our family were happy. [Now] I feel like 

crying,” Sicelo Masina, retrenched coal miner. 

Eskom and Optimum make Pul-
lenshoop a good town. Maybe the guy 
from NUM I believe maybe he is 
aware and he can assist me.  

Optimum and the mine closure is a 
problem. Now Pullenshoop is starting 
to be a ghost town; people standing at 
the shop, nothing to do. Don’t know 
what’s going to happen to Pul-
lenshoop.. 

Maybe they can open up a mine, try 
to work with them. I do my own re-
search, Optimum is the heart of Pul-
lenshoop, Hendrina, even Middel-
burg. 

 

Speaking from the ground 
For coal miners that have lost jobs when their mine closes, there is very often fear and hopelessness. TIPS, GroundWork and 

NALEDI (funded by UK PACT) are involved with a project in Mpumalanga (eMalahleni and Steve Tshwete municipalities) to 

“co-develop a coherent just transition plan that is inclusive of communities that will be affected by the transition”.  

On August 28 2021, the project organised an online dialogue to probe what mining closures mean for workers, their jobs and liveli-

hoods and those in the surrounding community.  

In this extract from the dialogue, Thembisile Mbethe from the Vukani environmental justice movement in action (VEM) and 

Sicelo Masina, a retrenched coal miner, both living in the same township, as well as two trade union officials from affected trade 

unions, Sipho Dhlamini, CEPPWAWU acting Mpumalanga provincial secretary, and Jabu Khambule, regional educator, 

NUM Highveld region, share their concerns and challenges.  
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 Sipho Dhlamini, Ceppwawu, acting 
provincial secretary 

“The whole issue of closing mines because of this air 

pollution; there was no retraining or reskilling of our 
employees if they are losing jobs, now we are starting to 
think of reskilling of everything but there is huge dam-

age. That is the problem with us, we are so good 
in just talking, we are so bad in action that’s why 

we are here today engaging, trying to find a solu-
tion.” Sipho Dhlamini, CEPPWAWU 

 

The unemployment rate is at 34.4 per 
cent. I don’t think the idea of closing 
coal mines should have started before 
they had done research to see how 
unemployment was going to be af-
fected; people around the coal mines, 
the unionists. But this closure has 
happened. We have families who have 
lost their jobs and the unemployment 
is very high. From us as 
CEPPWAWU, we don’t agree about 
the closing of mines in terms of coal, 
the air pollution. There is air pollution 
– there are tons and tons of coal go-
ing overseas but we are being told 
that coal is making a lot of damage. 
Why are we not improving the sys-
tem? There are engineers.  

Closure is going to change a lot of 
things. This is painful, especially for 
NUM and those unions who are af-
fected; we need to engage thoroughly; 
this thing is going to affect a lot of 
things in the mining industry. 

The whole issue of closing mines be-
cause of this air pollution; there was 
no retraining or reskilling of our em-
ployees if they are losing jobs, now we 
are starting to think of reskilling of 
everything but there is huge damage. 
That is the problem with us, we are so 

good in just talking, we are so bad in 
action that’s why we are here today 
engaging, trying to find a solution. 

Jabu Khambule, regional educator, 
Highveld, NUM 

50 per cent of the youth are unem-
ployed; 73 per cent of youth don’t 
have matric. Two mines have been 
closed because they lost the contract 
from Eskom. They each employed 
500 employees; 95 per cent of those 
employees are black. The mine is be-
tween Delmas and Witbank. The taxi 
industry and transportation of coal 
were all affected because the contract 
was lost. This has a very bad impact 
on livelihoods of industrial employ-
ees. 

Delmas is a mining community. One 
ward, Ward 7, has 22 mines within the 
very same ward, each mine employs 
approximately 600. That’s 13 200 
workers in one ward. These are those 
employed in those mines. Delmas is 
dependent on farming and coal. Coal 
mining employs 90 per cent of the 
people in one ward. If one man is 
feeding 10 family members, that’s 
132 000 people. 

We’re not saying we must not invest 
in green economy. We’re not saying 
let it be a total phase out from coal 
mining to low-carbon economy but 
let’s address the current situation that 
we are facing now, 73 per cent of 
youth no matric. If we can manage 
because there are systems in place, 
negotiations, before we stop a mine, 
there will be a closure, but those are 
just agreements that are not being 
fulfilled. Many companies when they 
retrench don’t agree to go to reskilling 
of workers, the Act is saying it’s vol-
untary, we have agreements with 
DMRE but they are not followed so it 
will take us some years before we ad-
dress the issue of skills, education and 
so on. 

One mine that is not having a con-
tract with Eskom is affecting the en-
tire economy – transport, people sell-
ing food, accommodation industry – 
everyone is going to be affected. 

I concur with Sipho. We know that 
we must engage and not reject but the 
issue of skilling and investing in tech-
nology so that we can produce a clean 

economy must also be addressed. 

 

Delmas is a mining community. One ward, Ward 7, 
has 22 mines within the very same ward, each mine 

employs approximately 600. That’s 13 200 workers 
in one ward,” Jabu Khambule, regional educator, 

NUM Highveld 

 

How can the country have a youth 
that 73 per cent don’t have matric. 
There are many sectors outside that, 
when you look at MP it’s a province 
that grows crops, bananas, maize, veg-
gies and so on that can be the same 
but is that sector going to sustain the 
standard of living when you close 
mines? The impact of closing the 
mines is going to be huge on mem-
bers and family members. 

Response from Thembisile Mbethe 

Concerning Sipho Dlamini’s com-
ment. He says that the challenge they 
are facing is that the workers need to 
be reskilled. Yes, it’s true and I am 
grateful that he knows that. So, we 
feel that there is a miscommunication 
or a communication breakdown be-
tween the union and the mineworkers 
because the mineworkers don’t seem 
to have information with regards to 
JET (Just Energy Transition). 

So, there is information that the un-
ions are keeping from the workers 
because if they were given that infor-
mation then the workers wouldn’t be 
fighting with us on the ground.  

We don’t feel safe anymore on the 
ground regarding JET because they 
say we are taking work opportunities 
away from them. We feel that they are 
not telling them the truth, coal will 
eventually come to an end, they can 
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 run away from that but that’s where 
we are headed. 

It’s important the mines are sealed so 
that we can continue with our lives. 
It’s important that they tell them, 
‘guys there is something coming and 
we want to prepare you for it and not 
keep the truth from you’. They know 
the truth, but they are not explaining 
it to them. 

Response from Sicelo Masina, re-
trenched coal-miner 

I feel ashamed of the unions, I can 
hear they are talking about saving the 
mines and unemployment and stuff. I 
can see that the unions are failing the 
people, failing the mines, failing eve-
rything. And at the end they will come 
and say – No, we are still on a pro-
cess. Now we are left without work, 
without everything because of the 
unions. 

We are struggling and as much as we 
are struggling there is talk that after 
the mines, after coal what is going to 
happen? The comrade is saying that 
we can talk about skills, if you can 
take me now and say, ‘Okay Sicelo we 
are going to a certain class to train 
you.’ But as much as that process 
continues the way that it is, unions 
please let’s comply. 

Sisi Thembi is saying that they [the 
unions] are keeping things from us 
that they obliged to tell us at the 
mines. They know and they have had 
the information for a long time, but 
they are hiding it because they are 
benefiting on the side, comrades 
please let’s be transparent. 

Response from Sipho Dhlamini, 
Ceppwawu, acting provincial secre-
tary 

I don’t want Sicelo to have the under-
standing that the union is so bad. The 

unions are not so bad. We didn’t 
know anything, we cannot hide any-
thing from our own members, we 
cannot hide from our brothers. We 
cannot do that. 

The person you should blame is ra-
ther blame your government, you 
have put a white monopoly capitalist 
there, you can blame that one there, 
not the union, we have been fighting 
for so long, I don’t want you to go 
with that perception. 

 

 

You can watch the entire discussion, 
including inputs from the National 
Labour and Economic Development 
Institute (NALEDI), the Steve 
Tshwete municipality, Middelburg 
Chamber of Commerce and other 
parties on You Tube: https://
youtu.be/iF66K41MmC8 

What is the Eskom Social Compact? 

This was supposed to be a very inclu-
sively negotiated document that in-
cluded a social net when dealing with 
Eskom recovery to ensure a secure 
and affordable electricity supply. But 
sadly the NEDLAC process has not 
been as inclusive as it should have 
been. NUMSA and SAFTU were not 
included in this process and this can’t 
be without a negative impact if other 
views are not considered. 

How does it protect affected em-
ployees? 

The phrase that gets thrown around is 
Just Energy Transition, which remains 
largely academic and devoid of prag-
matic and practical solutions for the 
employees in both the coal mines and 
Eskom. There need to be pathways 
that talk to energy democracy, decent 
jobs and livelihoods. All that is seem-
ingly swept under the carpet because 
the speed of decommissioning of 
power stations is faster than that of 
developing pathways and preparing 
the workers for the transition. Transi-
tion is happening largely without 

workers but with business, govern-
ment and international communities 
in tandem (not forgetting some select-
ed trade unions). 

What about surrounding communi-
ties? 

The Social Compact has not helped to 
introduce alternative economic activi-
ties. We run the risk of having some 
ghost towns in places where there was 
coal as the centre that held the local 
economy together. Elitism in these 
processes has a habit of filtering to 
high places, thereby starving the poor 

and the working class from proper 
places to insert their input into what 
involves them.  

What is missing from the Social 
Compact? 

• How loadshedding is being dealt 
with 

• Protection of affected employees 
and communities 

• Eskom debt 

• Debt recovery more especially the 
Municipality Debt 

• How the poor and the working class 
will live in the face of worsening 
economic challenges of unemploy-
ment, and inequality. 

The above may be listed and a scratch 
on the surface approach attempted. 
What is not there are granular details 
talking resoundingly to these challeng-
es in very clear terms. 

Can the document be improved? 

Not by people who were excluded. 

Mbulaheni Mbodi is a Numsa shop 
steward at Eskom and sits on the 
PCC. Find the full interview here  

A compact that excludes key participants 
Sandra Hlungwani asked Mbulaheni Mbodi’s view on the Eskom social compact.  

Mbulaheni Mbodi 

https://youtu.be/iF66K41MmC8
https://youtu.be/iF66K41MmC8
https://nedlac.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Annexure-A_Signed-Eskom-Social-Compact.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=841492796520124
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Communities resisting attempts by 

mining companies to dig deep in their 

areas are increasingly finding that their 

lives are in danger.  

• Xolobeni, a rural community on 

the Eastern Cape coast where 12 vil-

lagers who opposed the foreign min-

ing company’s attempts to mine on 

their land were assassinated and lead-

ers still fear for their lives. 

• Somkhele, a rural community in 

north eastern KwaZulu Natal where 

Fikile Ntshangase, one of those refus-

ing the coal mining company’s at-

tempts to expand its mine and dis-

place 145 families was “gunned down 

in her home” at Ophondweni, near 

Mtubatuba, on the evening of 22 Oc-

tober 2020. 

• Mabola, Wakkerstroom where 

those resisting a coal mining compa-

ny’s efforts to start an underground 

mine have been intimidated and 

threatened.   

These are just three of many areas 

targeted. In many instances the com-

munities suffer from high unemploy-

ment and little prospect of jobs.  

 

Mines shatter communities 

At a SWOP webinar in November 

2021, academic and environmental 

activist Jacky Cock spoke of how in-

formants in these areas had told her 

of how the mines will often promise 

jobs to the local community where 

“everyone will own a motor car” and 

then “they look for fault lines in the 

community and then fill them with 

money and shatter the community.” 

 

Existing mines cause harm 

“There is a mine in my area,” says 

attorney Matome Kapa, and head of 

the activist training and support pro-

ject at the Centre for Environmental 

Rights (CER) and the national co-

ordinator for the Mining and Envi-

ronmental Justice Communities Net-

work of South Africa.  

“You might think that my village is 

well off because of it and that we have 

high employment levels, thriving busi-

nesses, good roads, schools and clin-

ics,” says Kapa. 

The reality he says is very different. 

Runoff from the mine poisons 

streams and rivers; “fine dust causes 

respiratory illnesses and premature 

death”.  

Houses are damaged by daily mine 

blasts while fertile land has to be giv-

en up to mining. And the jobs that 

mining companies promised rarely 

materialise. And if community mem-

bers dare to raise their voices, “they 

are threatened, intimidated and si-

lenced”. 

 

Voices will not be silenced 

But voices like the Xolobeni activists 

and Fikile Ntshangase will not be si-

lenced. Others are taking their places 

right across the country.  

“Eco-politics is present now in 

communities,” Mazibuko Jara 

(executive director of a community-

owned rural development project) 

told the same SWOP webinar.  

What’s critical now, “if we want to 

deepen the eco movement from be-

low,” he says, are alliances.  

If there are no jobs and “we don’t 

build alliances, it’s very easy for a car-

rot to be dangled .” 

 

Mining communities under attack 
Jenny Grice 

Environmental activist, Fikile Ntshangase, was gunned down in her home while cooking supper. Her 13-year old 

grandson and two friends were right next to her. (Pic: Rob Symons)  

https://cer.org.za/news/the-killing-of-somkhele-environmental-activist-fikile-ntshangase-a-joint-statement
https://cer.org.za/news/the-killing-of-somkhele-environmental-activist-fikile-ntshangase-a-joint-statement
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zCdhlW4vRpk
https://mg.co.za/article/2019-04-26-00-mining-watchdogs-under-attack/
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The thread connecting humans with 

the climate crisis joins in an especially 

tangled bind 

at the point 

where profit 

turns to 

greed and 

capitalism 

turns to tyr-

anny. 

The ac-

tivist and 

academic 

Professor 

Emeritus 

Jacklyn 

Cock high-

lighted this 

during a 

webinar on 

November 

9. The 

presentation 

of her re-

search fo-

cused on the impact and complexity 

in the ongoing legal wrangle over the 

controversial granting of mining 

rights in the Mabola Protected Envi-

ronment, near Wakkerstroom in Mpu-

malanga, to the Indian-owned mining 

company Atha-Africa Ventures (now 

operating as Uthaka Energy) to do 

underground coal mining there in 

August 2015. 

Cock said: “The driver of the cli-

mate crisis is the profit-driven nature 

of capitalism, and the disregard from 

people, especially towards workers 

and nature. Neoliberal capitalism and 

the power of particular corporations 

is the real problem that is facing us in 

terms of the immediacy of the climate 

crisis — not the Anthropocene.” 

Her research was presented as part 

of Wits University’s Society, Work, 

and Politics Institute “Alternatives to 

Capitalism” web series. 

Cock used the Mabola mining ex-

ample to demonstrate what stands to 

be lost for communities and the envi-

ronment, what props up toxic capital-

ism and how entrenched systems be-

come society’s norm. In turn, toxic 

capitalism keeps cycles of consump-

tion and fossil-fuel dependence spin-

ning and with it a faster spiral towards 

climate change doom. 

The Mabola region is regarded as a 

critical watershed 

and important fresh-

water source for 

South Africa. It is 

also ecologically im-

portant for birdlife, 

especially several 

species of crane that 

are endangered. But 

the decision in 2015 

by the then minister 

of environmental 

affairs Edna Molewa 

and the then minister 

of mineral resources 

Mosebenzi Zwane to 

allow Atha-Africa 

Ventures (now Utha-

ka Energy) to mine 

in the region has 

been called an out-

rage and challenged. 

 

Alliance 

It’s taken an alliance of eight environ-

mental and civil society organisations 

to fight the decision through the 

courts: Earthlife Africa Johannesburg, 

BirdLife South Africa, Mining and 

Environmental Justice Community 

Network of South Africa, Endangered 

Wildlife Trust, Bench Marks Founda-

tion, groundWork, Federation for a 

Sustainable Environment and the As-

sociation for Water and Rural Devel-

opment. 

For Cock, the decision by the gov-

Toxic capitalism has led to the climate 
crisis, says academic Jacklyn Cock 

The climate crisis isn’t the problem; capitalism gone toxic is, says activist and academic Jacklyn Cock, 
who plots out where pushback in the form of new ‘eco-politics’ might offer some solutions. Ufrieda 
HO reports.    

The Mabola Protected Area near Wakkerstroom is an important water source for South Africa  (Source: CER) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zCdhlW4vRpk
https://lifeaftercoal.org.za/


 

 November/December 2021 21 

 ernment to allow mining in an ecolog-

ically sensitive region takes South Af-

rica further away from the transition 

from coal dependence, and deserves 

to be challenged. 

Beyond the environmental impact 

on this region, which is one of 22 pro-

tected areas that supply half of the 

country’s fresh water, there are other 

questions that need to be asked. 

Cock said issues that need to be 

addressed include: 

• Political interference; 

• State Capture; 

• False promises of jobs and pros-

perity; 

• The deliberate breaking down of 

social cohesion in affected com-

munities; 

• The historical legacy of conserva-

tion equating to side-lining local 

communities through land disposi-

tion and forced removal; and 

• Increasing incidences of threats 

and intimidation to community 

activists. 

“There is a very ugly picture of ma-

nipulation of people and resources 

and a toxic atmosphere linked to a 

barrage of threats and intimidation 

from mining corporations,” she said. 

The power of corporate muscle, she 

added, has allowed the mining compa-

ny to keep the process stalled in the 

courts — for six years already, also to 

use social media and PR campaigns to 

push its agenda and to win political 

favour that has included attempts to 

revoke the protected status of the 

region. 

 

Eco-politics 

But, she said, encouragingly, the Ma-

bola example has also shown key 

strengths of “new eco-politics”. The 

alliance of eight organisations has be-

gun to shape new strategies as 

pushback against corporate bullying 

and the abuse of state power. 

“The struggle and success of the 

alliance [in the Mabola case] raises 

important questions for resistance to 

coal and other environmental justice 

struggles, because it involves mobilis-

ing the power of judicial activ-

ism, empowering local communities, 

challenging a corrupt and dysfunc-

tional state, disseminating knowledge 

of coal’s pollution of air and water, 

recognition of the desperation for 

jobs, especially in areas of high unem-

ployment, challenging the hegemonic 

discourse of economic growth, com-

bating the power of extractivism and 

connecting labour and environmental 

activists in strategic alliances,” Cock 

said. 

In discussion with Cock was 

Mazibuko Jara, a former chief strate-

gist for the South African Communist 

Party till 2010 and executive director 

of a community-owned rural develop-

ment initiative, Ntinga Ntaba kaN-

doda. 

 

Action needed 

Jara said that along with an emphasis 

on building more ground-up civil so-

ciety alliances, labour also has been 

brought into the fold by breaking the 

jobs and prosperity promises that 

hardly ever materialise. 

Jara said local government had to 

be strengthened to be more accounta-

ble and robust in playing a bigger role 

in advancing communities in a way 

that is not dependent on extractive 

industries or foreign investment and 

funding. 

He said: “Conservation has led to 

dispossession, so it’s going to be very 

difficult to navigate without sustained 

organising in a way that really in-

forms, empowers, educates and ena-

bles the local community to work out 

the options, including the implications 

of coal mining. 

“And this is a challenge when the 

state is not going to look at other 

pathways to livelihoods or to jobs, or 

even just the basic question of food 

for people. 

“At the same time, the local state, 

in theory, is a power to advance com-

munity-driven integrated development 

planning.” 

Cock’s webinar presentation took 

place against the backdrop of COP26 

coming to the end of its second week 

of negotiations in Glasgow. Delegates 

and their entourages were criticised 

for only reaching compromises, not 

fixed carbon-emission targets and 

consequences for non-compliance; 

and for doing little more than enlarg-

ing their carbon footprints by flying 

into the Scottish city. 

It was also a week of load shed-

ding in South Africa, which reached 

Stage 4, leaving a panellist unable to 

take part. 

These developments and events, 

Cock said, speaking to Maverick Citi-

zen after her presentation, show very 

real challenges for new eco-politics. 

She said the real costs of putting 

on events like COP26 had to be 

counted. Load shedding also demon-

strates the slowness in weaning off 

coal, which in the hands of a dysfunc-

tional government is unable to be 

managed and transformed. 

She added that even the announce-

ment of $8.5-billion from the US, UK 

and the European Union that was 

made at COP26 to help South Africa 

to make a quicker transition from coal 

to renewable energy has come with 

serious concerns that the money does 

“not end up funding someone’s 

daughter-in-law’s nail salon”. 

“Ultimately we will have to learn 

to live more simply by consuming less 

and conserving more. We have to 

share what we have and learn to be in 

solidarity with others. We have to 

unlearn selfishness and the competi-

tiveness that capitalism teaches us and 

we have to face up to the fact that we 

are complicit in the climate crisis. 

“The issue of our time is neoliberal 

capitalism — the climate crisis is a 

symptom of this and because this is 

the problem we cannot look to ne-

oliberal capitalism for the solutions,” 

she said. 
 

This article first appeared in the  
Daily Maverick November 11 2021 

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-11-11-toxic-capitalism-has-led-to-the-climate-crisis-says-academic-jacklyn-cock/
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Every woman has had visitors who 

sloganeer militantly in the lounge 

about women’s oppression, but won’t 

venture into the kitchen to help do 

the dishes. Theorising gender rela-

tions in the abstract is obviously nec-

essary, but changing the world re-

quires that we use the theory to diag-

nose the specific problems we face, 

and then act on the diagnosis. 

Unfortunately, the discourse on 

South Africa’s minerals-energy com-

plex often seems mired in the ab-

stract. 

Sam Ashman usefully shapes a 

broad understanding of how collabo-

ration between the state and big min-

ing companies historically entrenched 

mining, especially coal. To inform 

practical policies today, however, we 

also need a more detailed understand-

ing of the costs, risks and benefits of 

the minerals-energy complex for dif-

ferent socioeconomic groups. Even 

more, we need to analyse the public 

and private sector systems that secure 

its reproduction. Only then can we 

develop effective interventions to 

change direction. 

Consider, for instance, the factors 

that promote continued dependence 

on coal. In many ways, the coal value 

chain is the core of the minerals-

energy complex. It comprises the coal 

mines and refineries led by Eskom 

and Sasol, as well as the aluminium 

and ferroalloys refineries (including 

Mozal, the joint smelter project in 

Mozambique) that use around 15% of 

Eskom’s electricity. 

As a whole, the coal value chain 

contributes around 5% of South Afri-

ca’s GDP and exports, although only 

1% of its employment. But it fuels 

over 80% of the national electricity 

grid and is critical for four Mpuma-

langa municipalities – eMalahleni 

(Witbank), Steve Tshwete 

(Middelburg), Govan Mbeki 

(Secunda) and Msukaligwa (Ermelo).  

These towns account for only 2% 

of the national population but 4% of 

the GDP, 70% of coal mining and 

almost 15% of electricity and petro-

chemicals. 

 

Cost versus benefit 

This is the thorniest kind of economic 

policy: where the benefits of change – 

in this case, a shift to cleaner energy 

and development of more equitable, 

labour-intensive industries – are huge 

but widely spread and often intangi-

ble, while the costs are visible and 

concentrated. 

Already, for most South Africans, 

the costs of coal outweigh the bene-

fits. Those costs take the form of in-

creasingly intense droughts and 

floods, the risk of tariffs on South 

African exports, and the escalating 

cost and unreliability of coal-fuelled 

electricity. Households and businesses 

that can afford it are fleeing to renew-

able generation, which promises lower 

costs and fewer interruptions than 

Eskom’s coal-based supply. 

Improving the competitiveness of 

the national electricity supply can go a 

long way toward supporting small 

businesses, greater employment and 

more dynamic industrialisation. 

But the transition away from coal 

will also impose costs. 

Most obviously, the new energy 

systems require large up-front invest-

ments in transmission and grid man-

agement as well as generation. Like 

any shift to a more productive tech-

nology, the transition also entails a 

loss of capital and livelihoods in now-

obsolete processes. The mining com-

panies will have to write off both their 

capital investments and coal reserves. 

Most of the international mining con-

glomerates have already sold their 

coal mines pre-emptively to local in-

terests. Downstream refineries may be 

able to avoid similar write-offs by in-

vesting in alternative energy sources 

and feedstocks. 

 
“Four Mpumalanga                 

municipalities account for only 
2% of the national population 

but 4% of the GDP, 70% of 
coal mining and almost 15% of 

electricity and petrochemicals… 
In a decade or so, the 90 000 

coal miners, almost all in     
Mpumalanga, will likely face 

downsizing. The coal towns will 
lose their central industry, 

spelling trouble for small com-
panies serving the mines serv-

ing the mines and their        
communities.”    

To abandon coal, first understand how it 
is governed 

Neva Makgetla 

https://www.newframe.com/sas-climate-crisis-is-embedded-in-coal-and-exports/
https://www.tips.org.za/research-archive/trade-and-industry/item/4161-the-coal-value-chain-in-south-africa
https://www.tips.org.za/research-archive/trade-and-industry/item/4161-the-coal-value-chain-in-south-africa
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 Starting in a decade or so, howev-

er, the 90 000 coal miners, almost all 

in Mpumalanga, will likely face down-

sizing. The coal towns will lose their 

central industry, spelling trouble for 

small companies serving the mines 

and their communities.  

The costs of the transition have so 

far been higher than needed because 

government systems have long been 

skewed to favour coal use. This is a 

problem of both the structures of the 

state and its specific decision-making 

systems. 

 

Disjointed perspectives 

Government oversight over the coal 

value chain is fragmented between a 

dozen departments, the provinces of 

Mpumalanga and Limpopo, Mpuma-

langa’s coal towns and several state-

owned companies. Of these, only the 

Department of Environmental Affairs 

has an explicit mandate to promote 

clean energy, and it has no direct au-

thority over the pricing and use of 

coal. 

This disjointed system inevitably 

leads to rifts between state agencies. 

Most notably, the Department of 

Mineral Resources and Energy insists 

that South Africa cannot afford to 

write off its coal reserves and that 

they are irreplaceable as a baseload for 

the national grid. Other government 

institutions generally see the phasing 

out of coal as unavoidable, given its 

loss of competitiveness and growing 

unreliability as well as the escalating 

cost of emissions for the economy as 

a whole. 

The lack of coherence in state 

structures makes it harder to re-

engineer decision-making systems that 

were structured historically to favour 

coal use. A few examples illustrate the 

problem. 

 

Energy department 

When the energy department makes 

decisions on the national electricity 

supply, it does not have to show how 

they align with national emissions 

targets. Nor does it have to publish 

evidence on the costs and benefits of 

different options for businesses and 

households.  

That calculation should take into 

account not only the direct costs of 

generation and transmission, but also 

the cost of emissions and other pollu-

tion, the growing unreliability and 

escalating tariffs of Eskom’s supply, 

and the impact of global technological 

trends on generation costs. 

State-owned companies historically 

helped build the minerals-energy com-

plex. To date, Eskom remains locked 

into coal because the energy depart-

ment has barred it from large-scale 

renewable generation.  

Meanwhile, Transnet reaps around 

a fifth of its revenues from its export 

coal lines. It has no incentive to move 

out of these investments as long as it 

does not have to pay the full cost of 

the related emissions.  

Then there is the proposal to build 

a new 3.5GW, $5 billion coal-fuelled 

power station at the Musina Ma-

khado* special economic zone (SEZ) 

in Limpopo. The SEZ will be owned 

by Chinese companies – the first pri-

vate one in the country – and centre 

on metals refineries. It is endorsed by 

the Department of Trade, Industry 

and Competition and Limpopo’s pro-

vincial government, ensuring that it 

will enjoy a range of government in-

centives. 

 

Ignoring national imperatives  

Yet if the plant is built, it will effec-

tively render national emissions tar-

gets impossible. Neither the mandate 

nor the key performance indicators of 

the trade and industry department or 

Limpopo province require them to 

help reach emissions targets, or con-

tribute to a just energy transition.  

Nor are they required to show the 

likely impact on jobs and equality of 

investing in capital-intensive refineries 

compared with putting the same re-

sources into more labour-intensive 

clusters and businesses outside of the 

minerals-energy complex.  

An effective policy to diversify 

away from coal has to start with clari-

ty around its governance. The first 

step would be to translate national 

targets for reducing emissions and 

improving economic equality into 

consistent mandates and performance 

indicators for all of the relevant state 

agencies. In the longer run, restructur-

ing should ensure that the responsibil-

ities for transformation are aligned 

with authority and resources. 

More fundamentally, South Afri-

cans need to understand both the 

benefits and costs of depending on 

mining, and in particular coal. Too 

often, decision-making systems in 

both the market and government en-

courage officials to avoid the risks of 

innovation and ignore the costs of 

promoting capital-intensive minerals 

and energy activities rather than more 

labour-intensive and innovative indus-

tries. The ultimate price is that the 

soaring costs of emissions are crimi-

nally undervalued, even as the climate 

crisis intensifies. 

 

Neva Makgetla is a senior economist 
at TIPS. 
 

This article first appeared in New 
Frame 31 August 2021. 
 
[*See the story in the Mail and Guardi-
an, November 18 2021. The Chinese 
government will no longer fund the 

Musina-Makhado coal-fired power sta-
tion and that instead it will fund a 
green energy power station—ed] 

“Transnet reaps around a fifth 
of its revenues from its export 

coal lines. It has no incentive 
to move out of these invest-
ments as long as it does not 

have to pay the full cost of the 
related emissions.”  

https://www.tips.org.za/about-tips/members/item/3095-neva-makgetla
http://tips.org.za/
https://www.newframe.com/to-abandon-coal-first-understand-how-it-is-governed/
https://www.newframe.com/to-abandon-coal-first-understand-how-it-is-governed/
https://mg.co.za/environment/2021-11-18-china-wont-fund-coal-power-for-musina-makhado-special-economic-zone-ambassador-confirms/
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At the COP 26 meeting in Glasgow in 

November 2021 it became clear that a 

transition away from fossil fuels – in 

particular coal and oil – is necessary. 

But there is widespread concern about 

job losses in the coal mining and oth-

er industries that are dependent on 

fossil fuels. So far, it is mainly the big 

‘green energy’ companies that have 

benefitted from government’s energy 

procurement programme. Because 

electricity from PV solar is now 

cheaper to produce than electricity 

from coal, it is time 

to look at how work-

ers and working-

class communities 

can benefit from this 

transition. 

Government regu-

lations have changed 

recently to allow for 

municipalities to buy 

electricity from local 

producers, and for 

companies and insti-

tutions to generate 

their own electricity 

through solar or 

wind power. In other 

words, they do not 

all have to go 

through Eskom and 

the ‘grid’ (which is 

how electricity is 

transported and sup-

plied to municipali-

ties, homes and fac-

tories) can be decen-

tralised. This pro-

vides a big oppor-

tunity for socially-owned and commu-

nity-owned renewable energy projects 

which can generate electricity and sell 

it to municipalities or to local busi-

nesses and institutions like schools 

and hospitals. 

 

Starting small 

One example of this is the Saltuba 

Community Primary Cooperative in 

Kwazakhele Township, in Gqeberha. 

This exciting pilot project is situated 

on a ‘gap tap’ in the old working-class 

township of Kwazakhele. The ‘gap 

taps’ are municipal land which is 

zoned as public open space, in be-

tween the municipal houses that were 

built in the 1950s. 

The Saltuba Cooperative was set up 

as a pilot of the Transition Township 

project, an action research project of 

the Department of Development 

Studies at Nelson Mandela University. 

The idea of the Transition Township 

project is that existing land and infra-

structure can be used by residents to 

generate income and sus-

tainable livelihoods. This 

includes using the roofs 

of the houses for water 

capture, the land for 

growing vegetables, and 

the electricity grid for 

selling electricity from PV 

solar panels which are put 

up in a distributed solar 

array. 

 

The baseline research was 

conducted by a commu-

nity research team funded 

by the NIHSS (National 

Institute for Social Sci-

ences and Humanities) as 

a Catalytic Research Pro-

ject. In the pilot project 

the renewable energy in-

stallation takes the form 

of a ‘car port’ structure 

with 15 PV panels form-

ing a roof – but the pan-

els can be put on the 

roofs of houses or bigger 

buildings like schools, or 

Home is where the power is: The Saltuba 
Cooperative 

If every one of the 16 million households in South Africa put solar panels on their rooftops, they could 
supply all the electricity needed to power the country, say Patrick Brennan and Janet Cherry.  

Saltuba co-op members erecting a food tunnel on the gap tap  
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 on the top of shipping containers. For 

the pilot project, a grant from a local 

trust, the Ezethu Trust, was raised to 

buy the solar panels and other inputs. 

The residents of the houses around 

the solar array form a primary cooper-

ative, in which they are all equal mem-

bers and decide democratically on the 

distribution of income from the sale 

of electricity. While the cooperative is 

not an employer as such, and does not 

aim to provide ‘decent work’ to its 

members, there is some temporary 

work involved in putting up the struc-

tures and some ongoing work in 

maintaining them, providing security 

etc. The cooperative members decide 

themselves on who is going to do 

each job and what they should be 

paid. 

This is a very small project with 

generating capacity of only  5 kW, 

mounted on a car-port structure and 

feeding  directly into the municipal 

grid. The installation operated for 20 

months and produced 8 800 kWh of 

electricity (average 444 kWh per 

month). At the current pre-paid price 

per kWh (R2.18) in Nelson Mandela 

Bay this amounts to R19 314 or ap-

proximately R966 per month. These 

numbers are despite the impact of 

load-shedding, which occurred at vari-

ous times during the period (when the 

grid is down Solar PV production also 

stops unless there is a battery system 

in place). In terms of environmental 

benefits, it is the equivalent of remov-

ing 3.5 tonnes of carbon from the 

atmosphere or planting 104 trees. 

 

Challenges 

However, there were challenges from 

the municipality side. It has been 

difficult to get a municipal account 

for the cooperative, even though it is 

registered, as it does not own the land 

(which is municipal land) and so the 

electricity department has to date not 

been able to install a smart meter to 

measure the amount of electricity gen-

erated. 

While the residents have taken 

ownership of the gap tap and produc-

tion facilities on the gap tap space, 

and have voluntarily provided securi-

ty, two of the solar panels  were stolen 

in August 2021 which brought a tem-

porary halt to the electricity genera-

tion. 

A further challenge is that the mu-

nicipality informed us recently that 

they have zoned some of the gap taps 

for housing development and plan to 

sell them off to private individuals or 

developers. 

From the cooperative side, they 

have had challenges in opening a busi-

ness bank account, an experience 

common to working class people who 

do not have a steady source of in-

come. There are also unrealistic ex-

pectations of employment and in-

come from the project. It has taken a 

long time to begin to give some bene-

fit to the members. 

 

Community-owned renewables can 
ensure a Just Transition 

But despite these challenges, there is a 

strong argument that this model, 

community-owned renewable energy, 

which is decentralized production of 

electricity based on PV solar, and 

feeding into the local (i.e. municipal) 

grid, is the answer to the need for a 

‘just transition’. 

If the gap tap at Saltuba had a 50 

kW installation it would be able to 

generate approximately R10 000 per 

month for 25 years or more. If the 

whole gap tap area was used and a 

100 kW system was installed, it could 

improve household incomes substan-

tially. As the overheads for maintain-

ing the system, once it is established, 

are very low, this money will go al-

most entirely as cash income to the 

members of the Saltuba cooperative. 

There are 120 gap taps in Kwazak-

hele township alone, and the commu-

nity researchers of the Transition 

Township project calculated that: 

• Initial R1.5 million investment (R60 

000 per household) generates ap-

proximately R600 000 per annum 

in revenue (R24 000 per house-

hold) for 25 years 

• The model assumes that a portion 

of this amount (R125 000) will be 

The carport with 15 PV panels that generated 5kw of electricity that was fed straight into the municipal grid  
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 used to cover the marginal cost to 

run and maintain the installation 

and that a substantial surplus 

(about R18 000) will be available 

for distribution to each participat-

ing household (after fixed costs e.g. 

loan repayments etc.). 

• Average household income in the 

area is approximately R30 000 per 

annum so once a payback period is 

completed this has the potential to 

raise average household income by 

almost two thirds. 

• Note: this additional income is re-

ceived as a dividend based on 

household ownership of a share in 

the co-operative which owns 

(controls) the means of production 

NOT in wages for employment 

(although there will be some labour 

required for the supply, construc-

tion, operation and maintenance of 

the installation). 

• In this context improved produc-

tivity using new technologies be-

comes desirable as it leads to an 

increase in the surplus available for 

distribution or re-investment. 

 

Household production 

Some critics think that this model is 

only going to meet a small part of the 

country’s energy needs. Our research 

shows otherwise: in theory household 

production could meet 83% of the 

whole country’s planned energy 

needs. 

The current installed capacity (coal, 

nuclear, renewables etc.) is 52,104 

MW. The latest Integrated Resource 

Plan proposes installed capacity rising 

to 77,834 MW by 2030 (with most of 

the increase coming from renewable 

sources). If all 16 million households 

participate in producing electricity, the 

installed capacity would be 64,792 

MW – i.e. 124% of current installed 

capacity and 83% of planned capacity 

for 2030. The table below shows how 

much electricity can be produced by 

PV solar at each level (from the 

gaptap cooperative up to national lev-

el) and what its current value is in 

Rands. (See Table below) 

 

 

 

Sustainable economy  

Moreover, we see this model as work-

ing in an integrated and sustainable 

local economy. Such an economy 

would use existing unused factories, 

buildings and infrastructure to pro-

mote a circular economy which priori-

tises localised production for local 

markets. 

One example in Kwazakhele is the 

Swartkops Power Station, a coal-fired 

power station that was decommis-

sioned over 20 ago. It could be the 

hub of new industries based on re-

newable energy, food production and 

processing, and manufacture from 

recycled materials. Such a develop-

ment would provide employment to a 

working-class which is without work. 

 

 

Patrick Brennan and Janet Cherry 
are part of the Transition Township 
project at Nelson Mandela            
University, Gqeberha 
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COP 26 through workers’ eyes 
There were some positives for workers at COP26, says Lebogang Mulaisi.  
COP26 in Glasgow was 

envisaged as the COP that 

would deliver on the needs 

of the world and make ma-

jor steps towards imple-

menting ambitious climate 

policies. 2021 was set to be 

the year for governments 

to align climate, economic, 

social, and labour demands.  

These aspirations have par-

tially been realized with an 

agreement to reduce emis-

sions by 45% by 2030 and 

the breakthrough agree-

ment between the United 

States (US) and China. The 

two major emitters have 

committed to effective im-

plementation in order to address the 

climate crises. The two nations intend 

to cooperate on: 

• regulatory frameworks and envi-

ronmental standards related to re-

ducing emissions of greenhouse 

gases in the 2020s;  

• maximizing the societal benefits of 

the clean energy transition;  

• policies to encourage decarboniza-

tion and electrification of end-use 

sectors;   

• key areas related to the circular 

economy, such as green design and 

renewable resource utilization; and 

• deployment and application of 

technology such as Carbon Capture 

Utilisation and Storage (CCUS) and 

direct air capture. 

More specifically for the African con-

tinent, South Africa has received sup-

port from the European Union, Ger-

many, France, The United Kingdom 

(UK) and the US to move from its 

heavy reliance on coal to cleaner 

sources of energy. The countries, in a 

watershed climate finance agreement 

announced at COP 26, have pledged 

R131 billion over the next three to 

five years in the form of grants and 

highly concessionary loans. 

This partnership provides much 

needed finance, to finance pathways 

to a just transition. The centre of this 

partnership is the importance of a Just 

Transition, which includes support 

for workers and communities affected 

by the transition away from coal and 

enables the creation of quality green 

jobs. For the transition to be just, de-

carbonisation must be implemented in 

a manner that promotes and sustains 

employment, livelihoods and econom-

ic inclusion for historically marginal-

ised communities and sectors of our 

society. Government will establish a 

joint taskforce that will be tasked to 

take forward the partnership over the 

coming months. 

Climate finance is a key enabler for 

job creation in a just transition. Deal-

ing with the climate emergency is an 

opportunity to create good and decent 

jobs. This means that policymakers 

not only need to talk about the jobs 

that will be created, but they also need 

to engage with the organisations that 

represent workers in order to 

guarantee that labour rights are 

respected and decent work 

opportunities are created. 

Social planning for a just tran-

sition must recognise the past 

legacies of economic exclusion 

for youth and woman and per-

sons with disabilities with job 

opportunities tailored towards 

those that have been previously 

economically excluded. Social 

plans must detail access to 

training and social protection 

guarantees for workers whose 

jobs are negatively impacted by 

the transition. Employment 

plans need to be a foundation 

of climate plans. 

Access to finance and technology 

transfer for developing countries is 

essential to address climate change. 

COP 26 president Alok Sharma sug-

gested that trillions of dollars were 

needed to meet developing countries 

climate goals and that a partnership 

between global leaders was essential 

to achieving this. Financing cannot 

become another form of indebtedness 

for the countries of the global south 

and access to technology a new form 

of dependency. 

The commitments of developed 

countries must be effective and based 

on dialogue, respecting the autonomy 

of countries to define their policies. 

COP26 cannot ignore the systemic 

flaws of our current economic model, 

which jeopardises any effective cli-

mate policy. Providing climate finance 

should focus on changing the produc-

tion and consumption model, not 

only on decarbonisation. 

 

Lebogang Mulaisi is Labour Market 
Policy Co-ordinator in COSATU’s 
Policy Unit and sits on the Presiden-
tial Climate Commission (PCC) 

Lebogang Mulaisi with other trade union representatives at COP26  
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In the aftermath of the Glasgow cli-

mate summit, headlines around the 

world are doom-laden with the failure 

of national negotiators to reach a deal 

to limit emissions. While in many are-

as the outlook seems bleak, there is at 

least one where we can mark COP26 

as a serious step forward. The emerg-

ing consensus on public transport is 

something for which we can be 

thankful. 

Taken together, transport accounts 

for around a quarter of all global 

CO2 emissions. Decarbonising the 

transport sectors is therefore a top 

priority in limiting temperature rises 

to 1.5°C, but this simple prescription 

can be misleading. Merely electrifying 

our existing transport system will not 

go far enough, and not only because 

there is no clear way of meeting the 

massively increased demand for elec-

tricity from renewable sources. All 

around the world, the transport status 

quo embeds severe inequalities – be-

tween women and men, ethnic minor-

ities and majorities, working- and 

middle-class people. Capping our am-

bition at electric vehicles will just 

transpose today’s injustices into the 

age of net-zero. 

That is why the International 

Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), 

along with our affiliated unions and 

global partners like C40 Cities, is put-

ting forward an alternative vision. We 

are calling for a dramatic increase in 

public investment in public transport 

systems worldwide, ultimately to es-

tablish high-quality, efficient and inte-

grated public transport in every city. 

Expanding public transport will take 

us a long way towards both reducing 

overall transport emissions and clos-

ing the gulf of inequality between city 

residents. 

New research produced by ITF 

and C40 in the lead-up to COP 

demonstrates that public transport 

investment can also be a substantial 

job-creator. Investment in just five 

major cities could create 1.3 million 

jobs directly and indirectly, both with-

in cities and along supply chains. We 

want every one of those to be a good, 

formal, unionised job, providing op-

portunities for young and women 

workers and spreading wealth more 

evenly across our societies. 

In the official COP proceedings, 

Transport Day was overshadowed by 

the publication of meagre draft deci-

sions from the entire conference. 

Outside the secure zone, however, 

others were making their voices 

heard. Local campaigners demonstrat-

ed for free public transport. 

ITF and C40 coordinated the 

launch of a global coalition state-

ment on public transport, in which 

mayors of 15 major cities – including 

Istanbul, Lagos, London, Jakarta, Rio 

de Janeiro and San Francisco – com-

mitted to supporting an expansion in 

public transport as a means to tackle 

the climate crisis. And at a virtual 

event hosted in the office of the Scot-

tish Trades Union Congress, around 

300 participants joined to hear work-

ers, passengers, union leaders, mayors 

and campaigners discuss the changes 

required to make our public transport 

fit for the future. 

This is clearly only the start – it 

will take much more than words on a 

piece of paper to effect the change we 

need. Nevertheless, an unprecedented 

coalition has come together to back 

practical steps to tackle environmental 

and social challenges together. Re-

gardless the official decisions of 

COP26, that coalition of unions and 

mayors can now get to work in mak-

ing public transport a social justice 

solution to climate breakdown. 

Durban, Johannesburg and Cape 

Town are already part of C40. We 

hope that South African unions will 

join us! 

As Eric Phumlani, a SATAWU 

official says: “What most workers and 

the commuters in [South Africa] want 

is public transport that is reliable, that 

is sustainable, that is affordable, [and 

which provides] better and more jobs 

for the employees.” 
 

James Bartholomeusz is Urban 
Transport Coordinator for the Inter-
national Transport Workers’ Federa-
tion 

Public transport can reduce emissions and 
inequality 

While public transport was largely absent from the official conference programme of COP26, on the civil society fringe, 
trade unions, city mayors and allies were powering ahead. James Bartholomeusz reports on a rare glimpse of pro-
gress at the Conference.  

Local campaigners demonstrated for free public 
transport outside COP26 in Glasgow (Pic: Michal 

Rozworski)  

https://www.itfglobal.org/
https://www.itfglobal.org/
https://www.c40.org/
https://thefutureispublictransport.org/reports/
https://thefutureispublictransport.org/coalitionstatement/
https://thefutureispublictransport.org/coalitionstatement/
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The International Federation of 

Workers’ Education Associations 

(IFWEA) is running a 3-year on-line 

project for mainly informal workers 

on the effects of climate change on 

the poor. 

In 2021, 33 participants from 

three organisations in three countries 

took part: the Malawi Union for In-

formal Sector (MUFIS), Alliance for 

Zambia Informal Economy Associa-

tions (AZIEA) and Zimbabwe Cham-

ber of Informal Economy Associa-

tions (ZCIEA). Fourteen of the par-

ticipants are females. 

The methods used enable partici-

pants to independently and confident-

ly pursue campaigns relying on each 

other working collectively and taking 

collective action. 

In the first year, participants learn 

about participatory learning methods 

and participatory research methods (in 

an online or offline study circle) and 

develop education materials for rais-

ing awareness on “The effect of cli-

mate change on the poor” within their 

constituency. 

The following year, the study cir-

cles identify existing alliances and the 

potential for improving these alliances 

through organising a concrete activity 

involving different kinds of organisa-

tions. 

In the final year, they contribute 

to the campaign for climate change 

through lobbying or engaging a 

broader range of stakeholders and 

prepare statements, demands and/or 

host a forum for dialogue on solu-

tions or improvements that need to 

be made. 

In the process participants learn 

and understand different strategies for 

organising, online and digital tools for 

education, communication skills (how 

to talk with organisations and stake-

holders) and participatory learning 

and research methods. 

IFWEA supported the three un-

ions with an online study circle guide 

including discussion points and online 

activities for participants to complete. 

In some cases, there was a big chal-

lenge due to the divide in digital skills, 

access and ability.  

For many it was their very first 

online education experience ever. “In 

our study circle, young people trained 

old on how to use phones,” said one 

participant. 

Through participatory research 

done in each of the countries, another 

participant said, “it became clear for 

us that climate change has affected 

many lives in Malawi, especially infor-

mal workers.” Participants from the 

other two countries had the same ex-

perience and agreed that there is a 

major lack of education on climate 

change in their countries. Each study 

circle then came up with some popu-

lar education materials such as short 

video clips, poems (see the poem be-

low) and articles to use as awareness 

raising tools. 

They developed a plan of action to 

extend their awareness raising cam-

paigns into 2022, especially through 

media channels. 

Check here to learn more about 

the IFWEA study circle program and 

online course or contact                

renaldi@lrs.org.za 

 

Renaldi Prinsloo is an educator for 
IFWEA  

Informal workers empower themselves around 
climate change 

Renaldi Prinsloo 

CLIMATE CHANGE 

June Chadenga, Zimbabwe 

Leading the fight against climate change 

Lots of obstacles that we will face 

Global warming is coming soon 

but you still have the Sun and Moon. 

What about our plants and trees? 

Mother earth needs some peace 

On top of trees are some honey bees 

Lovely birds sweetly sing 

 

Global warming might be near 

Climate change is already here 

No one enjoys the burning Sun 

Avoid disturbing the natural balance 

There’s a lot of things we can’t resist 

The lovely earth that we should embrace and kiss 

 

Let us save our mother nature 

Let us make it in perfect structure. 

Life is pleasant here on earth 

Don’t let disaster become her birth Some of the participants from the different countries  

https://ifweaonline.org/course/index.php?categoryid=23
mailto:renaldi@lrs.org.za
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Goma Darji is a middle-aged 

woman working as a piece rate 

garment worker from home. 

Today she’s known as a home-

based worker (HBW). An alco-

holic husband, domestic vio-

lence at home and the passing 

away of her only son, her life 

has always been a struggle. 

However, she used to man-

age somehow with her tailoring 

work earning between 10000 to 

20000 Nepal Rupees (86 to 171 

USD) per month. Now she 

faces a lot of challenges due to 

climate change.  

“Living in a semi pucca 

home with a tin-roof sheet, it 

is so hot inside that working 

in afternoons is very difficult 

in summers. And if I use fan 

more then [sic] the electricity 

bill will be a high, which I can’t 

afford. Added to this is that we have 

now started facing frequent flooding 

in monsoons. My house is flooded 

and often damaged so I can’t work 

much during that season too.  

“The broker uses this as an ex-

cuse to further delay payments, al-

ways citing flooding as a cause of 

delay. In winters, we used to work 

outside but now there is a lot of 

haze due to pollution. Thus my over-

all productivity has reduced all-

round the year. With more and more 

women taking up these works al-

ready the piece rate has decreased 

and now that my productivity has 

also decreased my earnings will also 

decline.” 
 

Informal economy workers dominant 
globally 

According to the ILO, workers like 

Darji in the informal economy make 

up more than 60% of the global 

workforce, i.e. two billion workers.  

Addressing COP26 delegates in 

the Glasgow conference, Sharan Bur-

row, ITUC General Secretary said, 

“We all know we are in a race 

against time for a sustainable future 

for both people and the planet. 

Trade unions are committed to cli-

mate ambition designed as a Just 

Transition - there must be no 

stranded workers and no stranded 

communities.” (Emphasis added) 

The Just Transition promoted by 

the international trade union move-

ment, must not forget about informal 

workers like Darji. These workers and 

Home-based workers Rookmani Ram Naryan (left) and her daughter, Kavita Harshiresh Yemul, who live in Ahmedabad, 
India, spend many hours each day on the floor of their small home hand rolling Indian-style cigarettes called bidi. Rookmani, 

Kavita and Omar Darji, face dwindling incomes because of extreme weather such as monsoons and very hot  
temperatures      (Photo Credit: Paula Bronstein/Getty Images Reportage) 

Extreme weather batters home-based 
workers’ livelihoods 

Trade unions cannot ignore the plight of informal workers who could face more threats to their liveli-
hoods from climate change than formal workers, says Chris Bonner.  
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their communities must not end up 

being “stranded”. 

HBWs are perhaps the most vul-

nerable of all workers. They produce 

goods or services from within their 

own homes or in nearby premises. 

This working-poor workforce, a ma-

jority being women, often termed the 

“invisible workforce”, is largely un-

recognised by governments and em-

ployers. Their work is insecure; they 

have low incomes; are excluded from 

most social protection measures and 

many live in poorly constructed 

homes with limited basic services.   

During the pandemic, a study car-

ried out by Women in Informal Em-

ployment: Globalizing and Organiz-

ing (WIEGO) found that HBWs were 

the hardest hit group amongst a sam-

ple of workers in the informal econo-

my including domestic workers, street 

and market vendors and waste pick-

ers. Their incomes dropped dramati-

cally and were the slowest to recover. 

 

Raising the visibility and voice of 
HBWs 
Darji’s experience is just one of the 

stories that HomeNet South Asia 

(HNSA) - a regional HBW organisa-

tion comprising 60 affiliates across 

South Asia - has gathered. Through 

household surveys and focus group 

discussions (FGD) conducted with 

HNSA affiliates in Bangladesh, India 

and Nepal, they found that liveli-

hoods of HBWs are already affected 

by adverse climate factors such as 

increased heat and extreme water 

events including flooding and 

droughts. 

Their study titled, “Impact of Climate 

Change on Urban Home-based Workers in 

South Asia”, is HNSA’s first step to 

ensure that HBWs are included in a 

Just Transition by raising their visibil-

ity and voice in relation to climate 

change challenges they face now and 

potentially in the future.  

The World Bank predicts ever 

worsening conditions for these coun-

tries: temperatures and annual rainfall 

are expected to rise significantly in all 

three countries; tropical cyclones in 

the Bay of Bengal may increase with a 

likely increase in sea level causing 

flooding; in Nepal winters are project-

ed to be drier and monsoon summers 

wetter resulting in more frequent 

summer floods and winter droughts.   

Given that Asia and the Pacific 

account for 65% of HBWs worldwide 

and with HBWs accounting for 24% 

of total women’s employment in 

South Asia, the inclusion of this con-

stituency in any climate change and 

just transition strategies is essential.  

HBWs’ observations about climate 
change 
In HNSA’s research, 83% of the 

HBWs reported observing a rise in 

temperature over the past 10 years 

during summer months and that the 

number of hot weather days had in-

creased.  

More than half reported observing 

changes in rainfall patterns, including 

an increase in heavy and/or irregular 

Bhavna Ben Ramesh lives in Ahmedabad, India and sews handmade purses out of her home. HBWs like her are finding it more and more difficult to work the same number 
of hours because of increasing high temperatures   (Photo Credit: Paula Bronstein/Getty Images Reportage  

https://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/publications/file/IDRC-WIEGO%20COVID-19%20Study%20Round%201%20Global%20Summary%20for%20web_0.pdf
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 rainfall days and unseasonal rains. A 

participant in an FGD in Lalitpur, 

India, noted that: 

“Monsoon season usually starts 

from June/July but this year it start-

ed earlier in April/May and in exces-

sive amounts compared to last year. 

This increase has resulted in flood-

ing. Also, there is a high intensity of 

rainfall in short durations.”  

Additionally, 48% reported an in-

crease in storms and cyclones, most 

distinct in Dhaka (Bangladesh) and 

Bhaktapur (Nepal). This data from 

Dhaka is not surprising considering 

that the city faces frequent storms and 

cyclones. 

Impact of Climate Change on HBWs 
Adverse climate trends and events all 

have an impact on the livelihoods of 

HBWs. Most of them reported a de-

crease in income from home-based 

work in the last five-year period. 

While the impact of Covid-19 and the 

resultant lockdown has added to this, 

around a quarter of the responses 

attributed decreased productivity of 

HBWs as one of the major causes and 

climate change a key contributor. 

The rise in temperatures during 

the summer months means decreased 

working time, “Earlier I could make 10 

pieces per hour but now I can make only 4 

or 5 due to extreme heat inside the house,” 

said an FGD participant from Bhakta-

pur, Nepal. Hot weather also leads to 

spoilage of goods, for example for 

HBWs producing food.   

Unseasonal rains, flooding and 

water logging lead to loss of raw ma-

terials and finished goods.  

Climate change, especially extreme 

heat, also affects the health of HBWs 

and their families. A number of 

HBWs reported that someone in the 

family had suffered from heat stroke 

in the last few years; and around one 

third reported that they or their fami-

lies had been affected by water 

(diarrhea, cholera and typhoid) or vec-

tor (malaria, dengue) borne diseases. 

Being ill or caring for others who are 

ill, all reduce working time and 

productivity. 

 

Vulnerability 

A number of factors specific to 

HBWs increase their vulnerability to 

climate change: the key factor being 

that their home is also their work-

place. Most live in inadequate housing 

like Darji, with homes that are vulner-

able to flooding and water logging 

during monsoons. Flooding and leak-

ing roofs cause damage to equipment, 

raw materials and finished products. 

Paying for repairs is difficult in the 

absence of a stable income. Houses 

lack insulation and are subject to ex-

tremes of temperature.  

Inadequate services such as lack of 

water connections, regular waste re-

moval, stable and affordable electricity 

connections all add to their difficul-

ties.  An FGD participant from Ah-

medabad, India pointed out that “The 

high need for electricity in monsoons, when 

they cannot work outside results in increased 

electricity bills up to INR200 to 250, thus 

half of the 500 per month that they generally 

earn from part-time work goes into paying 

for the same.” 

Working at home and being a 

woman means that unpaid care work 

reduces the hours available for paid 

work or extends the working day late 

into the night. Around 47% of the 

HBWs surveyed reported an increase 

in their unpaid care work, some of 

more than two hours a day.  They 

cited an increased burden of caring 

for the ill, followed by time and effort 

to fetch water and manage food 

stocks as major reasons.  

It is important not to forget that 

the global affects the local. HBWs are 

found at the bottom end of global 

garment supply chains. Many deci-

sions in the garment sector are made 

based on weather forecasts, and cli-

mate change and abnormal weather 

patterns influence consumers’ cloth-

ing behavior.  

This affects production and sale of 

fashion products, making for quick 

design changes and short lead times. 

The fluctuations in demand are imme-

diately transferred to the bottom rung 

of the supply chain, affecting the 

HBWs directly. Work security and 

incomes are/will be affected by the 

impact of climate change in the 

source and market countries and 

along the product supply chains. 

How to respond? 
Low incomes and lack of social pro-

tection measures make HBWs vulner-

able to any kind of shocks and affect 

their ability to respond and recover. 

In order to cope with the effects of 

climate change many have had to re-

sort to extreme measures such as 

changing their homes and/or chang-

ing their livelihoods. Some sold assets 

to cope with health care costs brought 

about by water and vector borne dis-

eases.  

The study found that knowledge 

of climate change adaptation solutions 

amongst home-based workers is low. 

It recommends that work be carried 

out in various ways and at various 

levels: communication and awareness 

generation, networking and multi-

stakeholder partnership development, 

scientific knowledge transfer, explora-

tion and promotion of adaptation 

solutions.   

Different actors need to be in-

volved: government, civil society or-

ganisations, academics and research-

ers, climate change advocates, net-

works and donors.  Most important is 

the informed participation of HBW 

organisations. This includes local as-

sociations as well as regional organisa-

tions such as HomeNet South Asia, 

and the global organisation HomeNet 

International which have a critical role 

to play in the advocacy needed at re-

gional and global levels. 

Only in this way will HBWs like 

Goma Darji not be left stranded.  

 

Chris Bonner is a Wiego Advisor and the 
former director of its Organization and 
Representation Programme 
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Reclaimer integration in South Africa 
comes at a time where reclaimers are 
starting to properly organise them-
selves. With the growing number of 
unemployed, which currently sits at 
44.4% including discouraged job seek-
ers, an estimated 85 000 working class 
people have been able to sustain their 
livelihoods through collecting recycla-
bles across the country. As a result of 
Covid-19 and job losses, reclaiming 
has seen an influx of peo-
ple collecting and selling 
recyclables to put food on 
the table. 

The collection system is 
very informal: one only 
needs hard work and dedi-
cation to do it. No identity 
document is needed, no 
interview and no boss. To 
an outsider, the system 
seems informal and uncon-
trolled, yet it accounts for 
80 to 90% of post-
consumer packaging col-
lected for recycling, accord-
ing to the Centre for Scien-
tific and Industrial Research (CSIR). 
This is an indication that this informal 
system is a well-oiled machine that 
produces recycling rates that the for-
mal systems have struggled to achieve. 

For the average reclaimer, integra-
tion is a big gamble for us depending 
on how the rest of society defines the 
word integration. Policy-makers lack 
of consideration for the person on the 
ground can be seen through the unin-
tended consequences of their integra-
tion programmes thus far.  

For example, the City of Johannes-
burg and Pikitup’s Separation at 
Source (S@S) programmes employed 
EPWP workers in cooperatives. They 
knew nothing about reclaiming. This 
had dire consequences for reclaimers 
who were already working in those 
areas. These existing reclaimers had to 
compete with trucks, forcing them to 
sleep over in parks in suburbs so they 
could get to the bins first. This also 

meant the incomes of reclaimers in 
these areas decreased by up to 60%.  

The benefits of integration are 
abundant but it also has the potential 
to displace the reclaimers who have 
been doing this work for decades. 

The best first step to stop this dis-
placement from continuing is to or-
ganise reclaimers. African Reclaimers 
Organisation (ARO) is a democratic, 
reclaimer-led organisation which was 

formed by reclaimers. Through the 
organisation, reclaimers are able to 
define what integration means to 
them and start working towards this 
through direct collaboration with resi-
dents, communities, schools, local 
depots and industries.  

Separation of materials by house-
holds, educating of residents on what 
is recyclable, provision of PPE to re-
claimers, access to materials, sorting 
spaces, logistics and paying reclaimers 
a service fee for the materials have 
been a main focus of ARO’s work. 

Through proper integration and 
recognition of the work reclaimers do, 
with provision of infrastructure, a 
service fee and logistic support, more 
can be achieved. This may sound opti-
mistic but both government and in-
dustry have the capacity to facilitate. 
The only form of integration that is 
sustainable thus far has organically 
formed in communities with resi-

dents’ associations, industry and civil 
society. 

 

Pilot project 

Through collaboration with these 
stakeholders, ARO is piloting a re-
claimer integration model working 
directly with residents in Brixton, 
Auckland Park and Bordeaux in Jo-
hannesburg once a week. The compa-

ny, Unilever, pays reclaimers a 
service fee of 50c per kg on all 
the material that they collect. 
Reclaimers collect on average 
between 120 – 350kg per day, 
so this is giving them an extra 
R60 – R175 for that day’s col-
lecting. 
We hope to get other compa-

nies like Unilever, or those us-

ing recycled paper or glass to 

come in on projects like this. 

And we hope to present this 

model to the City so it or other 

cities can use it. 

Unfortunately, there has not 

been any proper interest from the City 

of Johannesburg, just a lot of coffee 

and futile engagements around a 

boardroom table. The City is still 

holding on to a cooperative system 

that is xenophobic as it excludes for-

eign nationals without documentation 

and displaces reclaimers who have 

been doing this work for decades. 

We would love to work with the 

city, not for the city. The South Afri-

can recycling industry is powered by a 

proper working informal system that 

needs to be recognised and organised, 

not formalised and we are ready to 

have meaningful engagements to 

make this happen. 
 

 

Luyanda Hlatshwayo is a reclaimer 
and committee member of ARO 

Recognise reclaimers now! 
“No more coffee and futile engagements around a boardroom table,” says African Reclaimers Organi-
sation’s, Luyanda Hlatshwayo.  

Part of the ARO team of recyclers involved in the pilot project 
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Transforming the food system is a 

critical part of the just transition. We 

tend to think of the energy sector as 

the core of the just transition, but an 

examination of the contribution of 

the food system to climate change, its 

overall unsustainability as well as the 

injustice of it, shows how important 

the food system is to this change. 

Further, more holistic definitions 

of the just transition, such as that of 

the Climate Justice Alliance, show 

that it incorporates many sectors. 

They say: “Just Transition is a vision-

led, unifying and place-based set of 

principles, processes, and practices 

that build economic and political 

power to shift from an extractive economy 

to a regenerative economy. This means 

approaching production and con-

sumption cycles holistically and waste

-free. The transition itself must be just 

and equitable; redressing past harms 

and creating new relationships of 

power for the future through repara-

tions…” (emphasis added).  

If a just transition involves a shift 

to a low-carbon, waste-free, regenera-

tive economy, then the food system 

must be fundamentally transformed. 

First, what do we mean by 

“the food system?” It can be under-

stood as “i) the activities, actors and 

institutions who grow, process, dis-

tribute, acquire, consume and dispose 

of food and how they interact with 

other systems and actors, and ii) the 

outcomes of these activities contrib-

uting to food security”. This means 

everything and everyone involved in 

food production, processing, distribu-

tion, consumption and disposal, from 

the manufacturers of agricultural in-

puts like fertiliser, to farmers and 

farmworkers, to the big food manu-

facturing companies and retailers as 

well as the small-scale agro-processors 

and food vendors, through to every 

one of us as food consumers. 

 

The global industrial food system: 
unsustainable, unhealthy, unjust 

The current food system can be char-

acterised as a global, industrial food 

system. At each stage of the value 

chain, a few large multination-

al corporations tend to dominate. 

This is especially true in terms of agro

-chemical inputs, seeds, processing of 

grains and other commodity crops, 

food and beverage manufacturing, as 

well as the supermarket sector. 

In this food system, food is pro-

duced as a commodity to sell, rather 

than being viewed as a basic human 

right. The general trend is toward 

larger and larger farms, using mecha-

nised production and high levels of 

agro-chemical inputs to grow mono-

cultures (only one type of crop). 

These large farms are integrated 

into global value chains, in which agri-

cultural commodities move around 

the world for processing and retail. As 

a result of this global interconnected-

ness, these food chains are vulnerable 

to shocks, as we saw during COVID-

19 lockdowns. 

 

 

GHG emissions in the agri-food chain 

According to recent research by the 

UN Food and Agriculture Organisa-

tion (FAO), 31 per cent of human-

caused greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-

sions originate from the world’s agri-

food systems. Within this huge 

amount, about 44% of emissions are 

from within the farm gate, while 

about 35% come from supply chain 

processes. Deforestation, livestock 

manure, food waste and the use of 

fossil fuels on farms (to fuel machin-

ery as well as in nitrogen fertilisers) 

are all major sources of GHG emis-

sions. Plastic packaging is also made 

from fossil fuels. Beyond its contribu-

tion to climate change, the global, 

industrial food system causes other 

serious environmental damage as well, 

in the form of large amounts 

of waste, biodiversity loss, soil ero-

sion, high levels of water use, as well 

as land, air and water pollution. 

 

Unhealthy 

In addition to the carbon emissions 

and other environmental destruction 

caused by the global industrial food 

system, it is also unhealthy. The food 

produced through industrial agricul-

ture is frequently genetically modi-

fied (GM) in order to allow it to with-

stand being sprayed with toxic herbi-

cides. Those agricultural products are 

then heavily processed by food manu-

facturers to enable them to travel long 

distances and sit on supermarket 

shelves. In the process, the nutrients 

are lost and large amounts of sugar, 

salt and fat make their way into our 

A just transition to a sustainable food 
system 

While transforming the energy sector is viewed as the core of the just transition, transforming the 
food system is equally important, says Brittany Kesselman.  

https://climatejusticealliance.org/just-transition/
https://www.sacities.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Urban-Food-Security-Report-2.pdf
https://rajpatel.org/2009/10/27/stuffed-and-starved/
https://www.fao.org/3/cb1000en/cb1000en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/cb1000en/cb1000en.pdf
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/11/1105172
https://www.ciel.org/reports/plastic-health-the-hidden-costs-of-a-plastic-planet-may-2019/
https://www.wwf.org.za/?21641/Food-Loss-and-Waste-Facts-and-Futures-Report
https://www.acbio.org.za/gmos-south-africa-23-years-failures-biodiversity-loss-and-escalating-hunger
https://www.acbio.org.za/gmos-south-africa-23-years-failures-biodiversity-loss-and-escalating-hunger
https://health-e.org.za/2019/02/25/do-you-know-whats-in-your-food/
https://health-e.org.za/2019/02/25/do-you-know-whats-in-your-food/
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diets. As a result, many people suffer 

vitamin and mineral deficiencies, 

while at the same time consuming an 

excess of calories—a condition called 

hidden hunger. This brings with it a 

number of health problems, especially 

non-communicable diseases such as 

diabetes, heart conditions, strokes, 

and some cancers. 

 

Unjust 

A discussion of the role of food in the 

just transition would not be complete 

without considering the injustices of 

the current global industrial food sys-

tem. While there is enough food in 

the world to feed everyone, one in 

nine people still go hungry, while over 

a quarter of the world’s population 

(26%) is moderately or severely food 

insecure. At the same time, one in 

eight adults are obese. Hunger and 

food insecurity tend to mirror racial, 

class and gender disparities. For ex-

ample, while food insecurity is almost 

non-existent amongst white South 

Africans (1.35% food insecure and 

9.4% at risk of hunger), the majority 

of the black population is hungry or at 

risk of hunger (30.3% food insecure 

and 30.3% at risk of hunger). Female-

headed households are also more like-

ly to experience food insecurity. While 

corporations in the food sector con-

tinued to generate profits during 

COVID-19, millions of South Afri-

cans ran out of money to buy food. 

What could be more unjust? 

Food sovereignty and agroecology 

So how do we move from this exploi-

tative, extractive, carbon-intensive 

food system to a more just, sustaina-

ble and regenerative one? We need to 

move towards food sovereignty, 

which has been defined by the peas-

ant movement, La Vía Campesina, as 

“the right of peoples to healthy and 

culturally appropriate food produced 

through ecologically sound and sus-

tainable methods, and their right to 

define their own food and agriculture 

systems.” This rights-based approach 

to locally controlled food systems is 

critical to a just transition. 

The food sovereignty movement 

calls for the replacement of industrial 

agriculture with agroecology, a kind of 

farming that works with natural sys-

tems, instead of against 

them. Agroecology is based on eco-

logical principles like building life in 

the soil, recycling nutrients, the dy-

namic management of biodiversity 

Agricultural products are heavily processed by food manufacturers to enable them to travel long distances and sit on supermarket shelves. In the process, the nutrients are lost 
and large amounts of sugar, salt and fat make their way into our diets.   

https://www.who.int/news/item/15-07-2019-world-hunger-is-still-not-going-down-after-three-years-and-obesity-is-still-growing-un-report
https://www.who.int/news/item/15-07-2019-world-hunger-is-still-not-going-down-after-three-years-and-obesity-is-still-growing-un-report
http://www.hsrc.ac.za/uploads/pageNews/72/SANHANES-launch%20edition%20(online%20version).pdf
http://www.hsrc.ac.za/uploads/pageNews/72/SANHANES-launch%20edition%20(online%20version).pdf
https://www.702.co.za/articles/395620/record-revenue-increased-dividend-is-shoprite-the-winner-of-lockdown-2020
https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Wills-household-resource-flows-and-food-poverty-during-South-Africa%E2%80%99s-lockdown-2.pdf
https://nyeleni.org/spip.php?article290
https://www.foodsovereignty.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Download-declaration-Agroecology-Nyeleni-2015.pdf
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and energy conservation. Agroecology 

is understood as a practice, a science 

and a movement, bringing together 

sustainable farming methods, recogni-

tion of traditional and indigenous 

knowledge and more equitable food 

systems.   

 

Beginnings of a just transition 

So how do we achieve food sover-

eignty? How do we transition to 

agroecological food systems? There is 

no one path to follow, as the condi-

tions in each place, and at each scale, 

are unique. However, small-scale 

agroecological initiatives and solidarity

-based food programmes can help to 

show us the way. 

In the face of the disruptions to 

food systems wrought by COVID-19, 

localised initiatives sprang up to en-

sure everyone had access to healthy 

food. Across South Africa,  commu-

nity action networks sprang up to 

address hunger, with volunteers 

providing meals and other assistance 

to fellow community members.  

Around Johannesburg, for exam-

ple, the C19 People’s Coalition sought 

to link small-scale farmers who lost 

access to their usual markets to com-

munities in need of food assistance. 

Unlike most government food pack-

ages, which were procured from large 

corporations and contained non-

perishable items with almost no nutri-

tional value, these vegetable packages 

sought to support the livelihoods of 

small-scale farmers while also pro-

moting the health of vulnerable 

households. 

 

 

Food gardens 

While interest in planting food gar-

dens also increased during lockdown, 

some urban farms have been around 

for a long time. In Johannesburg, 

the Bertrams Inner City 

Farm and Siyakhana are two examples 

of agroecological farms supplying 

healthy produce to their local commu-

nities, outside of the usual corporate 

value chains. 

In addition to selling direct to 

consumers in their neighbourhoods, 

they participate in other alternative 

forms of distribution such as vegeta-

ble box schemes and weekend mar-

kets. Refiloe Molefe, who runs Ber-

trams Inner City Farm, also sup-

ports food relief in her area by operat-

ing a soup kitchen at the garden. En-

vironmental activists and agroecologi-

cal farmers started the Ubuntu pro-

Refiloe Molefe, who runs Bertrams Inner City Farm, in Johannesburg, also supports food relief in her area by operating a soup kitchen at the garden  

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-08-26-cape-town-together-a-neighbourhood-based-network-of-170-organisations/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-08-26-cape-town-together-a-neighbourhood-based-network-of-170-organisations/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-21-coalition-aims-to-bolster-food-relief-beyond-government-parcels/
https://theconversation.com/food-aid-parcels-in-south-africa-could-do-with-a-better-nutritional-balance-136417
https://theconversation.com/food-aid-parcels-in-south-africa-could-do-with-a-better-nutritional-balance-136417
https://web.facebook.com/BertramsInnerCityFarm/?_rdc=1&_rdr
https://web.facebook.com/BertramsInnerCityFarm/?_rdc=1&_rdr
https://www.siyakhana.org/
https://www.foodformzansi.co.za/joburg-inner-city-farm/
https://www.acbio.org.za/covid-19-food-distribution-and-health-support-informal-settlements
https://www.foodformzansi.co.za/joburg-inner-city-farm/
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 ject during COVID-19 lockdown, to 

provide access to fresh healthy pro-

duce.  

In addition to donating food to 

those in need, the Ubuntu project 

also distributed seeds, seedlings and 

other farming supplies, so that house-

holds could grow their own food. 

Many agroecological initiatives exist 

through South Africa, in both urban 

and rural areas  

 

Challenges 

Of course, attempting to operate out-

side of the global industrial food sys-

tem is not without its challenges. 

Land and water are costly in urban 

and peri-urban areas. Accessing local, 

non-GM seeds and natural inputs 

such as compost and manure can be 

difficult. In addition, people are so 

used to consuming processed foods at 

supermarkets, that they do not always 

want to shift to buying fresh produce 

at an urban farm (or from a box 

scheme) and cooking it themselves. 

Marketing these initiatives, to let con-

sumers know they exist, can be a lot 

of work for farmers who are busy 

working in their fields. There is 

very limited government sup-

port available to small-scale farmers, 

and it is not usually oriented towards 

agroecology. 

Despite the challenges, these small 

fields of change continue to spring 

up. With support from their local 

communities, as well as from move-

ments advocating a just transition, 

they can grow and multiply.  

Agroecological production for 

local markets, alternative distribution 

systems and community solidarity are 

three critical components of a transi-

tion to a food system that is low-

carbon, environmentally sustainable 

and socially just. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brittany Kesselman is a Postdoctoral 
research fellow, Society, Work and 
Politics Institute (SWOP) at Wits 
University 

Siyakhana supplies healthy produce to their local communities, outside of the usual corporate value chain  

https://www.acbio.org.za/covid-19-food-distribution-and-health-support-informal-settlements
https://za.boell.org/en/2021/04/14/policy-brief-towards-local-democratic-agroecological-food-systems
https://za.boell.org/en/2021/04/14/policy-brief-towards-local-democratic-agroecological-food-systems
https://www.siyakhana.org/
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Apartheid legacy 

Public transport in South Africa has 

its fair share of challenges many of 

which are linked to South Africa’s 

colonial and apartheid history. Black 

people were forced to live far away 

from the areas where they were em-

ployed. Apartheid policies that were 

based on racial segregation privileged 

white people who lived in developed 

areas with easy access to transporta-

tion and adequate infrastructure. 

Black people relied on transport op-

tions that were sometimes costly and 

unsafe. 

This article focuses on the experi-

ences of 20 black working-class wom-

en from Soweto and Orange Farm in 

Johannesburg who commute on dif-

ferent forms of transport from their 

homes to work and who depend on 

the public transport system. Between 

30 and 50 years old, they earned be-

low the minimum wage of R3500 per 

month, working as domestic workers 

or in administrative roles. 

 

Problems experienced 

Trains, buses and taxis are the most 

preferred modes of transport that 

black women in townships use. While 

these modes are cost effective and 

easily accessible, overcrowding re-

mains the biggest challenge. Over-

crowding is caused by the delays of 

trains and buses as there are challeng-

es with schedules. 

 

 

• Inefficient scheduling 

An inefficiency in scheduling leads to 

unpredictability of public transport. 

This can “place me at the risk of theft 

or murder, as my offices are near an 

industrial area and there are no securi-

ty guards at the train platforms after 

hours,” one interviewee told us. 

Due to a lack of public transport 

scheduling, black working-class wom-

en often have to wake up much earlier 

to catch the first bus, train or taxi to 

get them to the workplace. Their safe-

ty is often compromised because they 

walk long distances to access public 

transport. This is common in town-

ships where the walking and waiting 

times for public transport are long. 

 

• Crime 
Our interviewees expressed a great 

deal of concern over the issue of 

crime. They indicated that they were 

vulnerable to criminals because of the 

unpredictability of public transport, 

which forced them sometimes to have 

to walk in the dark to arrive at work 

on time. “I could be walking to get a 

taxi, and someone could be hiding in 

the bushes, and I cannot see them”, 

said one interviewee. 

The most common types of 

crimes in public transport are 

‘pickpocketing, bag snatching and 

jewellery theft, with more severe 

crimes like rape, assault and murder’. 

These crimes can happen at public 

transport locations such as train sta-

tions and bus stops. 

When women wait longer to ac-

cess public transport due to a lack of 

clear scheduling, they also become 

vulnerable to gender based violence 

(GBV). The public transport industry 

is known for its culture of abuse that 

places women at risk of violence. 

(Eagle and Kwele, 2019) Verbal abuse 

from the taxi drivers affected how 

safe they felt during the trip. An inter-

viewee from Orange Farm mentioned 

that “some taxi drivers stop to buy 

alcohol and I cannot say anything be-

cause I am a woman. They can look at 

your body and promise to beat you 

up”.  

In some cases, these taxi drivers 

are drug users, and this affects how 

women passengers are treated. 

 

 
An inefficiency in scheduling 

leads to unpredictability of pub-
lic transport. This can “place 

me at the risk of theft or mur-
der, as my offices are near an 

industrial area and there are no 
security guards at the train 

platforms after hours,”  
 

 

 

• Anxiety 

Anxiety that arises out of uncertainty 

with the transport system and safety 

risks can affect women’s performance 

“Unsafe and inefficient public transport 
endangers our lives” 

20 black working-class women from Orange Farm and Soweto call for urgent improvements to the 
public transport system. Sinqobile Akin and Andiswa Kona report.  

https://www.borgenmagazine.com/lack-of-reliable-public-transportation-in-south-africa/
https://www.worldtransitresearch.info/research/6985/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340106521_Sexual_Violence_on_the_Move_An_Assessment_of_Youth's_Victimization_in_Public_Transportation
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340106521_Sexual_Violence_on_the_Move_An_Assessment_of_Youth's_Victimization_in_Public_Transportation
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340106521_Sexual_Violence_on_the_Move_An_Assessment_of_Youth's_Victimization_in_Public_Transportation
https://sajhrm.co.za/index.php/sajhrm/article/view/943
https://sajhrm.co.za/index.php/sajhrm/article/view/943
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 at the workplace. 

Research shows that physical 

strain experienced by workers whilst 

commuting affected their ability to 

function effectively compared to indi-

viduals that do not share similar chal-

lenges. This view was supported by 

our respondents. 

Personal safety concerns also 

cause anxiety in women as they travel 

to the workplace. “I would rather be 

late for work than take taxis I have 

been intimidated in,” said one re-

spondent. 

Working women also worry about 

their children’s safety travelling to and 

from school, causing them emotional 

stress. Participants, especially those 

who collect children from school and 

day-care, revealed that they worried 

about transport-related issues towards 

the end of the day. The fear for their 

own safety when travelling in the 

evening was heightened 

when  mothers who collect their chil-

dren had to stand in queues. 

 

• Transport inefficiency 
Workers are often sanctioned harshly 

at work for being late for work even 

though they leave their homes earlier 

than normal. Having to justify being 

late for work because of transport 

inefficiency is equally frustrating as 

supervisors or bosses are unable to 

relate or be understanding of the in-

convenience experienced. 

In addition, frequent breakdowns 

or malfunction cause them to be late 

for work leading to warnings and pos-

sible dismissal which adds to their 

anxiety. 

Moreover, black working-class 

women are more likely to be in menial 

and precarious jobs. When they arrive 

at the workplace, after overcoming 

multiple transport challenges, they are 

already exhausted and unlikely to be 

as productive as others who do not 

face such hurdles.   

“In the train there are no seats 

especially in the morning and we 

stand until you reach your destination. 

By the time you leave the train, you 

are already tired and you still have to 

work. I work as a cleaner, so I’m al-

ways on my feet. I get home very 

tired,” said one of the interviewees. 

 

• Making up for lost time 
Due to women arriving late for work 

frequently because of public transport 

problems, employers have created a 

way for them to make up for lost 

time. Workers must choose between 

staying late to ensure that tasks for the 

day are complete, or they forfeit their 

tea or lunch breaks. This disad-

vantages the workers and violates 

their rights. Participants agreed that 

they would perform better had they 

not been concerned about transport. 

 

• Women’s care responsibilities at 
home 

During interviews, participants 

described their morning routine, be-

fore they head out to work. They 

must wake up early to clean the home 

and surrounding environment, care 

for children, the elderly, the sick, en-

sure availability of water for the day, 

and prepare food including their own 

lunch, and that of their children of 

school-going age, and any other em-

ployed men and or unemployed per-

sons. 

Supervisors and bosses need to be 

considerate of the care responsibilities 

that women have that might cause 

lateness at the workplace. 

 

• Looking after themselves 
While participants struggle with an 

unreliable and unsafe public transport 

system, they themselves have started 

to look after their own safety. Some 

participants ask their family members 

to fetch them from the drop-off 

points after dark. Others said they 

prefer walking in groups when they 

catch a train or bus. Black working 

women have asked Community Polic-

ing Forum (CPF) members to accom-

pany them to pick up points. 

 

 

“In the train there are no seats 
especially in the morning and 
we stand until you reach your 

destination. By the time you 
leave the train, you are already 
tired and you still have to work. 

I work as a cleaner, so I’m al-
ways on my feet. I get home 

very tired.”  
 

New technology to the rescue 

The Gauteng Province, in conjunc-

tion with the City of Joburg has 

been implementing policies towards 

smart cities. This is being done with 

the hope of increasing efficiency in 

the public transport system. A smart 

city should be able to keep up with 

travel demand as stated by Integrated 

Transport Master Plan (ITMP25). 

However, if there are challenges with 

infrastructure for technology im-

provements, this might be a challenge 

for black working-class women that 

need real time schedules if there are 

breakdowns, traffic congestion or any 

unexpected delays. 

In countries such as Brazil, new 

technology has provided prospects 

for renewed expansion, particularly 

through Intelligent Transport Systems 

(ITS). This has allowed commuters to 

have access to smart bus monitoring 

systems that give commuters real time 

reports on public transport. 

South Africa can learn from Brazil 

to ensure that public transport is 

more efficient. Furthermore, black 

working-class women still need fur-

ther access to information and re-

sources about technology for them to 

be able to be part of smart cities with 

efficient transport services. Technolo-

gy can improve transport services but 

http://www.safeworkers.co.uk/effectsoflongcommutestowork.html
http://www.safeworkers.co.uk/effectsoflongcommutestowork.html
http://www.safeworkers.co.uk/effectsoflongcommutestowork.html
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Impact-of-Urban-Policy-on-Public-Transportation-in-Musakwa-Gumbo/f63c3f98f38cdcee5b048ac909fc345c053e712e
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Impact-of-Urban-Policy-on-Public-Transportation-in-Musakwa-Gumbo/f63c3f98f38cdcee5b048ac909fc345c053e712e
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improvements on infrastructure still 

need to be made. 

 

 

Recommendations on improving 
public transport 

Developing sustainable transport sys-

tems in South Africa starts by ad-

dressing concerns about safety. Partic-

ipants believe that if crime is not ad-

dressed around public transport with-

in Soweto and Orange farm, this will 

lead to job losses for people who rely 

on public transport. 

These are just some of the recom-

mendations that study participants 

made on how public transport can be 

improved: 

• Include black working women in 

the process to find solutions to the 

challenges that they face in the exist-

ing public transport system so they 

can highlight the changes required to 

ensure safety and ensure access to an 

efficient transport system. Without 

this, any attempt to introduce ‘smart 

cities’ in the context of spatial injus-

tice and persistent socio-economic, 

racial, gendered and class inequalities 

will just amplify existing inequalities. 

• Provide reliable modes of transport 

which heed the demands of commut-

ers through immediate responsiveness 

to complaints. 

• Investigate the possibility of an 

integrated ticket policy: one ticket can 

be used on the different modes of 

transport with discounts for students, 

workers and pensioners. 

The Fourth Industrial Revolution 

threatens the jobs of women; the 

challenges in the public transport in-

dustry can be used as new opportuni-

ties for women. Black working wom-

en ought to be trained for new careers 

in technology and public transporta-

tion. 

 

Taxis 

Participants recommended the follow-

ing: 

• The minibus or taxi industry should 

have staff members who are knowl-

edgeable and who can conduct the 

business in a proper way. 

• Train taxi drivers how to speak and 

treat their passengers, especially as it 

relates to safety and GBV. Training 

could also include how to deal with 

difficult passengers and resolve con-

flicts in the taxi. 

• More formalised education for taxi 

drivers, for example the taxi driver 

occupational certificate from the 

South African Qualifications Authori-

ty (SAQA). 

• The minibus industry should be 

formalised and made into a respecta-

ble profession. 

• Taxi associations should give taxi 

drivers name tags. This will allow pas-

sengers to know who is taking them 

to work, and make them feel safer. 

Reporting of bad driving and retriev-

ing of lost or stolen goods can be 

dealt with a lot faster and more easily. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trains 

Participants recommended the follow-

ing: 

• PRASA should provide more trains 

to address the current challenges. 

• Fix damaged and vandalised trains, 

especially windows. “Without win-

dows, when it’s windy or raining, we 

get cold and wet inside the train while 

going to work,” said one of the partic-

ipants. 

Respondents all agreed that better 

service delivery of public transport is 

needed. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sinqobile Akin and Andiswa Kona 
are Research Assistants at the Cen-
tre for Education Rights and Trans-
formation at the University of Jo-
hannesburg. 
 
Akin and Kona would like to thank 
Dr Ibrahim Steyn for his assistance 
in putting this article together. 

“Taxi associations should 
give taxi drivers name tags 
as a form of identification for 
passengers in the taxi. This 
will allow passengers to know 
who is taking them to work, 
and make them feel safer. 
Reporting of bad driving and 
retrieving of lost or stolen 
goods can be dealt with a lot 
faster and more easily.” 

“Train taxi drivers how to 
speak and treat their passen-

gers, especially as it relates to 
safety and GBV. Training could 

also include how to deal with 
difficult passengers and re-

solve conflicts in the taxi. 
Taxi associations should give 

taxi drivers name tags.”  

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2019-15761-016
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2019-15761-016
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Congratulations on attaining this 
position 

I don’t want this thing to go to my 

head. I don’t even want to think 

about this position, what it is, how big 

it is, all that I want to think is about 

what the congress said we must do. 

The position that I occupy now 

should not be like a ‘black African 

woman making history’. It should 

become normal for women and par-

ticularly black African women to oc-

cupy these kinds of positions. 

 

On Facebook recently your caption 
was: We need African countries to 
industrialise, to create jobs, to build 
manufacturing, a just transition. 
Coming from Africa and being an 
industrial union, what do you think 
are the challenges that face Africa 
as they industrialise? 

We’ve got the mineral wealth, we ex-

port our raw material and then we 

import the products that have been 

made but we can do it here ourselves.  

You look at Nigeria. It’s an oil-rich 

country but they don’t even have re-

fineries, they used to have but it’s not 

there anymore, it’s not working. And 

then you look at the energy crisis. You 

look at what’s happening in Mozam-

bique with foreign MNCs going there 

to extract their natural resources at 

the expense of the people of Mozam-

bique. 

 

And that’s why those young people 

say, ‘we don’t belong to ISIS, we 

don’t know why people are saying we 

are part of ISIS. We are young 

Mozambicans who are unemployed, 

who are suffering but we have this 

gas, minerals, we have these minerals 

in our countries and these MNCs like 

Total they come and they extract at 

our expense. We don’t even share in 

the profits, a few government officials 

are sharing the profits or getting the 

benefits from those big companies. 

That is what we are fighting against 

and our government is so corrupt 

they are not listening to us and what 

must we do when we have talked and 

talked and no-one listens. We’ve de-

cided to take up arms and we’ve de-

cided that Total will not come into 

our country.’ 

 

And that’s the reality of Africa. Africa 

is so dependent on the west and on 

Europe. 

 

Let’s talk about you as one of three 
assistant general secretaries of    
IndustriALL. What’s your role? What 
are you in charge of? 

I’m in this position for the past 2 

months so what I’m currently work-

ing on is to really look at the man-

dates that the congress gave us. The 

congress adopted an action plan that’s 

built on four strategic pillars: building 

strong unions, defending workers’ 

rights, confronting global capital and 

building sustainable industrial policies. 

I am responsible for the sectors, so 

we have about 14 sectors. And then 

I’m also responsible for women, 

youth, white collar workers, global 

framework agreements (GFAs) and 

campaigns. 

 

Why the focus on white-collar 
workers? 

Workplaces are changing, new tech-

nology is coming in and the work that 

blue collars used to do is now more 

scientific and more technological and 

that’s why we are changing from hav-

ing more blue-collar workers [to] now 

having more white-collar workers in 

some countries. And I know it’s going 

to be difficult because we know that 

white-collar workers don’t believe in 

trade unions, they don’t want to join 

trade unions. They only come to trade 

unions when they are really having 

challenges. So what is important … is 

to look at what would attract white-

collar workers to trade unions. 

 

The same with young workers – you 

need to adapt to the challenges that 

young workers are confronted with 

but also [look at] what would attract 

[them] workers to trade unions. Like 

when I addressed the young workers 

of South Asia two days ago, I said to 

them that you are the future of Indus-

triALL global union, we need to build 

you, we need to build second tier 

leadership because if we don’t build 

second tier leadership, when we die or 

when we retire, IndustriALL will to-

tally collapse. 

 

And it’s very difficult because if you 

look at the leadership in trade unions, 

especially in Africa, you will see the 

leadership is older than 50. And they 

are clinging to the positions that they 

occupy, they are clinging to power 

and they don’t want to create the 

space for young workers,  … [or] 

Representing workers on a mandate 
Long-time NUMSA trade unionist, Christine Olivier, has just been elected the assistant general secre-
tary of the 50 million-strong global trade union federation, IndustriALL. She is the first African woman 
to hold this position. Neo Bodibe spoke to her.  

https://www.industriall-union.org/about-us/action-plan-of-industriall-global-union
https://www.industriall-union.org/sectors
https://www.industriall-union.org/about-us/action-plan-of-industriall-global-union
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 white-collar workers and of course 

women. 

 

What will be the approach around 
women workers? 

Women have been in trade unions for 

years and years, but the space for 

women has not been created and not 

because women are not capable to 

lead but men just don’t want to create 

that space for [them] to take their 

rightful place in unions… If you look 

at our industries, many of the indus-

tries have not been totally trans-

formed, to accommodate women. We 

really need to look at how do we 

make sure that we organise more 

women into the trade union. 

 

And the one thing when we had a 

discussion around women in Indus-

triALL, I said to the women’s coordi-

nator, I want us to move a little bit 

away from gender-based violence and 

sexual harassment, not that it’s not 

important, but also look at other areas 

of work that affect women like … 

collective bargaining.  

 

When unions negotiate with employ-

ers, they don’t look at what are the 

issues that women are confronted 

with and negotiate [these] with em-

ployers. [And issues like] health and 

safety, science and technology and 

now with this transformation where 

are the women? Would women be 

able to adapt and be able to be re-

skilled in this new way of working 

because women always occupy the 

low paid jobs in the workplaces? 

Because this transformation it’s scien-

tific, there’s a lot of technology that is 

taking place and women might strug-

gle to adapt… we really need to focus 

on education and training for women 

so that they are able to move with this 

transformation that is taking place… 

[W]hen we talk about just transition, 

we usually talk about reskilling, up-

skilling but we talk about it generally. 

We don’t talk about the role of wom-

en and how we need to pay special 

attention to [them in this just transi-

tion]. 

 

Why do you think it’s important to 
focus on the global supply chain? 

These huge MNCs don’t want the 

responsibility of looking after workers 

so it’s better for them to outsource 

and to have a supply chain than hav-

ing direct responsibility of workers. 

Then you would find in the global 

supply chain the bulk of those work-

ers are contract workers and we all 

know that when you are a contract 

worker, and the employer tells you 

that if you join a trade union, we will 

end your contract. 

 

That’s why we [must] make sure that 

we organise the vulnerable workers, 

workers that are in precarious em-

ployment. When we enter into global 

framework agreements (GFAs) with 

MNC companies, we must make sure 

that that GFA includes the supply 

chain, [that it is] legally binding [and] 

extend[s] across borders [so that it] 

binds not only the MNC but also its 

supply chain. And employers or 

MNCs must make sure that their sup-

ply chains are familiar with the agree-

ments that they sign with trade unions 

and that they are adhering to the pro-

visions of those GFAs. 

A screen-shot from IndustriALL’s video on Global Framework Agreements in the textile industry  

https://youtu.be/9Jw-k2k8blo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Jw-k2k8blo
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 And that’s the threat that trade unions 

are facing. As trade unions we really 

need to go back to the drawing board, 

to look at different ways of organising 

because we cannot organise workers 

in the same manner that we have been 

organising over the past few decades 

and expect to have different out-

comes, and expect to have trade un-

ions that are growing. If you look at 

trade unions now, trade unions are 

disappearing… if we don’t change the 

way that we organise, in a few years’ 

time there will be no trade unions. 

 

How confident are you that you will 
achieve the congress mandate? 

We have four years to work on this 

congress mandate and hopefully, with 

the kind of team and the people that 

you surround yourself with, you and 

the team will be able to pull through 

because if you are a leader and you 

think that you can work on your own 

and you think that you are a boss, and 

you think that you are there to give 

instructions, then you set yourself up 

for failure. 

 

And that’s something that I always am 

very careful that I don’t fall into that 

trap of seeing myself as somebody 

else’s boss. Working with people it’s 

also about respecting people and re-

specting their views and listening to 

the proposals that they are coming up 

with and listen to what they think.  

 

[L]istening is a skill and sometimes us 

as leaders we don’t listen. When 

somebody speaks, we prepare our-

selves to respond to the person in-

stead of listening to what the person 

is saying. It might be small, but for me 

it’s important to always allow people 

to speak their minds. 

 

So you’ve been in the trade union 
movement for years and years and 
years, and when you look back at the 
journey from being a shop steward 
and regional chairperson and 

national deputy president at 
Numsa and then the international 
officer, what do you think are the 
things that have prepared you for 
this role? 

Let me first say that I don’t have 

any formal training. I started work-

ing in a factory in Atlantis, my fa-

ther was a truck driver, my mother 

was a domestic worker so there was 

never money to send us to universi-

ty or to college. So I had to, straight 

from doing my matric, I had to go 

and work in a factory, I became a 

shop steward representing workers, 

forever defending workers against the 

exploitation of employers. 

 

So all my education and all my 

knowledge and everything that I know 

comes from working in the trade un-

ion movement, working in Numsa, 

fighting for the rights of workers. I 

think that’s what built me and pre-

pared me a lot for this role because I 

understand what workers are going 

through on a daily basis. I understand 

the exploitation that workers are sub-

jected to in the workplace.  

 

The union has taught us a lot how to 

fight, how to defend workers so I 

think all those years being in the fac-

tory, sitting and negotiating with em-

ployers for better working conditions 

for workers, dealing with arrogant 

employers, all those things have built 

us, have made us to grow and to think 

how are we going to deal with all 

these challenges that are brought 

about by employers who only think 

about making profits. 

 

And do you know sometimes mem-

bers are also very difficult. So they can 

deal with you, they can fight with you, 

insult you sometimes, that also made 

you strong. It also taught me to be 

patient and also taught me to listen 

sometimes to hear what are the chal-

lenges. But then it also taught you to 

educate workers and to make workers 

understand what are the issues and 

how employers operate and think. 

Once workers understand the chal-

lenges, it makes it easier for you to get 

workers united around the challenges 

that they are confronted with on a 

daily basis. 

 

So all these years in the trade union 

movement has taught me about unity, 

about solidarity, about strategizing, 

about fighting, about taking workers 

along, about educating workers and 

explaining issues to workers. And al-

ways make sure that you take your 

mandate from the workers because 

many a time you will find that trade 

union leaders are speaking on behalf 

of workers, but they don’t have a 

mandate, they’re not consulting with 

workers.  
 

For me consultation with workers and 

taking a mandate from workers and 

reporting back to workers is one of 

the cornerstones of having a strong 

trade union movement and in many 

trade unions you would see that that’s 

one of the things that is missing. 

 

And I think that one of my roles is 

also to build on that, to make sure 

that when we represent workers, 

wherever we are, we represent them 

honestly, we represent them on a 

mandate that we’ve got from them 

and we report back to workers. 

Christine Olivier presiding over a NUMSA meeting when 
she was NUMSA vice president  (Pic: Sandra Hlungwani)  
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Oupa Lehulere: 1960—2021 
A lifelong struggle for the working class 

Oupa Lehulere was born in Cape 

Town in 1960. After primary school 

he went to Fezeka High School in 

Gugulethu. Fezeka High School had a 

history of political activism, with 

many senior students active in Black 

Consciousness-inspired student or-

ganisations.  

Oupa’s first introduction to re-

sistance politics was the introduction 

of Afrikaans as a medium of instruc-

tion in schools in 1975. But it was in 

1976 with the students’ uprising that 

he became politically active.  

Although new to student politics, 

Lehulere became one of the student 

leaders who organised and directed 

the student uprising in Cape Town 

which took off on 11 August 1976.  

From 1976, Lehulere was involved 

in all the various uprisings in 1980 as 

a student leader, in 1985 as a student 

activist at UCT, in the 1990s as an 

activist linked to communities and the 

labour movement; and since then as 

an activist in the social movements 

that arose in the 2000s.  

 

Introduced to Marxism 

Lehulere was introduced to Marxism 

in the late 1970s and became interest-

ed in Marxist theory. This led to an 

activism that put theoretical questions 

and strategy at the centre of his politi-

cal activism.  

Since the mid 1990s Lehulere has 

been based at Khanya College, a 

movement-building institution that 

arose out of the turbulent 1980s.  

In the late 1980s and early 1990s 

Lehulere taught academic courses – 

sociology and economics – at Khanya 

College. Since the mid-1990s his work 

has focused more on cadre formation 

and political education in the labour 

movement and the social movements.  

 

Website launched 

A month before his death Oupa 

launched his website. The website 

brings together his political and theo-

retical writings stretching over a peri-

od of more than 30 years.  

Lehulere’s interest in Marxism and 

theory began in the late 1970s when 

he joined Marxist study groups in 

Cape Town. In the mid 1980s as an 

activist, Lehulere spent a lot of time 

grounding himself in the Marxist clas-

sics and this triggered his interest and 

commitment to an activism that was 

grounded in the unity of theory and 

practice. 

The idea of the website was to 

bring together numerous writings that 

can broadly be understood as cover-

ing three major historical periods in 

the development of the mass move-

ment.  

The first period is the transition 

from apartheid capitalism to post-

apartheid capitalism.  

The second part of the writings of 

this period trace the ANC in power 

and its capitulation to white monopo-

ly capital and its global allies.  

The third period broadly covers 

the writings from the Marikana mo-

ment to the present.  

An additional body of work Oupa 

hoped to add later, is an archive of 

writing by a range of activists from 

the late 1980s to the 1990s.  

 

WILSA 

In the late 1980s Lehulere joined a 

group of young militants who could 

see the unfolding betrayal of the 

working class by the ANC and the 

SACP. These militants had organised 

themselves into the Workers Interna-

tional League of South Africa 

(WILSA).  

Although WILSA dissolved in the 

mid 2000s, it has left the working 

class and its militants a rich heritage 

of the theory and practice of left poli-

tics.  

Lehulere hoped to provide 

through his writings and the WILSA 

Papers, a different perspective of how 

the transition unfolded and how 

South Africa arrived where it is today.  

 

Family 

On 29 November 2021, Lehulere 

passed away after a long battle with 

cancer. He is survived by his lifelong 

partner, Maria Van Driel; daughter, 

Searatoa Van Driel; son, Obakeng 

Ramagaga; his older sisters, Seapei, 

Mogodi, Sophie; younger brother, 

Itumeleng Wa-Lehulere and was also 

a Beloved uncle.  

Lehulere was loved and respected 

by many, the Lehulere and Van Driel 

families, as well as activists, col-

leagues, friends and comrades.  

He will be sorely missed. We carry 

his spirit of lifelong struggle for the 

working class with us as we march 

onwards! 

 

Khanya College 

https://oupalehulere.org.za/

