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The government is “looking at actions that will build a new, inclusive economy that
creates employment and fosters sustainable growth”, President Cyril Ramaphosa
wrote on Monday. He continued to say how “an important aspect of this new
economy is that it must be able to withstand the effects of climate change. A climate-
resilient economy is necessary to protect jobs, ensure the sustainability of our
industries, preserve our natural resources and ensure food security.”

It would appear from these statements that
we are finally seeing the high-level traction
required to capitalise on the potential for
green growth that is starting to blossom
elsewhere in the world. But as we all know,
appearances can be deceiving in SA politics.

In a review of green economy policy in SA’s
industrial policy framework released by the
think-tank Trade & Industrial Policy
Strategies (Tips) in July, the circuitous path to
a potential “Green New Deal” was made plain. It was found in the report that while
general coherence seems to emerge, in theory, from national policy documents —
with renewable energy, energy efficiency, green buildings, and even waste
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management and sustainable transport arising as key focus areas — in practice a
number of issues lack consensus and clarity.

“This is the case around key technological choices in the energy space. In addition, a
broader misalignment persists between SA’s green economy objectives and the
country’s other policies and priorities, with substantial support still directed at
energy- and carbon-intensive sectors,” the report says.

This incoherence was exemplified in mineral resources & energy minister Gwede
Mantashe’s Covid-19 recovery presentation to parliament in May that lauded clean
coal and nuclear as medium-term proposals to boost industrialisation while the faster
and cheaper renewable energy prescripts of the already gazetted Integrated Resource
Plan were deprioritised and only offered as a long-term option.

Lack of interest

The divide between the president and Mantashe is further highlighted by this quote
from the president: “The additional benefit of positioning our country as a significant
global player in this space is that we will be able to draw on green funding sources
and instruments. We already have a National Green Fund, the Working for Water and
Working on Fire public employment programmes and the National Treasury’s Cities
Support Programme. All of these support the development of new green industries
and the greening of existing initiatives.”

Ironic then that the EU-funded Waste-2-
Wing programme, which aims to use waste
from the “Working for” programmes to
produce sustainable aviation fuel, hangs in
the balance due to a sustained lack of interest
from the state-owned petrochemical
companies over the last two years.  

Once again it appears that the mantle for
leadership and innovation must fall on the
shoulders of the private sector. Several
excellent platforms are available to businesses looking to drive green economic
innovation.

The National Business Initiative’s environment and society team supports members in
developing collaborative projects and practical solutions in the water, climate change,
energy, waste, biodiversity and green economy sectors. Similarly, the Gordon
Institute of Business Science’s sustainable development goal (SDG) ambition
programme has just opened applications for a six-month accelerator initiative that
provides guidance, training, peer networking opportunities and hands-on support to
help companies apply the SDGs.

The Consumer Goods Council is rolling out the SA food waste voluntary agreement
and acting as the co-ordinating body for business engagement on the extended
producer responsibility regulations.

The National Cleaner Production Centre programme of the Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research and the department of trade, industry & competition promotes
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resource-efficient and cleaner production methodologies with a focus on energy,
water and industrial symbiosis.

However, if the president would like to see his vision become a reality, state and
private sector alignment on the green economy should be achieved. It will require
active engagement by business on industrial strategy through the department’s
sector-focused master plans in the 15 identified priority sectors, including
agriculture, energy, oceans, minerals and tourism.

• Maguire holds a master’s degree in global change studies from Wits and has been
developing green economy solutions for the private sector, NGOs and the state for
more than a decade.
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