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Electricity transmission pylons are shown in the Dunoon informal settlement in Cape Town. Picture: DWAYNE SENIOR/BLOOMBERG

How about a New Year’s resolution for the government? Let’s stop waiting for a
miracle fix at Eskom, and instead find ways to help producers and households deal
with its decline. That would need prioritisation of decisive action over endless
internal wrangling. And we would all have to lose our nostalgia for the days when
Eskom actually worked.

NEVA MAKGETLA: Fix the
electricity system, not Eskom
The technology and economy have moved on, and the old
electricity model is no longer 4t for purpose
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Eskom’s endless breakdowns reflect the fact that SA’s old electricity model is no
longer fit for purpose. The technology and the economy have moved on. The key
question, then, is how we can accelerate the transition to a more functional system.
Instead, the government has cursed us with policy deadlocks combined with blind
trust in Eskom’s ability to heal itself.

Rather than deal with today’s realities a vehement lobby is pushing for SA to double
down on coal. That ignores the steep price we are already paying for Eskom’s bet on
the gigantic new coal stations Medupi and Kusile, which resulted in the toxic
combination of escalating costs and breakdowns.

SA is six times more reliant on coal than is the norm in upper-middle-income
countries excluding China, while coal producers’ rents absorb 15% of GDP compared
with well under 1% in peer economies.

Over the past decade local coal producers gleefully narrowed the gap between the
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export price and what they charge Eskom. Then they reportedly add to the injury by
selling Eskom substandard coal, multiplying its breakdowns. No wonder they are so
anxious for SA to keep buying their output.

Just to be clear, load-shedding isn’t due to some sudden move away from coal. The
national electricity plan expects to reduce dependency on coal only very gradually,
over three decades.

Unwieldy and conflictual governance systems have far more to do with why the
state keeps failing the economy and voters on electricity. National departments, the
autonomous regulator Nersa, Eskom and municipalities split decision-making
between them, ruled by complex regulations that make the courts the ultimate
arbiter.

None of these actors appears to prioritise a steady, affordable electricity supply.
Instead, they seem happy for Eskom to externalise its failures onto producers and
households through load-shedding, at a huge cost to the economy, employment and
social solidarity.

The shortcomings in governance emerge graphically in the endless delays in
procuring new power. Even where the state has pushed through real solutions on
paper, fragmented and unaccountable implementation systems have in effect
stymied them. Remember the commitment some three years ago to fast track new
suppliers to deal with the emerging shortfall?

And then there’s the long-standing promise to rapidly expand procurement from
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renewable suppliers. The department of mineral resources & energy puts out the
tenders and signs the contracts; Eskom has to pay for the electricity and new
transmission lines; the Treasury and Nersa in effect decide on financing and prices.
No wonder it has been vastly delayed, poorly costed and badly co-ordinated.

Most recently, we are all now suffering from the government’s complete failure to
come up with solutions to use new, decentralised technologies such as small solar
and battery systems to alleviate the impact of load-shedding on businesses and
families.

We have to stop trying to put back the clock to the halcyon days — the 1960s,
anyone? — when Eskom’s huge coal plants were cutting edge technology and the
government didn’t care that the majority of South Africans had no electricity at all.
That approach is destroying both the economy and social trust. Please can we have
an energy tsar with the capacity to determine a viable end-state for the national
electricity system, incorporating modern technologies, and the power to act
decisively so that we get there?

The second step is to put much more effort into decentralised solutions for small
business and communities, with a push to support people who can’t afford it
for themselves — that is, low-income households and small business.

• Makgetla is a senior researcher with Trade & Industrial Policy Strategies.
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