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ELECTRICITY FOR A GROWING ECONOMY  

By Hon Sisa Njikelana – Chairperson, Portfolio Committee on 

Energy, SA Parliament - 18th March 2014                                                                                                

Nuclear Africa 2014 Conference – 18 to 20 March 2014            

  Accolades Hotel, Midrand, South Africa 

Programme Director, Dr Kelvin Kemm, 

Minister of Energy Ben Dikobe-Martins, 

The various participants from the private sector, academia, guests from 

other countries, in the name of Nelson Mandela I greet you all in the august 

conference whose aim is to ensure a better life for all in South Africa.  

 

In thanking you for the invitation I also feel quite privileged and honoured in 

sharing my views, opinions and experiences regarding the role, contribution 

and impact of electricity on South Africa’s growing economy. 

A lot has been written about the topic such that what is most important, at 

this stage, is a discourse on how to harness the various forces to address 

the current challenges in the electricity sector.  

 

As someone who does not claim any expertise in the field I strongly maintain 

I will be at liberty to speak as an “ordinary” person who happens to be 

embroiled in this intense sector. 

We are all at tandem that our country is undergoing transformation as 

guided by a democratic, responsive and caring government 

Overview of the South African economy  

While much of the world staggered in the wake of the global financial 

meltdown, South Africa has managed to stay on its feet – largely due to its 

prudent fiscal and monetary policies. 
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The country is politically stable and has a well capitalised banking system, 

abundant natural resources, well developed regulatory systems as well as 

research and development capabilities, and an established manufacturing 

base. 

Ranked by the World Bank as an “upper middle-income country”, South 

Africa is the largest economy in Africa – and it remains rich with promise. It 

was admitted to the BRIC group of countries of Brazil, Russia, India and 

China (known as BRICS) in 2011. 

 

The country's modern infrastructure supports the efficient distribution of 

goods throughout the southern African region. The economy has a marked 

duality, with a sophisticated financial and industrial economy having grown 

alongside an underdeveloped informal economy. It is this “second economy” 

which presents both potential and a developmental challenge. 

  

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ELECTRICITY ON A GROWING ECONOMY 

 

The significance of electricity as an indicator of economic growth is aptly 

demonstrated in argument put forward by Chinese Premier Li Keqiang who 

once said he believed electricity output was a better indicator of economic 

growth than GDP data.  China’s National Energy Administration and 

National Bureau of Statistics corroborate this through an elaborate 

computation.1 For example, it was indicated that the increased power 

resulted in increase take up of power especially from the industrial sector 

and China's steel output grew by 7.5% in 2013.  

A country's economy and its energy use, particularly electricity use, are 

linked.....All else equal, a growing economy leads to greater energy and 

electricity use.2  

                                                           
1
 http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2014/01/20/what-chinas-electricity-usage-says-about-growth/ 

2
 U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA)- http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/ 

http://topics.wsj.com/person/L/keqiang,-l/7155
http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2011/06/10/chinese-gdp-data-how-reliable/
http://www.eia.gov/
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/
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Morimoto and Hope in their research findings implied that current as well as 

past changes in electricity supply have a significant impact on a change in 

real GDP in Sri Lanka.3 They further argue that an increase in economic 

output was due to increased electricity supply in Sri Lanka. 

It is on such basis that the argument for base load certainty becomes 

imperative and therefore the undoubted significance of nuclear energy 

becomes a vital factor.  

When considering global trends World Nuclear Association claimed as recent 

as last month that:  

 “There are over 430 commercial nuclear power reactors operable in 

31 countries, with over 370,000 MWe of total capacity. About 70 more 

reactors are under construction. 

 They provide over 11% of the world's electricity as continuous, 

reliable base-load power, without carbon dioxide emissions. 

 56 countries operate a total of about 240 research reactors and a 

further 180 nuclear reactors power some 150 ships and submarines.” 

It is further claimed that African countries are also considering opting for 

nuclear energy. Countries such as South Africa, Egypt, Kenya, and Nigeria 

are currently planning to build nuclear power plants in the next decades 

and there are other African countries are considering or preparing for 

nuclear. 

Egypt’s nuclear plans are expected to generate 5,000 MW by 2027. Kenya 

expects to commission its first nuclear plant of 1,000MW in 2022 and three 

other nuclear plants with a combined capacity of 4000MW are expected to 

be commissioned by 2031.  Nigeria plans 1,000MW from two proposed 

nuclear plants before 2019 and the country’s quest for nuclear power is 

boosted by an abundance of uranium. 
                                                           
3 THE IMPACT OF ELECTRICITY SUPPLY ON ECONOMIC GROWTH IN SRI LANKA - R Morimoto and C Hope; 

University of Cambridge: Judge Institute of Management 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Nuclear_Association
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THE BROADER TRANSFORMATION ENVIRONMENT – PROS AND CONS 

Any endeavours to improve supply of electricity also warrant a broad 

conducive environment for the electricity sector to advance. We also need to 

keep in mind the negative impact should such attributes be ignored. 

VIBRANT DEMOCRACY 

The electricity sector has various stakeholders and role-players who have to 

work as a collective to ensure a sustained supply of electricity. 

The work of such community is also dependant on the democratic practices 

that the government facilitates in its engagement with others. 

QUALITY POLICY, LEGISLATION AND REGULATION 

Quality policies, laws and regulations are amongst the prerequisites for a 

solid electricity industry that will buttress and sustain a growing economy. 

With a world-class and progressive legal framework, South African 

legislation governing commerce, labour and maritime issues is particularly 

strong, and laws on competition policy, copyright, patents, trademarks and 

disputes conform to international norms and standards. South Africa’s 

dream of growing an inclusive economy by drawing on the energies of its 

people is given voice through the National Development Plan 2030, launched 

in August 2012.  

The New Growth Plan, launched in November 2010, builds on plans to 

restructure the economy to ensure more inclusive and sustainable growth. 

The road map to do this is provided by the Industrial Policy Action Plan, 

which proposes multi-sectoral interventions across agriculture, mining, 

manufacturing, tourism and other high-level services to create substantial 

employment. 

With regards to legislation and regulation a lot has been developed hitherto 

but as we advance in the very sector further gaps and constraints emerge. 
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As such the government - through all its spheres - and Parliament are busy 

addressing those challenges. 

GOVERNMENT’S LEADERSHIP ROLE   

The leadership role of the state, in general, and the government, specifically, 

cannot be emphasised more than in this instance especially when it comes 

to certainty, predictability and confidence building.  

In its 2012-13 Global Competitiveness report, the World Economic Forum 

ranked South Africa second in the world for the accountability of its private 

institutions, and third for its financial market development, “indicating high 

confidence in South Africa’s financial markets at a time when trust is 

returning only slowly in many other parts of the world”. The country's 

securities exchange, the JSE, is ranked among the top 20 in the world in 

terms of size. 

ENTER BASELOAD DEBATE 

Given that we are in a conference that is addressing nuclear energy it is 

logical to raise the base load debate once again to, once more, ensure all and 

sundry are speaking from the same perspective. 

HOW DO WE ENSURE THAT A CONDUCIVE ENVIRONMENT FOR 

ELECTRICITY SUPPLY ESPECIALLY NUCLEAR ENERGY PROGRAMMES IS 

CREATED? 

Any country must have, amongst others, a stable environment that is 

conducive for the introduction of energy technologies and such includes: 

① A functional policy and legislative environment for the electricity 

sector and in particular for nuclear energy   

② Functional regulatory environment 

③ A functional system at a political level including, amongst others, the 

parliamentary committees providing the requisite oversight on the 

http://www.weforum.org/issues/global-competitiveness
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implementation of programmes, policy consistency, and even debates 

on technologies. 

④ Experienced and committed industry that has been involved in 

nuclear technology for a sizeable time 

⑤ Functional research and development infrastructure for nuclear 

technology 

⑥ International collaboration that is dynamic, mutually beneficial and 

not abusive by any means 

At least I can vouch that South Africa is amongst the countries that pass the 

above criteria. 

HOW DO WE ENSURE APPROPRIATE ELECTRICITY SUPPLY OF THE 

GROWING SA ECONOMY? 

I consciously chose the above words especially “appropriate” supply given 

the time-based concrete conditions that obtain from one economic period to 

another. It will be helpful that we sample a few areas that will articulate this 

topic.  

MULTI-PRONGED APPROACH 

There can be no single approach in generating electricity for our growing 

economy. Different sources, carriers and technologies have been, are 

currently and still to be developed and applied in as most balanced manner 

as we can do.  

Energy mix as articulated in the Integrated Resource Plan-IRP 2010 is also 

an expression of such a multi-pronged approach. 

The diversity of supply and the benefits that numerous industries are going 

to be created downstream to service these different energy sources (that is 

over and above establishing the energy source) is already under spotlight by 

the government. Such includes, inter alia, growing a manufacturing sector 

that has stronger potential to create jobs. 
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 State’s role and contribution – without any doubt the government and 

parliament are expected and do provide  

 Private sector participation is growing and needs to be encouraged to 

invest more in this sector especially on manufacturing of generation 

equipment, components and appliances locally. 

 Public at large is expected to and has to be mobilised on issues such as 

energy efficiency, participation in shaping and refining policies, laws and 

regulations. A god example is public participation in electricity price 

determination as championed by government through NERSA. 

MOBILISING MOTIVE FORCES FOR TRANSFORMATION  

Whilst government is expected to give the lead and champion the 

improvement of the electricity sector, it behoves on the very government, as 

a people’s government, to mobilise various stakeholders and role-players in 

the sector. The private sector, academia for research, organised civil society, 

rural communities have to be mobilised for each sector to play the requisite 

role and contribution. Such has to extend to the SADC region as well as the 

continent as a whole. Let us bear in mind that South Africa’s transformation 

can only be sustained if it integrates with its neighbours. 

Projects have to be financed, supply and consumption have to be regulated, 

trade in electricity managed in various forms.  

The government as well as Parliament constantly engage with business and 

organised civil society on an ongoing basis in various forms. 

PARADIGM SHIFT 

A shift from the conventional paradigm of unidirectional approach in 

provision of energy to a multidirectional approach is what South Africa 

needs more than anything.  

Historically ESKOM has been the main supplier of electricity in the country. 

Municipalities, albeit only a few, were also players in generation of 
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electricity. However, ever since the advent of democracy, involvement of the 

private sector, through Independent Power Producers-IPP’s, has emerged. 

Initiatives by individual households, in providing their own electricity, are 

slowly surfacing. 

Cogeneration, own generation, campaigns on energy efficiency especially 

electricity saving are taking shape and getting attention, involvement and 

investment through both public and private sector. Frankly these are issues 

that we are not taking advantage of notwithstanding their potential to 

benefit our economic well-being in our transformation path towards a 

vibrant economy.  

ANECDOTES 

A Cape Town company once shared with me on how vital the price and 

sustained supply of electricity was to their competitiveness as they global 

competitors in the main. 

During public hearings in the SA Parliament in Cape Town, a foundry 

company indicated likelihood that it was going to cut operations due to 

electricity prices.  

During an oversight visit in January this year in Msinga and Ndwedwe, 

when we engaged with the communities regarding the solar home systems, 

one interesting response was the need for more power so that households 

could buy refrigerators. Obviously the implication was business growth once 

those solar home systems are improved.  

 


