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What can, and must,
be learned to improve
community development
in the REIPPPP, the
largest renewable energy
programme ever undertaken
in South Africa?

This was the question that 150 diverse participants came together
to explore at a dedicated Learning Event, ‘Deepening REIPPPP’s
Community Development Impact’, in February 2020. The event
was funded by USAID, in partnership with the IPP Office, and
supported by the industry associations SAWEA and SAPVIA, and
was hosted at the IDC in Johannesburg. This executive summary
brings together insights captured by a group dedicated to
recording the rich discussions, and further detail is available in
six accompanying themed practice notes.

Very few people could have predicted the extent to which the country and world would
change, mere weeks after this Learning Event took place. The spread of the novel coronavirus
(COVID-19) has brought the knowledge and experiences gained from the event into sharp focus,
in particular how they relate to the needs of the communities we work with, and the importance
of responding in an impactful, timeous and respectful manner.

Preparation and curation ahead of the Learning

There was keen interest in the run-up to the event,

Event unfolded in consultation with broad industry

and a waiting list had to be kept once capacity was

stakeholders on community development. This aimed to

reached at 150 participants. This marks a stark (and

ensure that questions, needs, and learnings would be

encouraging) change from the prevailing attitudes of

relevant, and took the form of online surveys, meetings

a few years ago. It not only demonstrates a growing

with industry bodies, and workshops with REIPPPP

interest in community development by REIPPPP

service providers delivering economic development

practitioners, but also implies that management

services in host communities. The prospect of just

and executives of renewable energy companies are

getting as many of these stakeholders in the same room

recognising its importance for them, too. No longer is

as possible was also a driving motivation, and promised

community development seen as mere compliance to a

a sort of magic in itself.

kind of transactional tax; instead, clear intentions and
efforts to deepen developmental impacts in project host
communities are being demonstrated.



Think more strategically about social

A sobering takeaway of the two-day proceedings:

investment activities.

huge obstacles remain to realising the desired goal of
thriving renewable energy plants among thriving


Identify ways of partnering for

local communities. So, what is to be done?

a deepened community develpopment
impact.

The keynote speaker, Fumani Mthembi, reminded
participants that the REIPPPP budget is tiny in


Adopt a long-term view with a clear

comparison to government’s contribution to the

vision, coherent strategies and

main development areas of education, health, and

complementary initiatives.

social services. This implies that there is a serious
need for the industry to recognise these constraints
but, relatedly, for stakeholders to form partnerships
to aggregate resources towards deeper impact. A
seasoned community development professional in the
REIPPPP space, Mthembi highlighted the gap between
the status quo and the desired goal, challenging
participants to see themselves as able to bridge that
gap, but only if they do the following:



Significantly deepen awareness of
the context in which we work, with
an appreciation of what can be easily
measured (physical assets and human
capital), and that which is often ignored
(the sociocultural and emotional
landscape).

The question What is to be done? set the tone of active

•

Guest speakers Nomfundo Mogapi (Director of the

engagement over the next two days. In addition to a

Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation)

swathe of smaller break-away case-study sessions, other

and Kim Ballantine (Founder of Chamber Coaching),

notable presentations included:

who unearthed the complex topic of unresolved
‘woundedness’ and trauma in society, its impact

•

USAID’s Mission Director to Southern Africa, John

on communities, on ourselves as community

Groarke, who reminded participants of South Africa’s

development practitioners, and on our ability to

developmental potential and the challenges to

secure meaningful and sustainable development

reaching that potential. He stated that the Department

benefits. They made a strong business case for

of Mineral Resources and Energy’s leadership role in

acknowledging deep, multi-layered trauma in

instituting a programme that directly speaks to these

communities, and the need for trauma-sensitive

challenges reflects that the government is committed,

approaches to interventions.

but it remains the case that everyone in the REIPPPP

•

ecosystem, including those gathered in the room, has

The Learning Event was a great opportunity not only to

a role to play.

talk about all of these challenges, but also to provide a

IPP Office representative, Lolette van Niekerk, who
discussed the achievements of the REIPPPP so far,
as well as the challenges still to be tackled. She
acknowledged that some of the current programme
requirements could have unintentionally prohibited
impact (such as spending schedules), and that
ongoing policy discussions were responding to
these learnings.

•

Associate Professor at Free State University and
the University of Queensland in Australia, Dr Peter
Westoby (via video presentation), who reminded

safe space to be frank and open about the status quo,
and what can be done differently by the industry, service
providers and policy makers. Indeed, a key outcome of
the event is a set of policy recommendations relating to
the REIPPPP framework and requirements. These will be
presented to the IPP Office for consideration in the next
review of relevant aspects of REIPPPP, and are captured
at a high level for all to read in the ‘Recommendations’
sections of each of the practice notes accompanying this
executive summary.
The practice notes cover the following six themes:

participants that community development is both a

•

The importance of collaboration

citizen’s project (communities are the agents of their

•

Committing to community engagement

own development and should be respected as such)

•

The case for community in trusts

and a professional project (requiring rigour and a

•

Planning, implementing, managing, and measuring –

proper understanding of key development principles).

for impact
•

Local economic development – a vital success factor

•

A wake-up call to acknowledge trauma

All interested parties are encouraged to get in touch with any of the organisations involved in this event. A direct contact is



Holle Wlokas | email: hollewlokas@synergy-global.net | www.synergy-global.net

