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Demistifying employment in South Africa’s Just Energy 
Transition: Exploring emerging decent work themes
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Merin Jacoba

aCentre for Sustainability Transitions, Stellenbosch University, Stellenbosch, South Africa; bDepartment of 
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ABSTRACT
The South African energy sector is faced with competing priorities 
concerned with ensuring environmental sustainability, energy 
security, and balancing its citizens’ socio-economic needs. The 
decarbonisation agenda has put a spotlight on the quality of jobs 
in the energy sector, particularly those in the coal value chain. 
This paper aims to bring some focus to the subject of decent 
work as per the International Labour Organisation’s definition and 
highlights the emerging themes in the South African energy 
sector. Our research shows that, although the country is on the 
path to decarbonisation, a clear definition of a job and decent 
work is needed. We show that if the country is to depend on the 
Renewable Energy industry, it is imperative to ensure that this 
industry has the capacity to provide the necessary skills and 
training to its new workforce and provide fair and just working 
conditions that would lead to decent work.
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1. Introduction

As the world places climate action at the forefront of the global agenda, South Africa 
stands as both one of the most carbon-intensive developing economies globally and 
the first nation to engage in the Just Energy Transition Partnership (JETP) aimed at dec
arbonising the economy in a socially just manner (BFT & CST 2022; The Presidency 
2023). The country’s energy transition also comes at a time when the electricity infra
structure is too old and under-maintained to reliably supply power to a constrained 
grid (BFT & CST 2023). Subsequently, the country is subjected to ‘load shedding’ 
which stunts economic activity. Therefore, the shift to a decarbonised power supply is 
not only borne from global sustainability agendas but South Africa’s own domestic 
need to secure energy access that is reliable and affordable to all (BFT & CST 2022).

Extreme social disparities plague South Africa: it is the most unequal society in the 
world with a 68% Gini coefficient (World Bank 2022), it has extreme levels of poverty 
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(Francis & Webster 2019), and has one of the highest unemployment rates in the world at 
32.9% (Stats SA 2023; World Population Review 2023). Therefore, in addition to transi
tioning to green energy, there is an emphasis on the transition being a ‘just’ transition. 
Presidential Climate Commission (2022) contextualises this accordingly by defining a 
just transition as one that: 

… aims to achieve a quality life for all South Africans, in the context of increasing the ability 
to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate, fostering climate resilience, and reaching net-zero 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, in line with best available science. A just transition con
tributes to the goals of decent work for all, social inclusion, and the eradication of poverty  
… 

While the Just Energy Transition (JET) is a narrower definition of the Just Transition 
(JT), the JET is driven mainly by a desire to fuse together the environmental commit
ments to climate action (SDG 13) and affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) with the 
socio-economic commitments to end poverty (SDG 1) and reduce inequalities (SDG 
10). Therefore, for the South African context, the path to decarbonisation must be con
nected to the social impact narrative of eradicating poverty and inequalities as well as 
creating employment opportunities for sustainable economic development. Chapter 
three of the National Development Plan (NDP) for 2030 calls for the realisation of 
decent work in the expanding economy, recognising that it is imperative to balance 
the expansion of employment with the protection of human rights (NDP 2012). The 
NDP (2012), as well as other government-related documents, express an intention by 
the South African constitution to promote a green pathway in which the creation of 
decent work plays a major role (IRP 2019; Presidential Climate Commission 2022; 
The Presidency 2023).

The subject of jobs has featured prominently in the South African energy transition 
agenda (DFFE 2020; The Presidency 2020; Presidential Climate Commission 2022), 
first as an issue of concern for potential job losses in the coal value chain as a result of 
decarbonisation efforts (Hermanus & Montmasson-Clair 2021; IEJ 2021), and second 
from the potential job gains from renewables (IASS & CSIR 2019; Ram et al. 2020; 
IRENA 2022). The Renewable Energy Independent Power Producers Procurement Pro
gramme (REIPPPP), which is the auction mechanism by which the state has procured 
power in South Africa, originally had significant localisation and equity requirements 
to make the energy transition a vehicle for not only green energy deployment but 
green supply chains, skills development, and employment creation (Eberhard & Naude 
2016; Morris et al. 2020).

However, job creation and decent work are not synonymous with each other. Job cre
ation is associated with the number of jobs, while decent work refers to job quality and 
working conditions (Ghai 2003). Even though South Africa has been involved in the build
ing out of renewable energy projects for over a decade now, the quality and working con
ditions of employment created by the renewable energy industries still need to be explored.

This paper aims to apply the concept of decent work to the energy sector in South 
Africa, first by clarifying what the concept of decent work means within the South 
African context and second, by understanding the various expectations that different 
South Africans have for decent work in the transitioning energy sector. It acknowledges 
that green energy is not synonymous with equitable work. It exploratively assesses the 
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meaning of ‘decent work’ from different perspectives to contribute to a more informed 
understanding of decent work and job creation in the green economy.

What follows in this paper is = a literature review and knowledge gap section that 
explores the significance of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) in defining 
decent work. Next, we delve into the research objectives and questions, providing an 
overview of the study’s goals and the necessary inquiries to comprehend decent work 
within the context of the South African energy transition process. The methods 
section outlines the data collection process from various sources. This is followed by 
an analysis section, which focuses on discussions held with different South African 
energy sector stakeholders regarding the concept of decent work. Finally, we conclude 
by synthesising the main discussion points to assess whether the paper has achieved 
its objectives and addressed the research question.

2. The basis of decent work in South Africa

The South African government aims to reduce the country’s carbon emissions to ensure a 
sustainable future. South Africa is a signatory of the Paris Agreement of 2015 and in 2021 
pledged to limit its Green House Gas (GHG) emissions to 398–510 MtCO2e by 2025, and 
to 350–420 MtCO2e by 2030 (WRI 2021). For the country, decarbonising the energy 
sector means less dependency on coal for generating electricity. Although projections 
show that coal use reduction sheds jobs in the coal value chain, there are potential 
new jobs in the renewable energy value chain (IASS & CSIR 2019; Roff et al. 2020). 
According to the Council for Scientific Research (CSIR), there should be an ambitious 
commitment to producing electricity through renewable energy in South Africa as this 
is needed to replace the ageing coal-fired power stations (Roff et al. 2020). An investment 
in building 5GW renewable energy would create up to 50,000 jobs per annum (Swilling 
et al. 2021).

According to the ILO, there are four pillars of decent work, namely: employment cre
ation, social protection, workers’ rights, and social dialogue (ILO 2013). (Figure 1)

Figure 1. Decent work pillars and the substantive indicators and elements that match each pillar.
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The first pillar of decent work, employment creation, refers to ‘adequate opportunities 
for work, remuneration (in cash and in-kind), and embraces safety at work and healthy 
working conditions’ (Ghai 2003, 113). Irrespective of the sector, any employment created 
must satisfy this first pillar. The second pillar refers to the social protection of workers, 
which entails protection at work and social protection ‘against contingencies such as 
unemployment, sickness, maternity, disability and destitution in old age’ (Ghai 2003, 
122). The third pillar refers to workers’ rights, whereby workers have the ‘freedom of 
association, non-discrimination at work, and the absence of forced labour and child 
labour’ (Ghai 2003, 113). Social dialogue is the fourth and last pillar referring to the 
workers’ rights ‘to present their views, defend their interests and engage in discussions 
to negotiate work-related matters with employers and authorities’ (Ghai 2003, 113). Evi
dently, safety and security are key in ensuring decent work conditions throughout these 
pillars.

The total restructuring of South Africa’s labour relations following recommendations 
of the Wiehahn commission report of 1979 provided Black South African workers the 
same industrial rights as their white counterparts. The restructuring brought into 
sharp focus the four pillars of decent work before the concept was made mainstream 
by the ILO in 1999, setting the scene for debates on labour market regulation policy in 
democratic South Africa. The 1996 Labour Relations Act concretised gains from 
Wiehahn commission (SAF 1996). Employers and organised labour groups debated 
this Act, with contention points between the cost of labour and the flexibility of the 
labour market (SAF 1996; Bezuidenhout & Kenny 2000).

Tasked by the South African government with developing a framework to reduce 
decent work in informal employment, the Society, Work and Politics Institute 
(SWOP) at the University of the Witwatersrand developed the Decent Work Deficit 
Index (DWDI) in 2008. SWOP used Standing’s (1997) seven variables of security in 
the workplace to develop the index (Webster et al. 2008).

The seven variables are (Webster et al. 2008): 

(1) Labour market security: employment opportunities in the sector;
(2) Employment security: protection against arbitrary dismissals;
(3) Job security: opportunities to build a career and increase income;
(4) Work security: protection against accidents and illness at work, and limits to 

working time;
(5) Skills reproduction security: opportunities to gain and retain skills;
(6) Representation security: protection of collective voice in the labour market through 

independent unions and employers’ associations; and
(7) Income security: regular minimum income and comprehensive non-wage benefits.

After establishing an ‘informality continuum’ in the value chain on the basis of exam
ining wages and work conditions at different points in the chain, the DWDI illustrates 
how employment security increases at the formal end and decreases at the informal 
end of the continuum (Webster et al. 2009). Webster et al. (2008) demonstrate this 
phenomenon through five case studies in the following formal and informal economic 
activities: (i) small clothing factories (manufacturing); (ii) sub-contractors in the plati
num mine (mining); (iii) collectors in the scrap metal; (iv) collectors in waste papers 
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(recycling); and (v) workers in shebeens and taverns. The ‘informality continuum’ shows 
how with the advent of market liberalisation the formal economy can deformalise 
employment relations through various forms of employment flexibility (Webster et al. 
2008). For example, outsourcing some parts of the production process and operations, 
using casual labour, sub-contracting or seasonal labour, can create an informal 
economy which is interdependent on the formal economy. The ‘informality continuum’ 
provides a useful framework for understanding the level of employment security that 
comes with direct, indirect and induced employment in the key sectors involved in the 
rollout of renewable energy (Benjamin & Mbaye 2012).

The ‘informality continuum’ has two key determinants: ‘the degree of representational 
security, and the location of the workers in the value chain’ (Webster et al. 2008, v). The 
higher the degree of representational security, the higher a worker is in the value chain, 
and vice versa. It is in the context of the ‘informality continuum’ that Webster et al. 
(2009) argue that decent work in South Africa should be an objective to aspire to, 
which can be incrementally achieved but is not immediately achievable under the prevail
ing labour market conditions characterised by a highly gendered and racialised unem
ployment rate. Gradín (2019) echoes this, showing that employment segregation by 
race has not improved working conditions for black people and women of colour, 
even in post-apartheid South Africa.

3. Objective and research questions

In light of global challenges and South Africa’s context, and as described in section 1, 
South Africa’s energy transition journey must be ‘just.’ For South Africa, a just energy 
transition should refer to the dual process of decarbonising the economy by transitioning 
to renewable energy while simultaneously achieving social justice by addressing socio- 
economic injustices of poverty, unemployment and inequality. Ensuring the availability 
of sustainable and decent work opportunities is one way the South African energy sector 
can ensure a just energy transition through various innovative ways where a sustainable 
energy mix is at the core of all economic growth activities.

This study’s main objective is to draw attention to how decent work is understood and 
described by various stakeholders in the South African energy sector that is undergoing a 
transition to fulfil goals that will enable the reduction of carbon emissions. We also draw 
knowledge from key sources on the meaning of decent work for different stakeholders in 
the South African energy sector and highlight critical aspects of decent work and job cre
ation discourse as seen by these stakeholders. In exploring ‘meaningful employment’ or 
‘decent work’ from different perspectives, we can gain a more refined understanding of 
these concepts and achieve greater consensus in South Africa’s just energy transition dis
course. This, in turn, will better inform the key elements to be considered in discussions 
on jobs and decent work in the decarbonising energy sector in light of South Africa’s 
energy transition. To achieve this, we answer the following questions: 

. How do different stakeholders in South Africa understand decent work and what 
aspects should be considered for the nation’s context?

. What are the potential tensions and challenges in integrating decent work principles 
into the energy transition process in South Africa?
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The importance of answering these questions lies in South Africa’s state of energy, its 
employment potential, and the fact that the country is entering a new dawn whereby the 
electricity sector is in the midst of a foundational shift. Decades of reliance on fossil fuels, 
particularly coal, are giving way to stakeholders’ increased understanding that a greener 
electricity sector is needed (Hermanus & Montmasson-Clair 2021). At the same time, the 
damage caused by burning fossil fuels such as coal can no longer be ignored as stark evi
dence of climate change disasters in South Africa and the rest of the world become more 
visible (The Presidency 2023). Extreme weather conditions cause irreparable damage to 
the earth, and although everyone is at risk of being affected by these conditions, people 
with low incomes are most vulnerable and least resilient.

4. Method

We collected literature on decent work through academic and grey literature sources. We 
also sourced literature on the South African energy sector, its employment conditions 
and overall benefit to society. As our research and this article focus on decent work con
ditions, literature from the ILO, specifically referring to the pillars of decent work, was 
most relevant to draw from. However, this literature has to be understood within a 
South African context as set out by the work done by researchers and academics from 
SWOP. Coupled with the literature review, we also conducted interviews with workers 
in the coal mines and electricity generation power plants in South Africa. We conducted 
a series of stakeholder sessions with various South African energy sector groups.

4.1. Sample selection and interviews

We conducted a total of 51 interviews (which included 13 women and 38 men) with 
current and former coal mine workers and electricity power plants workers. Participants 
were all living in KwaGuqa Township, a low-income area of the Emalahleni municipality 
in the coal mining region of Mpumalanga province in South Africa. We selected this 
location because of its close proximity to the coal mines and power stations and, there
fore, a preferred living area for those working in this local power sector. KwaGuqa Town
ship is also affordable because rental and living costs are not as high as those in the 
‘formal’ suburbs; this is attractive for workers who have come from other parts of the 
country to seek employment in the coal mines and power stations.

We used a snowball sampling method, as some respondents referred us to their co- 
workers and ex-colleagues, and a semi-structured interview.

We interviewed 51 low  – and medium-skilled workers with some form of technical 
college diploma relevant to their job. These skills included coal cutters, machine oper
ators, welders, electricians, boiler makers, underground water pumpers, drivers and 
coal conveyor belt operators. Some were employed as contract staff (instead of perma
nent staff), which means they did not qualify for employment benefits such as pensions, 
medical insurance and housing subsidy. Those working as permanent staff members 
were employed for more than ten years, with the longest serving employee in our 
sample having worked for more than 30 years as an underground water pumper.

A set of questions was documented on an interview schedule, which was divided into 
three sections. The first section consisted of questions inquiring about the respondent’s 
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background information such as their age, place of residence and whether they are con
tract or permanent workers. The second section asked questions about the impacts of 
coal mining, climate change and health. This was to explore how these issues relate to 
the work of the respondents. The last section asked questions about issues of decent 
work and compensation for those working in the coal mines and electricity power 
plants. These questions helped to clarify the worker’s perceptions about the working con
ditions and compensation in the coal sector and energy industry. The compensation 
questions were linked to the imminent closure of mines and power plants, and how 
workers would like to be compensated if they were to lose their jobs.

4.2. Stakeholder sessions

To complement information and data from the literature review and interviews, we also 
conducted stakeholder discussions with those we regarded as knowledgeable in the South 
African energy sector. To bring some balance to the different perspectives in the energy 
sector on decent work discourse, we conducted stakeholder discussions with those repre
senting the (i) fossil fuels sector, (ii) renewable energy industries, (iii) researchers and 
practitioners, and (iv) trade union representatives in the energy sector. These stakeholder 
sessions were also a way to triangulate the information gathered from the literature 
review on decent work in the South African energy sector. The stakeholder sessions’ par
ticipants were invited by email correspondence and were selected based on their active 
participation in the South African energy sector in their respective professions. The ses
sions lasted 60–90 minutes, depending on the participants’ availability and intensity of 
the discussion. The sessions also assisted with identifying the research gaps and ground
ing our research in the reality of the South African energy sector.

4.3. Limitations of the sampling techniques

The sampling of our interviews with workers and former workers was limited to a single 
location: KwaGuqa. Due to time and resource constraints, the research team could not 
conduct interviews with workers in other locations. We therefore lack data to compare our 
findings and results to other areas within the Mpumalanga region of South Africa, where 
the energy transition is said to be affecting more workers in the coal and electricity industry.

5. Analysis and discussion

As expected, responses from the different stakeholders varied based on their experience 
and level of employment in the energy sector. Below we present views from the miners, 
power plant workers and their ex-colleagues based on the questions posed to them 
during the interviews. We then present views collected from stakeholder sessions with 
four energy sector groups.

5.1. Workers voices

The 51 respondents representing current and ex-workers were asked several questions 
relating to the South African energy transition, the influence of climate change on the 
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government’s decisions regarding the energy transition and their opinions on coal mine 
closures.

In response to the question, ‘In your opinion, what is a decent or a good job’, the 
following are the insights drawn from the responses given: 

. 19 described a decent job with benefits such as pension payments, medical insurance 
and other benefits that would ensure comfortable living.

. 18 said that a decent job should provide fair payment for the work done.

. 16 said a decent job has a safe and healthy environment with no toxic emissions.

. For ten respondents, a decent job could only be achieved if one had a business.

. Other responses included a description of decent jobs as permanent work and where 
they could be ‘happy’ as employees.

. Only three people said there is nothing like decent work.

Our respondents said they did not regard jobs in the coal mines and power plants as 
decent work, as 80% stated they would not want their children to do the same jobs. 
However, they were concerned about the loss of jobs if the mines were to close due to 
decarbonisation efforts by the government.

In order to ascertain the workers’ perceptions about the imminent closure of coal 
mines in the bid to decarbonise the energy supply sector, we asked the question 
‘South Africa is planning to close coal mines and power plants. Have you heard 
talk about it? How do you think it will affect you?’

Forty-six percent of the respondents said that it would not be fair to close the coal 
mines with lower production because they would lose their jobs. Respondents expressed 
concerns such as: 

. ‘It is unfair because many people will lose jobs.’

. ‘People will lose jobs and the economy will suffer.’

. ‘It will not be fair to close coal mines because the country already suffers from high 
unemployment rates.’

Those in favour of coal mine closures and decommissioning of power plants were 
more concerned about community health issues rather than the loss of jobs. As men
tioned above, the township settlement of KwaGuqa is in close proximity to the coal 
mines and electricity generation power plants. The emissions from mining and electricity 
generation activities have led to health concerns in the area where the community has 
reported a high number of cases of respiratory diseases. In 2022, the High Court 
found that the poor air quality in this area and those in the proximity of the coal 
mines across the Mpumalanga Highveld is in breach of residents’ section 24(a) Consti
tutional right to an environment that is not harmful to their health and well-being (CER 
2022).

5.2. Emerging themes in the decent work discourse

In the following section, we discuss the most prominent themes that emerged from the 
four stakeholder sessions and link them to the findings from the interviews conducted 
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with the community members in KwaGuqa. We allowed our dialogue with them to 
venture into considerations they felt were most important in the discourse on decent 
work and job creation in order to contextualise how different stakeholders understood 
the concept of decent work and what this meant for a decarbonising economy.

5.2.1. Decent now or later?
Different actors had diverging views on how to achieve decent work. One was to create as 
many jobs as possible and to instil principles of decent work later, and the other was to 
integrate decent work principles into the new jobs from the onset. This tension was borne 
from the concern that in the South African context of a very high unemployment rate, 
sustaining existing jobs and generating as many job opportunities as possible was 
more urgent than dictating what kind of jobs ought to be created. According to partici
pant A from the labour stakeholder session (30 November 2022): 

If we are pushing for decent work, then let’s take what we currently have and let’s funda
mentally address the issues of what constitutes decent work within the coal sector and 
meet our SDGs. But to ask people to lose their jobs or to give up their jobs, and then 
have aspirations for decent jobs in sectors that don’t exist, is morally wrong.

This stemmed from the observation that people would rather feed their families and take their 
children to school with money earned from coal-related activities rather than wait without 
clear knowledge of what opportunities the energy transition might (or might not) bring 
for them. Participants in the fossil fuel stakeholder session echoed this sentiment. They men
tioned that first-line community members worried more about their daily needs (such as 
food) than a cleaner environment. Therefore, the conversation of what constitutes ‘decent’ 
seemed premature when there are few demonstrable jobs from renewables.

During the sessions with practitioners and research stakeholders, participants had 
opposing opinions, pointing out that it was easier to integrate decent work principles 
into new industries than to improve the working conditions for employees in already 
established industries. Participant C from the research and practitioner’s stakeholder 
session (29 November 2022) stated: 

Renewable energy jobs are not decent jobs. They are just jobs. Besides the point that we 
should aim for decent jobs, is that it [renewable energy] is a new industry and there is an 
opportunity to break the pattern of jobs that are not decent in other industries. We 
should be setting much higher standards and a much higher bar. We should aim for 
decent jobs from the onset.

Participants argued that the underlying goal for South Africa is not only to reduce unem
ployment but also to close the inequality gap. In doing so, the energy transition can be 
just.

According to Hermanus & Montmasson-Clair (2021), in the year 2020, the IPP Office 
reported that the REIPPPP had created 55 217 direct ‘job-years’ for South African citi
zens, but this was not clear if these were full-time or part-time jobs nor was it clear 
what wages would be paid in these jobs.

5.2.2. Demystifying jobs and skills in the low carbon economy
According to fossil fuel stakeholders, the lack of practical demonstrations of renewable 
energy jobs, especially in areas where coal mine closure would happen, has resulted in 
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a lot of fear, apprehension, and anxiety on the ground. This is because no one there had 
seen what these jobs look like and what skills they require. As a result, people do not 
know whether their skills or experience are suitable to the opportunities which may 
emerge from the renewable energy industries.

Stakeholders from the renewable energy industry pointed out that renewables created 
jobs in other sectors as well, and we should not only look at the jobs created at the project 
level itself. The RE stakeholders continued to say that ancillary services (such as power 
output control, power balancing and voltage support) at a wind farm, for example, 
can create decent jobs for people. These stakeholders regarded it important to support 
RE industries as they would lead to more decent work. More than just pointing out 
the jobs, clarity around the skills and qualifications required for these jobs is important.

The fossil fuel stakeholders echoed this point. They said that we need to be clear about 
what the exact jobs entail and the skills and qualifications required so that people would 
know how to access the opportunities in a greener economy. Additionally, the next pipe
line of workers must be proactively prepared for the decarbonised economy by instilling 
sustainability  – and industry-related skills in schools and higher education institutions.

These points illustrate the need for more empirical studies investigating the job types 
and conditions of employment for jobs in renewable energy industries. There was also 
the realisation that job discourse was too focused on the project development, construc
tion, operation, and maintenance phases. The Renewable Energy Independent Power 
Producers Procurement Programme (REIPPPP) was responsible for approximately 109 
444 jobs for South Africans across the four bid windows. Approximately 67% of these 
jobs are related to Operations and Maintenance (O&M) and can be sustained over the 
20-year operational period. The rest of the jobs are allocated to work done during the 
development and construction phases of the project, and these jobs typically last 1.5–3 
years (IASS & CSIR 2019). The latter are often jobs performed by low-skilled personnel.

Various other jobs that renewables support and their associated skills and qualifica
tions need to be communicated more effectively so that people are aware of the wider 
opportunities that renewable energy industries support. Opportunities in renewable 
energy are often relegated to the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) fields. However, there are other viable career options, such as those in economic 
development management within the renewable energy sector (Swilling et al. 2021).

5.2.3. Setting the minimum requirements of decent work
Participant D, who was in the renewable energy industry stakeholder session (23 Novem
ber 2022), suggested taking the monetary perspective as a starting point for looking at 
decent work. 

From a monetary perspective, I think a very deep, very honest exercise (reflection process) 
needs to be done in South Africa today, to determine what as an adult with a family and kids, 
you need to be able to keep and maintain a household and progress yourself?

The renewable energy industry stakeholder participants also discussed that even though 
many people would not be able to meet all their needs with the jobs offered, the renew
able energy industry, as an emerging sector of the future, should strive towards offering 
this. Another reflection made in this stakeholder session was that engineers in the fossil 
fuels industry, for example, earn a higher average salary than their counterparts. 
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Innovative remuneration models such as share schemes should be introduced to ensure 
that people do not feel that they are ‘settling for less’ in the renewable energy industry. 
This would ensure that workers also have an opportunity to have some ownership and 
share of the wealth created by the renewable energy sector.

Stakeholders stated that mining communities were aware of the health and environ
mental damage the coal industry has caused. In the fossil fuels stakeholder session, the 
participants relayed stories and experiences from the mining communities of how 
some community members had been forced to buy water they could barely afford 
because coal mining activities contaminated their water sources. However, even with 
these conditions, people were still accepting of the coal industry because it enables 
them to be part of the mainstream economy in terms of employment. Some others 
were also dependent on coal daily for fuel as they lacked affordable and clean alternative 
energy sources.

Practitioners and research stakeholders pointed out that the decent work concept was 
generally driven through employment standards at a national level rather than sectoral 
standards. While there might be charters for the different sectors, there was not one 
for the renewable energy industry. Moreover, the issue of sector boundaries needs to 
be considered to ensure clarity on what the RE sector entails and what governance mech
anisms would apply to it.

5.2.4. Manufacturing must happen!
Upstream of coal-fired electricity generation, there is coal mining. However, unlike fossil 
fuels, wind and solar resources do not require labour-intensive extractive activities 
upstream. What lies upstream of deploying renewables includes manufacturing, which 
is associated with the knowledge-based industries that promote economic transform
ation (Aryeetey & Moyo 2012; McMillan et al. 2014). All stakeholders supported the 
development of domestic manufacturing capabilities. However, this would be challen
ging and would require innovative thinking. According to participant A in the renewable 
energy stakeholders’ session (23 November 2022): 

In terms of job creation, there is a huge concentration on those three levels: operations, con
struction, maintenance. But we haven’t truly looked beyond the value chain. Innovatively, I 
think there are opportunities for us to use social economic development programs to create 
employment.

Participants in the fossil fuel sector emphasised that by setting up other industries that 
support renewables, especially the manufacturing of renewable energy components, 
there would be less contestation of the energy transition. Investment into the diversifica
tion of industries could enable job creation in the RE sector, potentially even more than 
through coal industries.

5.2.5. Understanding the role of renewable energy in low carbon economy
There was a clear concern that South Africans viewed the energy transition from different 
levels of understanding, often based on the intentions of the stakeholders supplying this 
information. There was the view that there is a lack of vital information and high levels of 
misinformation when it comes to the energy transition discourse in South Africa. This 
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has led to the lack of common ground for different stakeholders (especially within com
munities) in understanding the energy transition, its purpose, and its benefits.

Notably, participant B from the fossil fuels stakeholder session (1 December 2022) said: 
‘There are power stations that are reaching their end of life. These are going to be closed 
whether there are renewables or not.’ He expanded on his point by asserting that the tran
sition is not why coal power stations are closing. Rather, the transition is part of what 
directed the decisions for new power generation towards renewable energy technologies 
instead of building more coal power plants. The closure of certain power stations in the 
Mpumalanga province would have happened regardless of whether the replacement is a 
new coal plant in the Limpopo province or a renewable energy plant elsewhere. He acknowl
edged that the transition conversation at different levels in South Africa sometimes lacked 
these nuances, resulting in people talking across at each other purely because they under
stood the transition from different reference points.

Participant B, in the practitioners and researchers session (29 November 2022), 
pointed out that the South African private sector has made the renewable energy industry 
profit-driven and that there seemed to be naivety about the industry being morally better 
than other sectors. 

The more accurate representation is that renewables are a different technology, that may be 
better than alternative or older technologies in some respects (like emissions and affordabil
ity), but the dynamics of the renewable energy industry are the same as that of any other 
capitalist market.

In recognising that transformation cannot naturally result from implementing renew
ables, policy can shape the market and socio-economic outcomes, including industrial 
policy. The practitioners and researchers stakeholder session participants pointed out 
that, it was unrealistic to expect private companies operating in the renewable energy 
market fostered by South Africa have to be driven by anything other than profit 
without adequate incentivisation. In a context of high unemployment where there is a 
need to create jobs, the renewable energy market cannot be allowed to operate solely 
in a capitalist model.

Creating a trajectory for renewable energy industries aligned with the developmental 
outcomes we want to see in South Africa would require us to change the parameters 
driving this sector going forward. Until we do that, renewable energy will not be a sol
ution for decent employment creation, even though it is marketed as such.

5.2.6. Decarbonisation at a context-sensitive pace
Stakeholders from labour, fossil fuels and research emphasised the importance of crafting 
a decarbonisation plan suitable to South Africa’s reality and needs. The decarbonisation 
of the economy cannot be divorced from the country’s high poverty, inequality, and 
unemployment realities. As substantiated by literature (Swilling et al. 2021), South 
Africa’s decarbonisation plans cannot directly adopt the strategies used in the Global 
North. According to the stakeholders, there is a need to reflect deeply on aspects like 
just compensation for jobs lost, strategic thinking around reskilling and upskilling, as 
well as taking decisive measures that foster the development and growth of the wider 
value chain. The progress of these considerations needs to align with the pace of our dec
arbonisation if the energy transition is to be just, and therefore create decent work.
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6. Conclusions and considerations for future research

The aim of this paper was to examine the concept of decent work in the South African 
energy sector and its implications for the transition to a greener and more sustainable 
economy. We gained valuable insights by synthesising literature, gathering community 
responses from interviews conducted in KwaGuqa township in Mpumalanga Province, 
South Africa, and listening to the perspectives of various energy sector stakeholders. 
Relating this research to the pillars of decent work, we have discussed how the 
different stakeholders in the South African energy sector are concerned with employment 
opportunities that may be gained and lost as a result of the energy transition. The analysis 
of workers’ voices resulted in an illustration of concern relating to the second pillar of 
decent work, namely the social protection of workers. The workers were not fully 
aware of their employment future in the transitioned energy sector, which brought con
cerns about their future. The lack of opportunities to be part of the conversations with 
employers and government decision-makers also made it difficult for workers to voice 
their concerns about the planned energy transition and the lack of guarantee that it 
would provide decent work opportunities.

Our interviews with the coal mine and power station workers highlighted the impor
tance of decent work conditions and articulated what decent work means to workers. 
Numerous respondents stressed the significance of benefits such as pensions, medical 
insurance, and a safe and healthy working environment. They also voiced apprehensions 
about the nature of their current jobs, with a significant majority stating that they would 
not want their children to pursue similar work in the coal sector. Nevertheless, there was 
a broader agreement that real alternative opportunities needed to be presented prior to 
phasing out coal jobs.

The stakeholder sessions consisted of representatives in the energy sector from the 
fossil fuel industry, the renewables industry, researchers and practitioners and labour. 
A notable theme that emerged was the tension between the immediate need to create 
jobs and the long-term goal of integrating decent work principles into the energy tran
sition. Some stakeholders argued that addressing existing job opportunities within the 
coal sector and ensuring decent work conditions were fundamental before pushing for 
a transition to other industries. They highlighted the moral imperative of safeguarding 
livelihoods and meeting sustainable development goals. On the other hand, research 
and practitioner stakeholders emphasised the potential of the renewable energy sector 
to establish higher standards of decent work from its inception, aiming to break away 
from the patterns observed in other industries.

The stakeholder sessions also emphasised the need to demystify jobs and skills in the 
low-carbon economy. A lack of practical demonstrations and understanding of renew
able energy jobs resulted in fear and apprehension among communities affected by 
coal mine closures. Clarity regarding the skills and qualifications required for jobs in 
the renewable energy sector is crucial for building confidence and facilitating a smoother 
transition, and this will be in line with the first pillar of decent work, which is concerned 
with adequate opportunities for work. All stakeholders agreed that manufacturing in 
renewable energy needed to be established in order to support the economic transform
ation agenda.
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Policymakers, industry stakeholders, and civil society organisations must collaborate 
to develop strategies that promote decent work throughout the energy sector value chain. 
This process entails ensuring fair and safe working conditions, as well as exploring 
opportunities for skill development and job creation in the renewable energy industry 
and related sectors. By addressing the concerns and aspirations of workers and commu
nities, it is possible to foster a just energy transition that simultaneously advances 
environmental sustainability and social well-being.

Based on the research conducted and the results presented on this paper, the following 
questions have been identified for future research. 

1. What are the real alternative opportunities that exist in the renewables sector? What 
do these exact jobs entail and what skills and qualifications are required so that people 
know how to access the opportunities in a greener economy?

2. In understanding the tension that exists between job creation and ensuring those jobs 
are decent, is there a charter that can be drawn up for the Renewable Energy sector to 
set the minimum requirements?

3. In the context of South Africa’s challenges, is there a way to incentivise the renewable 
energy market not to operate solely in a capitalist model? Is there a way to align 
renewable energy industries with the developmental outcomes we want to see in 
South Africa? How can we change the parameters driving this sector going forward?
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Appendix

QUESTIONS FOR COAL MINERS & EX-MINERS

Background information: 

1. Is the worker Male or Female? (This is for the interviewer to note. The information is impor
tant for gender disaggregated data analysis)

2. What is your age:
3. Are you originally from Mpumalanga province? If not, which province or country do you come 

from?
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4. Please tell us about how you began working in the coal mines? How long have you been 
employed or were you employed in this sector? What is / was your position?

5. What do / did you like about working on the coal mines? Is / was it good money? Do people 
respect coal miners? Would you want your children to work in coal mines as well?

Impacts of coal mining. 

6. What do you understand about the impact of coal mining on the environmental and human 
health?

7. Have you heard about climate change? How do you think coal contributes to it?
8. Do you think it is fair that coal mines are being closed to tackle climate change?
9. Are there any health issues you know of that are associated with coal mining?
10. Have you suffered from these health issues?

Coal mine closures and compensation: 

11. South Africa is planning to close coal mines and power plants. Have you heard talk about it? 
How do you think it will affect you?

12. If you are not from Mpumalanga, will you return to your area of origin if you lose your job or 
if the mine were to close down?

13. Some people are talking about policies to help coal miners when mines are closed down. Have 
your employers or union leaders discussed this issue?

14. People are saying that if mines are closed the government should offer some form of ‘compen
sation’. There are many ideas on how this compensation should be paid. Do you have any 
ideas on how this compensation should be given? 
- Would you prefer this to be spread out over a number of years, or as a once off package?
- Do you think instead of compensation, the government should open up new colleges or 

schools to give you new skills? If so, what kind of skills would be helpful for you?
- What kind of jobs would you like to see replace the mining jobs?
- In your opinion, what is a decent or good job? (prompt conditions, pay package, duration, 

benefits etc)
- Some say that instead of giving money, governments should create better roads, streets, and 

provide internet so that new businesses come to your community. This is how new jobs will 
get created. What is your opinion on this?

15. As an ex-miner, did you receive compensation? Was it from your employer or government? 
Was it money or other kind? Please explain if you received another form of compensation.

16. For ex-miners: What did you do with your compensation package?
17. For miners: What will you do with your compensation package?
18. As part of ‘fixing’ the Climate Change problem, governments are supposed to get money from 

international donors. Do you think the South African government will spend the money 
fairly? What do you think they should spend the money on? Do you think mining companies 
should get this money? Or the unions?

19. If the mines close, will you continue to live in this area? Where would you go? Remain in the 
same province, move to another province, move to another country?
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