
 

 

 

 

Envisioning a Just Transition  

 

1. Introduction  
 
As a continent, Africa accounts for the smallest 
share of global greenhouse gas emissions, in 
contrast to the large economies such as China, the 
USA and some countries in Europe. Yet, Africa is 
particularly vulnerable to climate change due to 
its weak adaptive capacity and the ever-increasing 
global political-economic inequality. With 
increasing temperatures, rising sea levels, 
changing precipitation patterns, and more 
extreme weather events, there are many threats to 
human safety and socio-economic development in 
Africa.  

   
South Africa, on the other hand, is responsible for 
half of Africa’s total greenhouse gas emissions. We 
currently rank as the 12th highest emitter in the 
world and are by far the worst on the continent1. 
This is mainly because of our energy-intensive 
economy and the use of coal to generate 
electricity. Using coal to generate electricity has 
been, for a long time, the cheapest option for south 
Africa, but this needs to change if we are to keep 
up with the global community’s accelerated move 
towards cleaner economies. Such change presents 
both risks and opportunities for building inclusive 
economies, and for addressing the challenges of 
inequality at both an international and local level.  

 
 

2. Risks of a Transition 
 
It is strongly expected that the process of 
transitioning from a fossil fuel-based economy to 
a cleaner, sustainable one, will be accompanied by 
varying levels of risks; and that these risks will 
affect people and sectors of the economy and 

society in various places differently. It is obvious 
that already disadvantaged groups in poor 
communities are most likely to bear the burden of 
such a transition. These are people who are 
already excluded from actively participating 
meaningfully in the economy: women, youth, the 
differently able, those in the informal work sector, 
and people with low formal skills or no education. 
In South Africa this threatens to exacerbate the 
existing challenges of poverty, unemployment and 
inequality. In the following subsection of this 
briefing paper we look specifically at the labour 
market and unemployment risks that could arise 
from a transition process – in light of the current 
rate of unemployment, which continues to climb. 
We are seeing an economy that recovers and 
grows to some extent, yet failing to produce new 
jobs2.   
 
2.1. Labour Market and Unemployment Risks  
 
The labour market faces challenges and risks from 
the envisaged transition. It is anticipated that 
large numbers of people will lose their jobs in 
sectors considered to be high emitters of carbon 
dioxide, such as the electricity-generation and the 
associated fossil-fuels mining sector in South 
Africa’s case. In addition to having a huge impact 
on the lives of people supported by these workers, 
it will also have detrimental effects on both the 
formal and informal businesses that have 
developed to service these sectors – which clearly 
indicates that the anticipated risks will be far-
reaching and interlinking, thus needing to be 
viewed with a holistic approach.  
Looking at it from an international perspective 
also helps us understand how the labour market 
in its current state faces a potential risk in South 
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Africa’s transition to a clean economy. One of the 
most prevalent issues to be considered is the 
inequality between wealthy and poor countries. 
For example, during the height of the COVID-19, 
global political-economic realities played out in 
the processes of vaccination distribution, and 
many people died needlessly as a result. Wealthier 
countries, with more access to capital, had greater 
access to vaccine development rights and vaccine 
stocks, thus determining the rules of global health 
in that regard. This was a clear indication of the 
inability of the global community to evenly share 
the risks of a global crisis, and something similar 
can be expected when it comes to the transition 
away from fossil-fuels.  
 
The International Labour Organization articulates 
some of these challenges in its World Employment 
and Social Outlook Trends 2022 report.3 The 
report shows, amongst many other things, how 
labour market recovery has been fastest in high-
income countries, in comparison to low income 
countries which continue to see a decline in new 
employment created, and which show the slowest 
economic recovery from COVID-19. It also records 
the employment disparities between women and 
men, looking at issues of low-income inequality; 
unequal treatment; and employment 
opportunities, with women being the most 
vulnerable group in the global labour market.   

 
Although following the same global trend, South 
Africa has a slightly different employment and 
social outlook, considering that it is largely its 
young people aged between 15 – 35 that continue 
to record the highest unemployment rates. This 
threatens the very social fibre and future of the 
country, where the most active citizens, with 
plenty of potential, are left destitute and with the 
least hope for the future.   

 
Moreover, we find that issues of income 
inequality, unequal treatment and employment 
opportunities are largely centred around gender, 
race, and skills and education levels in South 
Africa’s context; with gender being the most 
problematic area of the three. According to the 
2021 Second Quarter Labour Force Survey,4 the 
labour market in South Africa is  seen to be more 
favourable to men than it is to women. The report 
also indicates that there is a higher proportion of 
men participating in the formal labour market 
than there are women; and that women continue 
to spend most of their time and energy in 
uncompensated informal labour. Furthermore, 
opportunities for appointment to positions of 

decision-making and senior jobs in certain sectors 
are far more available to men than they are to 
women. And, irrespective of gender, the black and 
coloured population groups remain the most 
vulnerable in South Africa’s labour market. 
 

  
3. Opportunities Flowing from a Just 
Transition  
 
The process of transition presents South Africa 
with an opportunity to address the challenges of 
poverty, inequality and unemployment, if it is 
done correctly. There is a great opportunity to re-
imagine an economy that is inclusive of those who 
have never participated in it meaningfully, and to 
bring in new role players from the most 
marginalised communities, where the effects of a 
transition are going to be largely experienced. For 
these and a whole lot of other benefits to be 
realised, it is going to be of paramount importance 
that the process is considered to be just by those 
most severely affected by the change. According to 
the International Trade Union Confederation, a 
just transition should be able to secure the future 
and the livelihoods of workers and their 
communities in a low carbon economy. Dialogue 
between workers, employers, unions, government 
and the affected communities should help to 
mitigate the anticipated risks that result from such 
a process, while exploring new opportunities to 
build an economy that yields plenty of sustainable 
jobs.5 And, through a just transition plan, 
mechanisms should be put in place that guide how 
best to deal with the envisaged risks and 
opportunities – which should be equally 
distributed among stakeholders.  

  
3.1. New Labour Market and Employment 
opportunities  
 
Some of the opportunities flowing from a just 
transition in South Africa could arise through: the 
re-invigoration of the agricultural sector in the 
most remote areas in Limpopo; the repurposing of 
coal mines in the Mpumalanga region; and the 
introduction of electric vehicle manufacturing in 
the Eastern Cape’s automobile sector. Those who 
are currently working in these sectors could be 
equipped with new skills that make them 
competitive in these fields. At the same time, we 
could build new support industries in local 
manufacturing to create the necessary jobs for the 
unemployed youth and the overlooked women 
who have some level of training and education. 
And we could find ways to include training and 
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education relating to some of these new industries 
in South Africa’s school and tertiary curricula as 
we move ahead. 
 
Another important opportunity could come from 
reviving rural economies for those who depend on 
subsistence farming as a livelihood. This would 
involve making rural communities attractive and 
economically viable through accessible local 
markets; the support of other livelihoods such as 
forestry; and the roll-out of massive infrastructure 
development. This could help those with low/no 
skills in rural communities to work with what they 
have available to them, while creating 
opportunities for them to be trained in 
entrepreneual and business skills.  
Thus far, the Presidential Climate Commission 
(PCC) has been successful in its approach to 
charting a just transition pathway for South Africa. 
The PCC was appointed by President Cyril 
Ramaphosa in 20216 to lead the work of climate 
change response co-ordination in the country. 
They have embarked on a process of drafting a just 
transition framework, while simultaneously 
engaging the most affected and interested 
stakeholders in communities all over the country. 

This process will hopefully help the country in 
setting up an agenda to move from a fossil-fuels 
dependent economy to a cleaner, sustainable 
economy on local terms.  

 
 

4. Conclusion  
 
South Africa has come a long way in facilitating 
national discussions around a low carbon 
economy. It is a complex conversation, given the 
country’s long dependence on coal for electricity 
generation and supporting economic growth, but 
one that needs to be continuously and openly held, 
to ensure that no-one is left behind. The 
stakeholder engagements facilitated by the PCC in 
the last few months have highlighted some of the 
crucial aspects that need to be considered in order 
to make this process a just one. These include 
issues of transparency and trust-building between 
the various stakeholders involved – government, 
business, labour and communities – so that the 
anticipated risks and opportunities of a transition 
process are equally shared, thereby making the 
process as just as possible.  
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1 https://www.polity.org.za/article/south-africa-the-12th-biggest-source-of-greenhouse-gases-yes-but-thats-not-the-
only-measure-that-matters-2021-04-19  
2 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-03-29-south-african-unemployment-rate-hits-record-35-3-in-q4-
2021/#:~:text=South%20Africa's%20unemployment%20rate%20has,has%20been%20a%20jobless%20one.  
3 https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/trends2022/WCMS_834081/lang--en/index.htm  
4 http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0211/Presentation%20QLFS%20Q2_2021.pdf  
5 https://lifeaftercoal.org.za/about/just-
transition#:~:text=The%20International%20Trade%20Union%20Confederation,%2C%20employers%2C%20gover
nment%20and%20communities.  
6 https://www.climatecommission.org.za/  
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