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OVERVIEW1  
 

Powerful forces are driving a green economic revolution worldwide, providing in the process a 

strong lever for broad-based economic development in many parts of the globe, and often re-

orienting national development trajectories.  

 

South Africa, having one of the most carbon-intensive economies in the world, is no exception. Its 

national government is strongly committed to unleashing the potential of the green economy. This is 

ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǇŜƭǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨNew Growth PathΩ2 strategy document, which classifies the green economy 

aǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴ ΨƧƻōs ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨIndustrial Policy Action PlanΩ3 in turn, encompasses strategic 

initiatives to develop green industries and to improve energy efficiencies. More recently, the 

Ψbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ /ƘŀƴƎŜ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ StrategyΩ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ a set of near term flagship 

programmes that underline the progressive transition towards a greener economy4. Importantly, the 

window of opportunity is quite limited and the international environment is increasingly 

competitive. This indicates a degree of urgency if South Africa is to succeed in the localisation drive.  

 

For instance, globally the country has one of the best solar resources, complemented by significant 

wind energy potential in certain areas, providing a strong basis for the roll-out of these relatively 

mature technologies. Furthermore, other forms of energy generation are also proving quite 

attractive, with the biofuels and biogas industries fast evolving to supplement the supply mix. South 

Africa is also facing serious challenges with respect to the conservation of its scarce water and soil 

resources, the proper management of which will provide opportunities for development and 

employment creation.  

 

A greening economy should result in expansions of productive capacity and service delivery across a 

wide spectrum of economic sectors, although contractions may be experienced in others. This 

should be progressively supported by investment activity and result in meaningful employment 

creation. A growing green economy should also translate into opportunities for the localisation of 

production, either through the utilisation of existing production capabilities, or the establishment of 

new capacity.  

 

As businesses, households and state agencies progressively adopt cleaner and more sustainable 

operating models due to public pressure, cost considerations and evident opportunities, the 

sustainability of a greener growth and development path should be increasingly safeguarded.  

 

PURPOSE OF THE REPORT 
 

The green economy has been attracting enormous interest worldwide. As businesses, households 

and the public sector gradually choose to embrace green technologies and practices, the potential 

exists to create a substantial number of new job opportunities and to facilitate reskilling. In 

considering the green economy concept, the definition utilised is the United Nations Environment 

ProgrammeΩǎ (UNEP) άΧ ŀ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ όƛǎύ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ results in improved human well-being and 

social equity, while significŀƴǘƭȅ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎŎŀǊŎƛǘƛŜǎΦέ5  

 

In light of the adverse implications of the global economic crisis on employment levels, valuable 

research regarding the potential role of the green economy at national level is being gradually 
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released in countries such as the United States of America (USA), United Kingdom (UK), South Korea 

and China. Multilateral institutions, national development agencies, government departments, 

academic institutions and private sector research units, among others, are increasingly partaking in 

research projects in this area. However, research that focuses on the employment potential of 

specific green industries or activities is far less prevalent at this point in time and, where available, is 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǘƻǇ-ŘƻǿƴΩ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ-specific.  

  

The primary purpose of this report is to provide a segmented view of the net direct job creation 

anticipated to emerge in the formal economy across a wide range of technologies/activities that 

may be classified as green or contributing to the greening of the economy. Supplemented by related 

information, both international and domestic, it is hoped that it will also assist a broad spectrum of 

stakeholders in embracing a green economic revolution, contribute to the prioritisation debate and 

to the respective strategic planning.  

 

Furthermore, by highlighting implementation challenges that are deemed key to unlock the green 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ the report also brings to the fore the importance of stakeholder interventions 

across the board. ¢ƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ 

an earlier stage within a limited window of opportunity and develop competitive advantage in 

specific green areas.  

 

However, the research team is conscious of the fact that the prioritisation of focus areas would have 

been strengthened by the inclusion of investment costs, including the relative costs of various 

technologies. Moreover, considering the segmented approach followed, this report does not 

attempt to provide a general equilibrium analysis that would take into account cross-sectoral trade-

offs. It also does not cover the issue of structural changes that would necessarily accompany a 

transition to the decoupling of economic growth from resource use6, such as changes in the carbon 

intensity of the economy and the consumption of natural resources. These aspects should be the 

subject of future research. 

 

Nevertheless, it is believed that the research and analysis contained herein does provide a basis from 

which to better ascertain the employment creation potential associated with greening the South 

African economy across various segments, thus contributing to current debates on its merits, and 

policy-making.  

 

APPROACH FOLLOWED 
 

The research team was encouraged to envision or think of the desired, yet pragmatic end-state for 

the selected segments of South AfricaΩǎ greener economy in 2025, or alternatively the gradual 

contribution that each could make over different timeframes. The approach ǿŀǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ΨōƻǘǘƻƳ-ǳǇΩΣ 

strongly quantitative and produced an interesting set of findings, although the coverage is not 

exhaustive. 

 

After deliberation, it was decided to focus on the following broad types of activity:  

¶ Energy generation, which pertains to the generation of energy from sustainable, renewable 

and/or alternative sources with low or no carbon emissions;  
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¶ Energy and resource efficiency, which captures, among others, initiatives aimed at reducing 

energy consumption through green buildings, solar water heaters, industrial equipment and 

public transportation;  

¶ Emission and pollution mitigation, relating to the utilisation of technologies aimed at reducing 

the harmful emissions associated with highly polluting industries, including air pollution control, 

electric vehicles, cleaner stoves, recycling, carbon capture and storage and water treatment; and 

¶ Natural resource management, which covers the sustainable management and restoration of 

natural resources, specifically water, soil and land, as well as the conservation and restoration of 

ecosystems. 

 

The employment potential for the individual green areas/technologies within each of these broad 

types of activity was estimated for three consecutive timeframes: the short term (2011 ς 12); the 

medium term (2013 ς 17); and the long term (2018 ς 25). The analysis attempts to estimate the 

employment potential associated with: building, construction and installation activities; operations 

and maintenance services; as well as the possible localisation spin-offs for the manufacturing sector 

as the domestic production of equipment, parts and components benefits from preferential local 

procurement.  

 

Only direct jobs in the formal economy are estimated ς that is, multiplier effects are not taken into 

account in this work ς without specifying the skills requirements. Consequently, the analysis only 

captures a portion of the potential employment impact of a greening economy. Evidence of 

considerable backward and forward linkages through various value chains of production, as well as 

of indirect and induced employment effects is reflected in a number of international studies7. 

Furthermore, recognising the eventuality of considerable job destruction, a net approach was 

adopted per segment of the green economy covered. Lastly, the sectoral coverage is not exhaustive.  

 

A standard layout was adopted for the broad sections and their respective subsections, with the 

exception of the natural resource management section, due to its specific characteristics. For each of 

the 26 green areas/technologies covered, a brief description of the broad technology and its 

variations is provided in the respective subsection. This is followed by a brief overview of the 

historical development and maturity stage, a listing of main advantages and disadvantages, and an 

assessment of its introduction potential in South Africa and in the rest of the African continent. A 

snapshot of the global usage and key players ensues, thus providing an indication of its international 

acceptance, the degree of competition and potential partners. An analysis of the potential job 

creation follows, including an outline of the assumptions made. Each subsection concludes with an 

identification of key challenges and implications for policy-makers and other key stakeholders. 

 

The research and analysis process involved a review of numerous domestic and international 

publications, research papers, strategy documents and industry-specific information. Interaction 

with experts, industry players, government officials and state-owned enterprises also provided 

valuable guidance as to the strategic direction.  
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EMPLOYMENT CREATION POTENTIAL  
 

South Africa is facing an enormous challenge in the form of an excessively high rate of 

unemployment at 25%, or 4.4 million people without work in the third quarter of 2011, which is 

largely of a structural nature, as well as a declining trend in labour intensity. Efforts are under way to 

increase the labour absorption of the various economic sectors (refer to Annexure I for employment 

statistics at sectoral level), with the green economy receiving particular attention. 

 

The green economy is complex, extremely diverse, relatively new and fast evolving in many of its 

segments, particularly in an economy such as South !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎΦ The country will essentially be dealing 

with the progressive and simultaneous introduction of technologies that are either being improved, 

developed or commercialised. The economic merit of many of these technologies may only be fully 

established in years to come, opening up opportunities for the establishment of infant industries 

over time.  

 

The analysis reveals the potential of an unfolding green economy to lead to the creation of 

approximately 98 000 new direct jobs, on average, in the short term, almost 255 000 in the medium 

term and around 462 000 employment opportunities in the formal economy in the long term.  

 

Analysing this potential for each of the four broad types of activity (see figure 0.1), it is clear that the 

jobs associated with natural resource management (ie activities pertaining to biodiversity 

conservation and ecosystem restoration, as well as soil and land management) predominate over 

the three consecutive timeframes ŘǳŜ ǘƻ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƴŘƻǿƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŎŀǇital. 

The share of such activities in the estimated total employment potential rises from around 45% in 

the short term to almost 50% in the long term.  

 

However, the contribution made by a progressively expanding green energy generation segment 

increases from 14% of the total in the short term, or just over 13 500 jobs, to more than 28% in the 

long term, by which time some 130 000 employment opportunities are, on average, expected to be 

associated with this type of activity.  

 

New direct employment opportunities in energy and resource efficiency activities are expected to 

rise, on average, from around 31 500 (32% of the total) in the short term, to almost 68 000 or just 

under 15% of the total in the long term.  

 

Activities associated with emissions and pollution mitigation, in turn, are anticipated to result in 

approximately 8 400 new direct jobs, on average, in the short term, with this number expanding to 

just under 32 000 in the long term.  

 

Figures 0.2 to 0.4 provide an overview of the employment potential associated with the respective 

building, construction and installation activities, operations and maintenance services (O&M), as 

well as manufacturing operations benefiting directly from the anticipated localisation benefits.  
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Figure 0.1: Net direct employment potential per broad type of activity over consecutive timeframes 

 

 
 
 
Source: Authors  
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Figures 0.2 ς 0.4: Net direct employment potential per type of employment activity over consecutive 
timeframes 

 
 

 
 

 
Source: Authors 




















































































































































































































































































































