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South Africa, in line with global trends, has embarked on the
necessary transition to a sustainable development pathway
The country remains, however, entrenched on a highly unsustainable
path
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Figure 3: The policy pyramid
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Numerous policy documents touch on the transition of the South
African economy and society to a sustainable model of
development (see NDP, NGP, NDC)



They however fall short of integrating the sustainability transition
in its vision, connecting the various elements of sustainable
development and addressing the inevitable trade-offs.



Most importantly, the linkages between the transition to
sustainability and socio-economic considerations largely remain to
be unpacked.
◦ The ‘green economy’ is essentially understood as a sector rather
than an economy-wide transformation.
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Figure 4: A typology of stakeholders vis-à-vis
the transition to sustainability


Lack of understanding
of the trade-offs



No internalisation of
the variety of situations
vis-à-vis the transition

Source: Author’s composition
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Multiple plans and
strategies impacting on
the transition



In theory, a general
coherence…; in
practice, a lack of unity
and a number of
problematic areas
persist.



A broader misalignment
persists between
sustainability objectives
and other policies and
priorities.

Figure 5: A representation of the key policy documents
driving the transition to sustainable development in SA

Source: Author’s composition
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Institutionally, despite the
existence of official channels
aimed at facilitating
coordination and alignment,
the management of the
transition remains a key
challenge (see Green Economy
Accord)
Political leadership has largely
been directed at international
negotiations, with minimal
translation into fundamental
domestic transformation
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Despite numerous climate
change strategies, climate
change considerations have not
yet been integrated in other
policies and remain largely
considered as a stand-alone.



Sustainability-focused policies
fail too often to consider the
short-term socio-economic
trade-offs associated with its
implementation, as well as the
heterogeneity of situations



Mirroring the multitude of plans and strategies, numerous measures
have been designed in South Africa to foster the transition



The implementation of numerous instruments (standards, tax
incentives) is unfortunately marred with problems



Altogether, the mix of measures lacks implementation, clarity,
coherence and certainty.



Policies do not adequately capture the diversity of socio-economic
situations and political settlements vis-à-vis the transition to a
sustainable development model and fails to propose tailored
solutions.
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Table 1: Examples of instruments targeted at achieving sustainable development in SA
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Figure 6: Different mixes of measures for different situations
High ability
to transition
Carrot & Stick,
Info provision,
technical
barriers
removal

Reactive
approach to
transition

Enabling
environment;
unlocking
blockages and
bottlenecks
Residual:
Spillovers
from other
quadrants

Political
choice:
Support vs.
Laissez-faire
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Proactive
approach to
transition

Tech. access,
R&D, finance,
coordination

Low ability
to transition
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Most of the essential tools are not available or incomplete,
jeopardising the design and implementation of the transition



Despite multiple initiatives, the available tools are too often
insufficient or unreliable to reduce information asymmetries, design
evidence-based policies and instruments and ensure
implementation



No central information repository gathering all relevant information
for stakeholders (primarily industries and households)



Comprehensive, reliable and up-to-date data and information on
market trends, production and consumption patterns, resource use,
waste streams, and financial flows are not available.
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Establishment of a Climate Change Response Monitoring and
Evaluation System underway
◦ Its success and long-term sustainability remain conditional to the
support of all government departments, entities and stakeholders



GHG Inventories and the Mitigation Potential Analysis are imperfect
◦ but consist of crucial steps towards better information, on which
to build



A number of guidelines and reporting procedures are in place,
◦ but more efforts must be directed towards streamlining and
standardising reporting procedures, facilitating the access to
support mechanisms, and spreading methodologies (see SEIAS)
and tools across agencies and stakeholders

13

Transition Planning:
State capacity:
 Develop an analytical
 Prioritise the development of the
framework on the transition,
skills base for the transition and
considering economic, social
build internal capacity on
and environmental elements
sustainability transition within all
in a holistic fashion
government departments and
entities
 Establish co-development
channels within government
 Enhance inter-governmental
and between government and
coordination at the strategic as
social partners / stakeholders
well as design and implementation
levels
 Co-develop a vision for a
sustainable South African
 Operate a double mainstreaming of
economy and society and a
sustainability in economic policy
roadmap for socio-economic
and socio-economic considerations
transitions
in climate change/environmental
policy
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Transparent information systems:
 Establish a robust and extensive
public information system on
firm- and household-level
dynamics relevant for the
transition
 Establish one-stop-shop
platforms on sustainability for
industry and households;
 Foster inter-stakeholder
dialogue on the management of
the transition;
 Design a suitable platform,
including joint knowledge and
tools, for co-development of
policy.
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Policy coherence and
consistency:
 Focus on operationalising
existing policies and improving
their coherence and
coordination
 Provide long-term clarity and
certainty on environmental
regulation;
 Review and revise
environmental measures from a
socio-economic angle as well
as economic policy
programmes from an
environmental perspective.









Going forward, tremendous opportunities exist for improving the
governance of the transition to a sustainable development pathway
in South Africa.
These processes are aimed at managing a balancing act, consisting
of transitioning enough to maximise the benefits of the transition
and minimise the risks associated with not transitioning; but in line
with South Africa’s capabilities in order to minimise the short-term
trade-offs and threats.
Ultimately, the transition to sustainability is a long-term endeavour
which will take several decades and the planning of which, has to
urgently commence now.
This is the underlying condition sine qua non to ensuring the longterm sustainability (in all its meanings) of government action, and by
extension the transition to sustainable development in South Africa.
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