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Standards like ISO 50 001 [1] have been developed and intend 
to encourage, facilitate, develop and measure the impacts 
of energy efficiency interventions, globally. This is widely 

recognised as an efficient ‘tool’ to reduce the risk or uncertainty as-
sociated with energy efficiency interventions. This will also ensure 
that South African export companies remain globally competitive 
with their international counterparts, when confronted with the 
ever-increasing ‘green legislation’ requirements in certain developed 
countries around the world.

South Africa’s challenge with ISO 50 001

A look at the ISO 50 001 document raises many questions. What is it 
about? What does it cost? Who will benefit from ISO 50 001? Is South 
Africa ready for it from a developmental point of view and will it be 
taken seriously in South Africa? 

In the document, there are specific requirements for an energy 
management system (EnMS), which a participating organisation has 
to develop and implement. This includes, but is not limited, to the 
development of an energy policy, establishing clear objectives, meas-
urable targets and plans which take into account legal requirements 
and information pertaining to significant energy use, etc.

But most businesses do not have an energy policy and think en-
ergy is a component or an input cost. What they fail to see is if you are 
using an X-amount of energy, and the price goes up 25%, you cannot 
just continue business as usual and pass the increase on to end-users 
of the product or service. However, an energy policy is not only about 
the development thereof;  implementation and embracement by all 
staff, from management all the way down to the office cleaners, is ab-
solutely essential, because ISO 50 001 is one of those standards where 
you either fully commit to all of its elements, or you do not do it at all! 

Understanding EnMS and ISO 50 001

An EnMS enables an organisation to achieve its policy commitments, 
take action as needed to improve its energy performance and dem-
onstrate the conformity of the system to the requirements of this 
international standard. The standard will provide organisations and 
companies with technical and management strategies to increase 
energy efficiency, reduce costs and improve environmental perform-

ance. The standard is intended to provide a framework for integrating 
energy efficiency into management practices and also provides the 
basis for a logical and consistent methodology for identifying and 
implementing improvements. Primarily targeting the commercial and 
industrial sectors, it is estimated that the widespread adoption of ISO 
50 001 could influence up to 60% of the world’s energy demand. These 
Standards were developed by the very organisations that need to 
use them and are done so in an open and consensus-driven manner.

A reality check

No company can unilaterally claim to be energy efficient as a result 
of saving say 30% on their energy bill. To comply with ISO 50 001 
you have to maintain accurate records, policy documentation, audit 
reports, etc, as prescribed by ISO, to substantiate such a claim. It is 
a lot of work to do it properly, but it’s a black or white issue, not a 
grey area. It’s not only your electricity bill savings but includes the 
total energy mix for a facility, for example, liquid fuels associated 
with vehicle fleets, gas, renewable energies, etc.

However, it is important to note that the ISO 50 001 is a trans-
parent process requiring reports that will go to a broader group 
of stakeholders, so if you are not willing to share the (relevant) 
information, you might as well not implement the process! In the 
context of increased energy prices and environmental concerns, 
it makes ‘common sense’ to implement a process of this nature.  

How does it work?

ISO 50 001 is based on the ‘plan-do-check-act’ process. Energy effi-
ciency efforts are systematically documented and evaluated to ensure 
continual improvement. It is not a once-off initiative, like you would 
do for a typical DSM project. One cannot just compile a few docu-
ments in a rush for when the assessor comes out to check whether 
you are compliant or not; the overall objective won’t be achieved 
that way. It is a continuous process which requires that you stay up-
to-date with technology development, tariff increases and a whole 
range of important external factors. Staff turnaround occurs in any 
organisation, it is the nature of the business, and new employees will 
need to constantly be trained through induction courses and ongo-
ing on-job awareness initiatives, to constantly remain fully aware of 
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energy in the workplace and incorporating energy management in 
everyday business. 

Taking ownership of this challenge is what is required. Energy 
management has to be a standard item on the agenda at the board 
of directors’ meetings where energy management progress reports 
should be signed off to ensure the highest level of commitment 
within an organisation. Regular reporting at these levels will ensure 
continuous awareness about energy and secure resultant benefits 
for the whole company.

50 001 opportunities

ISO 50 001 properly implemented and maintained, could probably 
provide opportunities. Once the process is put in place and the 
checklist is developed, one way or another, it will identify where 
the opportunities exist within a particular business. ISO will allow 
you to ’police’ your own premises and will effectively mobilise your 
organisation towards becoming a more energy efficient workplace. 

ISO 50 001 has been in development over the past few years. 
Some South African companies have already embraced it, whilst the 
larger volume has not. Why not, you may ask? Because it looks like 
there is a lot of additional administrative work associated with the 
proper implementation of this standard! However, when the potential 
benefits are evaluated in relation to the minimal extra admin effort, 
then the implementation of ISO 50 001 becomes a ‘no brainer’!
Too often, we see organisations committing to save energy, signing 
pledges, etc, but practically on the ground, not much really happens 
in the form of quantifiable benefits. The total energy matrix from the 
initial Energy Efficiency Accord between government and business, 
shows the level of improvement in various core areas, between the 
years 2007 and 2008. One area that shows the most significant im-
provement was for those companies that initiated and implemented 
energy policies in their businesses. Another possible reason for the 
improvements in certain areas, could also be attributed to the early 
– 2008 load shedding in the country, where substantial amounts of 
money was made available through the Eskom DSM project, to al-
leviate demand on the national grid. 

 

Figure 1: Slight improvements in the energy management matrix appeared 
over time during 2007 and 2008. 

Recommendations for continuous energy efficiency 
improvements

The conclusion drawn was that no common reporting system was in 
place, as committed to in the Energy Accord, and periodic reporting 
was not a requirement. Thus very scanty quantitative reports evolved 

and it was recommended that a revised Energy Accord should indicate 
a commitment to develop and enforce a periodic common reporting 
system, which is simple and verifiable, based on sound monitoring 
systems. Although the Energy Accord committed to skills and training 
development, not much occurred in any significant way, as commit-
ted by both government and business. It was recommended that a 
revised Energy Accord should identify key skills and training gaps 
in energy management at all levels and make clear, verifiable and 
well-resourced commitments to develop required skills and training, 
to deliver energy management systems required for reaching the 
mutually agreed targets. In a nutshell, this is exactly what ISO 50 001 
is advocating, but just in a more structured and standardised way!

A friendly warning

The Department of Trade and Industry has warned that South African 
exporters could lose billions of Rand if wealthy nations imposed tough 
tariffs on energy intensive imports from the developing world. About 
40% of South Africa’s exports to the west are energy intensive during 
production. These details, which concerned Members of Parliament, 
were recently revealed by the department’s Dr Brendan Vickers to 
Parliament’s Portfolio Committee on Trade and Industry. Vickers 
has indicated that the wine exports in the Western Cape along with 
the packaging industry, could suffer job losses and approximately  
R 400 M in revenues, because the European Union preferred buy-
ing wine in bulk containers instead of bottles, and then packag-
ing it in their own ‘green bottles’. Looking ahead, Vickers urged 
South African industries to go green as a counter measure [2]. 

Conclusion

 ISO 50 001 in my opinion, provides a bright opportunity to formalise 
and enhance the way we implement, measure and report on energy 
management in South Africa, but it requires a significant commitment 
to succeed in optimising all those potential ISO 50 001 opportunities.
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