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To assess whether or not there is hope when discussing the 
‘energy and sustainability‘ debate, the following questions need 
to be considered:

•	 What	is	the	current	reality	regarding	energy	and	sustainability?

•	 What	needs	to	happen	to	secure	a	sustainable	future?

•	 What	is	the	likelihood	of	this	actually	happening?

•	 How	does	this	affect	me	and	the	choices	I	need	to	make	today?

What is the current reality?
The hard reality is that we, as inhabitants of this planet, are living beyond 
our means. The world’s population has reached a stage where the 
amount of resources needed to sustain it exceeds what is available [1].

The WWF Living Planet Report 2012 tells us that we are using 
50% more resources than the earth can provide. By 2030, even two 
planets will not be enough [2].

For Africa, the picture is as shown in Figure 1. Whereas there 
has been a slow and gradual increase in the biocapacity through (for 
example) improved farming methods, the increase in demand has far 
outstripped that. 

Figure 1: Africa’s Ecological Footprint, 1960 – 2050 [2].

The predictions for world energy consumption show a relentless in-
crease, despite conservation and fuel switching efforts [3]. It is forecast 
that there will be a 34% decline in energy intensity (due to improved 
energy efficiencies, fuel switching and a change to less energy intensive 
industries) during the same period.

Graphs on the emissions of carbon dioxide from fossil fuels show 
the, by now well-known, increase since the Industrial Age [4]. However, 
what is not so widely known is that since the world was first made 
aware of this fact, and since the international efforts initiated by the Rio 
summit in 1992, this growth has not slowed down. Since the agreement 
known as the Kyoto Protocol, emissions have continued to increase 
and currently stand at around 35GtCO2 per year.

Figure 2 shows the steady climb in CO2 emissions since the Rio 
Summit, against the Kyoto Protocol target, and Figure 3 shows the 

main emitters today. The rise in China’s emissions, surpassing those 
of the United States of America (USA), has been the major surprise of 
the last twenty years.

 
Figure 2: Global CO2 emissions as compared to the Kyoto target 2012 [5].

Figure 3: The ten biggest CO2 emitters by nation and per capita [5].

TIME magazine recently quoted from a 10 July 2012 report published 
by the National Climatic Data Centre that the odds that the unusual heat 
of the past 13 months in the USA was random, was one in 1,6 million. 
‘Climate change is real, and it is happening now. We can argue about 
what causes it, how to handle it and how to balance the costs of that 
action against the risks of doing nothing, but we need to surrender 
to the basic science. We’re living in an igloo and the ice is melting all 
around us. Time to face the facts’ [6].

What needs to be done?
In answering this question, the key determinant is what one wants to 
achieve. The Calcun Agreement, reached at COP16 (Conference of the 
Parties) in 2010, confirms what most scientists agree, which is that:

Deep cuts in global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are required 
so as to hold the increase in global average temperature below 2˚C 
above pre-industrial levels, and that parties should take urgent action 
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to meet this long-term goal, consistent with science and on the basis 
of equity [7].

What do these ’deep cuts’ imply?
To stay below 2oC, carbon emissions will have to be reduced by 30% 
and 80%, by 2030 and 2050 respectively, as compared with 1990 levels 
[8]. Kendall [7] calculates the total CO2 that can be released between 
2000 and 2030 as between 1 000 and 1 440 Gt CO2. (The difference 
between these two values is that the former will have a 25% chance 
of breaching 2oC, and the latter a 50% chance.)

Between 2000 and 2009 we have already used up 320 Gt of this 
amount, the remaining 680 – 1 120 can last until 2049.This means 
that we can continue like this for about 19 - 33 years, then abruptly 
down to zero.

It stands to reason that the longer we take to act, the more dramatic 
our actions will need to be. The WWF made this sobering statement 
in 2010: ‘We have less than five years to get low carbon reindustri-
alisation underway’.  If we had started immediately in 2010, it would 
have taken a 24% annual growth rate in such technologies to reach 
the 2050 deadline. Starting four years later, in 2014, one would need 
a 30% annual growth rate, and starting in 2018, even a 30% growth 
rate will not achieve the necessary change by 2050 [8].

In South Africa, the policy adjusted Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) 
accepted by parliament in November 2011, envisages a total electricity 
supply in 2030 of 89,5 GW. Although it shows a serious commitment to 
move to renewable energy, coal will still be 46% of the total. Whilst it 
envisages a significant relative reduction in hydrocarbon consumption 
(from 86% to 57%), there is still an absolute increase from 38 GW to 
52 GW, which is a far cry from the required reduction target.

Will these measures be implemented?
Clearly, it makes no sense for any one country (eg South Africa) to 
undertake unilateral cuts that would undoubtedly seriously damage 
our industry and economy, without similar cuts being mandatory on 
all countries. If we look at the rest of the world, one doubts the likeli-
hood of the Calcun targets being achieved based on the following 
three observations:

Population growth
Climate change and carbon emissions are driven largely by fossil fuel 
consumption, which in turn is not only driven by economic growth, but 
by population growth. 

 
Figure 4: Population growth in Africa, 1960 – 2050 [2].

Although it is evident to everybody that the uncontrolled growth in the 
world population (Figure 4 shows the predictions for Africa) is the fun-
damental cause of resource depletion and environmental degradation, 
it is always the ‘elephant in the room’ - the subject is unmentionable. At 
Rio in 1992, many developing world delegates threatened to walk out if 
the issue of population was even placed on the agenda. The 1995 Fourth 
World Conference on Women in Beijing, the ‘Beijing Platform’, framed 
women’s reproductive rights as ‘indivisible, universal and inalienable 
human rights’. The world population is estimated to grow to 9,5 billion 
from the current seven billion by 2050.

So anyone can do the sums – by what percentage must current 
inhabitants’ consumption (or carbon footprint) decrease for the average 
per capita world consumption in 2050 to remain the same as today, 
not to mention decrease? 

Democracy and the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’
In a famous article published in Science in 1968, Garett Hardin explained 
why it is almost impossible to prevent the over-exploitation of a com-
monly owned resource. In his case it was the village green, in our case 
it is the carbon budget.

Simply stated, the principle is that individual rational behaviour (ie 
acting without restraint to maximise short term personal gain) can cause 
long term harm to the environment, to others and ultimately to oneself.

In Copenhagen at COP 15, the self-interest issues of nations clearly 
triumphed over combined global welfare. Even at COP17, the Durban 
Platform still committed parties only to talk. The ad hoc working group 
was tasked to complete its work by 2015 in order to come into effect 
and be implemented from 2020 [7].

So we have lost another nine years at least. Of course, time is of the 
essence, and the longer we delay reductions, the more difficult it be-
comes. If we start absolute emissions in 2015, global emissions will 
have to be reduced by 5% each year. However, if we only start in 2020, 
subsequent reductions will have to be 8% per year [8].

But why is nothing happening if this is so serious? Brian Statham, 
chairman of the South African National Energy Association, (SANEA), 
wrote this in ‘Talking Energy’:

‘I recently had the opportunity to attend a private discussion on 
energy matters while in London. An eminent speaker declared: ‘We will 
not solve the global problems of energy access, energy security and cli-
mate change as long as we continue to use democratic processes’ [10].

If any democratic government today were to unilaterally commit 
its citizens to a major reduction in its standard of living, that govern-
ment would most certainly be removed by the voters (note the riots 
in Greece).

The current impasse at the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is typically between the United States 
(US) (which maintains that it will not commit to reductions until the 

‘Earth’s	climate	system	is	an	angry	beast	and	we	
are	poking	it	with	sticks’	
Wallace	S	Broecker’s,	geochemist

Population growth in 
Africa from 1960 to 2000 
and projected population 
growth from 2010 to 2050 
based on low, medium and 
high population scenarios 
(UN DESA, 2011).
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developing world does) and the chief developing nations emitters (typi-
cally China and India) which maintain that it was developed nations like 
the US which put the GHG out there in the first place, and that they 
cannot retard their own developmental goals until they have reached 
a higher standard of living.

At the 20-year anniversary of the original Rio Conference (called 
Rio+20, held in June 2012), diplomats from 192 countries agreed on a 
non-binding document, ‘The Future We Want’. Delegates (again) de-
clared their commitment to the promotion of a sustainable future, but 
the document largely reaffirms previous action plans and adds nothing 
new [11]. As Ruth Mhlanga, climate and energy campaigner for Green-
peace Africa, described the output: ’We came, we saw, we talked’ [12].

Momentum
The final reason why I believe nothing significant will happen is simply 
momentum. The world economy is a battleship, or a super tanker, not 
a speedboat. It turns slowly. Consider that most of the cars on the road 
today, and by far the majority of the buildings, will still be around in 
twenty years. Despite the magnificent efforts of car manufacturers to 
reduce emissions, and the Green Building Council to encourage energy 
efficient buildings, really fuel efficient cars and five star buildings will 
remain a very small portion of the overall stock for decades to come. 

Few members of the general public are concerned about climate 
change; they have too many other things to worry about. What doesn’t 
help either, are utterances of influential people like the popular Jeremy 
Clarkson, co-presenter of Top Gear, who is quoted as saying in the 
Readers Digest: ‘Everytime somebody mentions global warming, I go 
out and buy another heater’ [13].

It seems to me that there is a total disconnect between what the 
experts – and in some cases, the politicians – are saying, and what the 
normal citizen believes. Most of us expect that the future will be similar 
to the past, with some increased emphasis on recycling, and ‘greener’ 
activities. However, can one even imagine a zero emissions’ economy 
in the lifetime of the current generation? Not likely!

The inevitable conclusion reached, considering the above three 
points, is that the likelihood of achieving a significant slowdown in abso-
lute GHG emissions is very small, if not insignificant. Climate change will 
continue on its relentless course, with no hope of levelling out before 
the +2ºC is reached - and we have already committed to +1,3ºC [8].

Conclusion
How does this affect me and the choices I need to make today?
•	 The	 first	 and	 fundamental	 conclusion,	 therefore,	 is	 that	 private	

citizens should plan for adaptation, since mitigation will not hap-
pen. Of course, all the right behaviours that we have heard about 
at length (Reduce, Reuse, Recycle) should still be practised, since 
this is the only responsible way to live. Energy savings tips are 
available on the Eskom IDM website.

•	 To	answer	the	question	posed	in	the	title,	the	clear	response	must	
be: YES, there is hope – as long as we are ready and willing to take 
on challenges. History has shown that it is in events of suffering 
and difficulties that the human spirit shines brightest.

•	 The	best	human	choices	for	adaptation	are	also	the	same	as	for	
normal human endeavours, whether climate change is real or not: 

become socially aware, make sure that you are part of a mutual 
support system so that you can receive help when needed and 
help others when they are in need.

•	 As	 far	 as	 possible	 become	 independent	 of	 a	 municipal	 supply	
system, as these will be the first to collapse in a crisis. Collect 
rain water. Grow a vegetable garden, even if you only have a little 
space (this can be done in pots if necessary).

•	 For	the	long	term,	and	if	you	are	able	to	do	so,	do	not	live	too	close	
to low lying areas or the sea, since such regions are liable to flood-
ing.
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