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1 Introduction – mandate, context and purpose 

Mandate 

The Cities Support Program was given a mandate by the Minister of Finance and the Mayors to 
identify critical issues facing electricity in the cities and to make recommendations on a way forward 
on these issues. This work was to be done with and through a working group comprising city and 
relevant government officials. 

Context 

GTAC/ERLN convened a workshop on the topic of 'Local and sub-national renewable energy and 
energy efficiency: Challenges and opportunities for economic development” (August 2015). The main 
the points arising from this workshop (which had a strong focus on renewable energy at the city level) 
were: 

 On links to economic competitiveness: Economically competitive cities are also resource 
(and energy) efficient cities. 

 On significance: The role of cities in the energy sector should not be underestimated. 

 On electricity supply dynamics: The electricity supply industry is changing fast, with rapid 
reductions in the cost of distributed renewable generation, and there will be a dramatically 
different energy supply landscape in just a decade. Municipalities need to prepare themselves 
for these inevitable changes. 

 On municipal finance: The existing municipal business model has to change. The role of 
electricity as a key revenue-raising item is coming under pressure, and there is a pressing need 
for new municipal revenue models. Municipalities need to work with National Treasury in 
developing sustainable revenue models and reducing reliance on electricity revenues 

 On municipal/city voice: Important issues facing cities (such as security of supply and 
municipal revenue models that are fast becoming obsolete) do not enjoy sufficient attention 
at a national government level. The local and municipal voice needs to be heard more strongly 
at the national level. To do this, municipalities needed to be more organized and develop a 
coherent narrative. Information needs to be both informative and interesting, as well as well 
targeted. Cities need to present a compelling case on what is happening in sub-national 
electricity space based on a quantified analysis; based on a clear understanding of the dynamics 
of the current system which the municipalities would be up against (which is a political 
economy focused on central control). 

 On legislative mandates and regulation: There are uncertainties with respect to legislative 
mandates for regulation and problems with effective regulation of municipalities with respect 
to both standards and tariffs. There is a need for an urgent review of the 2007 Cabinet decision 
on the single buyer model. Clarity on embedded generation regulations/standards is urgently 
needed. 

 On procurement of IPPs. Municipalities need to be enabled to contract with independent 
power producers. MFMA amendments are necessary to facilitate this. 
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 On the role of embedded generation. The significance of embedded generation needs to 
be recognized at the national level and form part of national policy and planning  

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to provide a conceptual framework to understand the critical issues facing 
electricity within the context of the main points arising from the ERLN workshop noted above and 
broader factors (those going beyond renewable energy and energy efficiency) and to proposed an 
approach to addressing these issues.   

Understanding the incentives underlying a system 

This conceptual framework proceeds on the premise that it is necessary to understand the underlying 
dynamics of a system in order to address and improve outcomes. Existing systems are ‘optimal’ in the 
sense that the system is ‘perfectly configured’ to deliver the existing outcomes.  If different outcomes 
are sought, then changes need to be made to the incentive systems that underpin the existing 
outcomes.  This is not a technical challenge. The incentives arise through the political-economy 
underpinning the existing institutions.  

For example, discussions on the sub-optimal institutional arrangements for the electricity distribution 
sector in South Africa have been going on since before 1998 (17 years ago) when substantive 
institutional reforms to the electricity distribution sector were adopted as official national government 
policy. Despite tens of thousands of person-years of professional effort and expenditure of many 
billions of Rand on these reforms, no reforms have been undertaken, yet the fundament problems 
that prompted the proposed reforms remain.1 

Background briefing papers 

When seeking to understand a problem, it is important to establish the extent of common ground 
among stakeholders, and to identify where differences exist and the nature of these differences. These 
differences could arise for reasons of knowledge gaps or through different interpretations of the ‘facts’ 
(differences in perception related to the meaning and value of different elements of a system). It is 
important to minimize differences arising from the first reason (knowledge gaps) and focus attention 
on the question of perceptions.   

Our perceptions are strongly influenced by where we sit in a system. For example, our understanding 
of a (same) problem, and how the problem is articulated, is likely to be very different depending on 
the group who discusses the problem.  For example, with respect to cities and electricity in general, 
and new energy possibilities in particular, the statement of the problem will be very different if 
formulated by customers, electrical engineers, chief financial officers and politicians (to name just four 
stakeholders in the system). 

With this in mind, three background papers have been prepared. The purpose of these is to develop 
a common basis for understanding the problem, by establishing a common set of ‘facts’ on the 

dynamics of demand and supply in the electricity industry (with a focus on cities) and to establish the 
importance and significance of ‘new energy’ dynamics within this context.  

Briefing Paper 1 outlined the patterns of demand in the electricity industry, looking at the national 
context initially but focusing on electricity demand in the metropolitan municipalities. 

                                                      
1 See “An Overview of the Restructuring of the South African Electricity Distribution Industry” (Salga, 2013). 
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Briefing Paper 2 examined the main dynamics on the supply side, focusing on actual trends and 
dynamics observed in the last few years.   

Briefing paper 3 looked at the implications of both demand patterns and supply patterns for the future 

of the electricity industry at the city level in South Africa with a focus on the significance of new energy 

and embedded generation for cities. 

The briefing papers explain the history and the current position of the electricity supply and 
distribution industry with a focus on municipal distributors. Importantly, they differ from much of 
the research presented in that they examine the pinch points and vulnerabilities and how these can be 

understood in a dynamic way (focusing on the existing and changing incentives in the system). They 
provide an insight into the way that things may change into the future in a new context of rapidly 
rising wholesale electricity prices and responses to them, including embedded generation, efficiency 
and so on.   They provide the material necessary for policy analysis and development, the topic of this 
paper. 

The rapid changes in the costs of supply have resulted in an important set of dynamics at the city level. 

Changing incentives, that are getting stronger over time, are putting additional strain on a system 

that was already under stress. Critical issues facing the sector are set out in this paper in light of these 

changing dynamics. 

2 Why this matters 

2.1 The significance of the metropolitan electricity industry in the national context 

“The central observation is that the important issues surrounding electricity [at the city 

level], security of supply and municipal revenue models that are fast becoming obsolete, do 

not enjoy sufficient attention at a national government level.”  (ERLN Workshop Report) 

The focus of discussions in the electricity industry have been at the national level, on Eskom, the 
national regulation of prices, the Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) process and decisions of future 
national investments in generation, the economic costs of load shedding etc.  

However, cities in general, and the eight metros in particular, are a major and important stakeholder 
in the economy. 75% of new jobs are created in the 8 metros, 50% of economic activity takes place in 
just 5 metros and 42% of the urban population lives in just 4 metros.  

Electricity supply within the metros (and by the metros) is significant in the national context. The five 
largest metros sold 51 TWh in FY2014, which was 23% of Eskom’s total sales and nearly as much as 
Eskom’s total sales to its industrial customers. (Total electricity distributed within the metro areas is 
more than this, because Eskom also distributes within metropolitan areas, but data on this is not 
available.)   

The industry is even more significant in revenue terms. Total revenue from the sale of electricity in 

the eight metros (by the metros) was R56 billion in FY2015, which is 33% of sector revenues.2 This 
is more than Eskom’s revenues from it industrial and mining customers combined. 

                                                      
2 Metro bulk purchases from Eskom are subtracted from Eskom’s total revenues to avoid double counting. 
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Ensuring a stable and cost-effective electricity supply to the cities in South Africa is thus very 
important, and it therefore imperative that the particular dynamics and challenges pertaining to 
electricity in the cities are properly understood. 

2.2 Why institutions and incentives matter 

Institutions are defined for the purposes of this report as the set of both formal and informal 

relationships within which humans and organisations interact and perform. Institutions matter 

because they mediate between rules (how things ought to be done), capability (what gets done, and 
the effectiveness with which things get done) and the sets of accountabilities and incentives that 

determine the flow of benefits and answer the question of why things get done (or not).   There may 
be a divergence between formal rules (as defined in legislation, for example) and what actually 
transpires in practice.  Many proximate problems arise as a result of underlying institutional/incentive 
issues and it is important to understand these in order to solve the problem. 

3 What problem are we trying to solve? 

3.1 Key success measures 

The electricity supply industry’s purpose is to ensure access to reliable electricity, to provide this 

electricity efficiently and at a price that reflects cost while taking into account equity (access and 

affordability) for poor people.  The institutions that provide this electricity need to be financially 

viable, capable and sustainable.  Success in these dimensions supports and promotes social and 
economic development, whereas failure harms both. 

3.2 How are we doing? 

Comprehensive, detailed, robust and up-to-date data on the key measures of success (defined above) 
are not available to the public and are hard to find. The available data is patchy and much of it is not 
robust. Much of the data provided below comes from the 2013 report “A Proposed Approach to the 
Restructuring of the Electricity Distribution Industry” (Salga, 2013b) as well as sources referenced in 
this report.3 

3.2.1 Access 
85% of households in South Africa have access to electricity (2011 Census). This is a remarkable 
achievement.   However, there are still about 2.2 million households without access to electricity (over 
8 million people).  Surprisingly, the largest backlogs are in five metropolitan areas, with close to a third 
of the total backlog (Figure 2). Strong and effective electricity distributors are needed to both complete 
the electrification program and to maintain financial sustainability through a diverse and strong 
customer base.  

                                                      
3 This data could be improved. It is necessary or worthwhile for the purposes of this analysis? It is doubtful that 
more up to date information will change the conclusions drawn in this report on the basis of the data presented. 
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Figure 1: Electricity backlog - ranked by municipality (with metros labelled) 

3.2.2 Reliability  
Poor reliability of the electricity network harms the economy, job creation and affects the poor the 
most.  Eskom’s load shedding has hidden the prevalence, extend and frequency of electricity outages 
caused by distribution network failures. 

There is very little, if any, published data on network performance of the distributors in South 

Africa. This is a crucial data gap. 

Notwithstanding the above, there is increasing evidence that the electricity network (through which 

electricity is distributed to customers) is becoming less reliable, resulting in more frequent and 

more severe unplanned electricity outages in South Africa’s cities and towns.4  This is not just a 
problem at the generation level, which is well known, but also at the distribution level (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 2: South African network performance versus international benchmarks – selected large distributors 

Reliability is important because an unreliable distribution network negatively affects economic growth, 
job creation and the country’s ability to reduce poverty. Businesses and industries lose production, 
productivity suffers and they face higher costs. Creating jobs and reducing poverty is government’s 
top priority. A reliable electricity distribution network is essential to support government’s priorities 
of job creation and poverty reduction. 

                                                      
4 Comprehensive and reliable data on the performance of the South African distribution industry is not available. 
Data presented here is from the first benchmarking conference hosted by EDI-Holdings in 2010. 
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3.2.3 Efficiency 
In the context of increasing scarcity, environmental impacts and cost, and financial and economic 
constraints, it is becoming increasingly important that electricity is used efficiently, and that the 
resources used to supply, distribute and manage the electricity supply are effectively and efficiently 
employed. 

Efficient electricity use. Briefing Paper 1 showed that South Africa’s economy is energy intensive 
as a result of the historical low cost of electricity, and that inefficient use applies also to the users of 
electricity in cities.  We are now experiencing a painful period of adjustment with significant increases 
in the costs of electricity supply and resultant prices. Over time this will lead to much more efficient 
use of electricity. 

Efficiency requires that prices are cost reflective and that the institutions providing the service are 
efficient.  

Pricing. On the pricing side, Briefing Paper 2 showed that, while tariffs are becoming more cost-
reflective in general, some important price signals are not cost-reflective – particularly the disjuncture 
between Eskom’s peak Megaflex tariff and municipal retail pricing for the vast majority of customers 
who are not on a time-of-use tariff. The multitude of tariffs in existence at the municipal level is 
unnecessarily complex, reduces transparency and makes it harder to regulate.  

Institutional efficiency. Briefing Paper 1 showed that the metros have used Eskom’s price increases 
as an opportunity to significantly increase their gross surplus (revenue from sale of electricity less bulk 
electricity purchases) – See Figure 4 below and the details by metro in Annex 1. 

 

Figure 3: Municipal gross surplus – 6 metros 

Between 2009 and 2012, Municipalities increased their gross surplus on electricity by R7.3 billion (a 

68% increase in real terms).5 A recent asset condition assessment for municipal electricity distribution 
assets has shown that the condition of assets has deteriorated in the period 2008 to 2014 showing that 

                                                      
5 The decline after 2012 is as a result of deteriorating business performance of City Power (See Figure 5). The other 
metros continued to sustain and increase the level of gross surplus in real terms. Nelson Mandela Bay did not 
benefit from the Eskom price increases. 
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any spending on the electricity distribution network (for maintenance, rehabilitation, replacement and 
expansion) has been insufficient or ineffective in improving network performance.6 It is likely that 
much of this increase has been used for other municipal expenses while maintenance of electricity 
assets are being short-changed. 

There is a double jeopardy here.  Firstly, distribution costs are not efficient because a considerable 
share of costs imposed on customers have nothing to do with the actual distribution business but are 
rather an extraction of rent. Secondly, there is inadequate spending on the maintenance of the 
distribution assets leading to inefficiencies in the distribution system (unplanned and more frequent 
system outages) with a negative impact on investments, job creation and economic growth (see 
discussion on reliability above). 

Generation efficiency. The renewable energy independent power producer procurement (REIPPP) 

program has shown the benefits of competitive procurement for efficient provision of electricity.7  
This is in stark contrast to cost overruns often experienced on large bespoke design-build projects for 
energy generation. Electricity supply shortages have exacerbated generation efficiency through heavy 
use of diesel fuel, deferment of planned maintenance, efficient coal supply and other effects. These 
effects and concerns are elaborated in the discussion on the electricity supply market in Briefing Paper 
2.  The pertinent point to be made here is that competitive procurement of generation at the city level, 
close to the location of demand, could increase overall efficiency in the electricity supply system 
through reduced distribution losses and improved system optimisation. 

3.2.4 Equity 
Substantial pro-poor subsidies exist within the electricity industry. The value of these subsidies was 
estimated to be at least R8 billion per annum in 2010 in a study for NEDLAC and there is little doubt 
that these subsidies have growth substantially since then in response to increased electricity costs and 
prices.8 The same study noted that South Africa’s primary pro-poor tariffs (the electrification grant, 
free basic electricity and Eskom’s Homelight tariff for 20 Amp supplies) aligned with international 
best practice but that the municipal cross-subsidies were not transparent (poor reporting on costs and 
a lack of ring-fencing), hard to quantify, and were inequitable (poor households in the poorest 
municipalities benefit the least). The analysis in Briefing papers 1 and 2 showed that the municipal 
cross-subsidy model is likely to come under increasing strain over time and will need to be reformed. 

3.2.5 Financial viability and sustainability 
Challenges with respect to the financial viability of Eskom (and its ability to finance its build program) 
have been widely discussed elsewhere and are not addressed here.  

The metros (taken together) have benefitted rather than suffered financially from the Eskom’s 
electricity price increases. In addition to increasing the overall gross surplus (revenue accrued to metro 
municipalities) by R7.3 billion or 68% in real terms (Figure 4), the overall customer debt position of 
municipalities improved (net debtor days declined from 57 to 53 days between 2006 and 2015 for 
electricity the six largest metros combined). However, this overall assessment may be misleading. 

                                                      
6 A report was commission by the Department of Energy in 2014 but is not yet published. Municipalities are 
spending on rehabilitation, replacement and expansion of the network, but spending patterns are volatile and it is 
hard to discern if the spending is both sufficient and effective. See Annex 1. 
7 See, for example, South Africa’s Renewable Energy IPP Procurement Program: Success Factors and Lessons. 
World Bank. 2014. 
8 “A study into approaches to minimise the impact of electricity price increases on the poor.” (NEDLAC, 2010) 
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Individual performance diverged. Net debtor days increased for 4 of the 6 metros and at least one 
metro is in financial distress (Figure 5).9 

 

Figure 4: Signs of an electricity distributor in distress 

Briefing Papers 1, 2 and 3, together, show that the metros will face increasing financial pressures as a 
result of both reduced consumption of distributed electricity and shifting consumption patterns.  

Not only does the existing business model have the wrong incentives (to sell as much electricity as 
possible), it is also unsustainable in the light of the inevitable changes in the structure of the supply 
industry (See Briefing Paper 3). 

Impact of embedded generation on finances 

An analysis of the potential impact of embedded solar PV on metro finances (Briefing Paper 3) 
showed that the gross surplus could be reduced by 30% (R5 billion) having a major impact on 
municipal finances. While this analysis is indicative, it shows that the impact could be substantial. 

3.2.6 Capability 
Capability across the distribution business in South Africa is very skewed (Figure 6).  

                                                      
9 Data on customer debt is given in Annex 3.  A more recent estimate of the cross-subsidy in the City of Cape Town 
put it at R1.5 billion per year – R0.5 billion from mid-high residential and R1 billion from commercial customers to 
subsidise lifeline customers (approximately R150/month per lifeline customer) (SEA, 2015).  
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Figure 5: There are over 120 small distributors (size of bubble = electricity revenue) 

This has been an important driver in the proposals to reform the distribution industry. It should be 
noted that there is also fragmentation within the large metropolitan areas with distribution by both 
Eskom and the metropolitan municipalities. (It is difficult, if not possible, to get data on total electricity 
sales within a metropolitan area and households across the street from each other may experience 
different electricity tariffs as a result of being supplied by different institutions.) 

While the metros and Eskom have long been regarded as strong and capable institutions with respect 
to their distribution businesses, technical performance across the fairly equally sized large metros is 
uneven with some performing much better than others and most report difficulties in retaining capable 
and experienced technical staff.    

The absence of robust and comparable performance data across the metros is a real concern. 

3.2.7 Environmental sustainability  
All (to be confirmed) of the metros have developed Energy and Climate Change strategies, with 
associated energy access, renewable energy and energy efficiency targets; energy efficiency projects 
have been undertaken at scale and a diverse range of renewable energy projects have been developed 
(see Annex 5 for details). 

3.2.8 Summary assessment 
The available evidence suggests that the performance of the electricity distribution industry is declining 
and under stress.  The findings of the EDI benchmarking results presented during an EDI conference 
in February 2011 are still relevant today: 

 Pockets of good performance are on the decrease; 

 Asset management requires urgent focussed attention; 

 Service delivery sustainability is at significant risk; 

 An urgent skills retention, recruitment and development intervention is required; 
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 Effective energy management is urgently required; and 

 There is significant room for improvement in respect of retail, customer service and revenue 
management 

The stresses on the system are likely to increase significantly over time as a result of inevitable 
dynamics in demand and supply going forward (see Briefing Papers 1, 2 and 3). Most importantly, the 
incentives of municipalities (to sell as much electricity as possible, and to tax it as heavily as possible) 
are not conducive to good sector outcomes.  Lastly, the absence of robust comparative data on the 
performance of the distributors is a significant concern. 

4 A framework for analysing root causes 

4.1 Analytical frame 

The underlying reasons giving rise to the outcomes (or symptoms of the problem) presented in the 
previous section are analysed with respect to the analytical frame presented in Figure 7. 

 

Figure 6: Analytical frame 

4.2 Formal rules (policies and legislation) 

Planning and investment decisions in a context of increasing dynamism and complexity 

There appears to be a gap between formal planning processes and actual investment decisions. The 
IRP 2013 provided a more flexible approach to investments compared to IRO 2010), but the IRP 
2013 was not formally adopted and implemented. Proceeding with procurement of new investment 
capacity on the basis of IRP 2010 creates a very real risk of stranded assets with significant costs of 
the economy. A revision or update to the IRP is currently underway. In light of the evidence presented 
in Briefing Papers 1, 2 and 3, there is strong merit in introducing more flexible and incremental 
approaches to capacity addition, with a larger role for the metropolitan distributors. 
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Rules permitting embedded PV generation 

Instead of placing hurdles in the way of embedded generation or local procurement of energy, there 
is a need to embrace an open-ended and more flexible approach to investment decisions and 
implementation. In the context of uncertainty, this will result in a more resilient and robust electricity 
supply sector. Allowing cities a degree of discretion in relation to electricity supply, including the 
procurement of generating capacity, different pricing strategies (that is, grid charges and time-of-use 
metering) provides a useful testing ground for this approach. A set of rules permitting a certain amount 
of PV generation without a commitment to extend these rules for further capacity allows for a certain 
amount of tinkering without taking a view on future impacts that cannot be foreseen. Policy can be 
dynamic and can respond to learning and to changes in supply and demand dynamics. This is a 
practical approach and reduces the risk of making large costly mistakes. 

IPP procurement at local level 

The benefits of a well-run competitive procurement program for renewable energy at the national 
level have been clear for all to see.10 Key success factors included sound program management 
together with good program design. Can this success be replicated at the metro level and, if so, how 
best could this be achieved? One option could be for Cities to make use of the national procurement 
facility already established.11   

Clarifying the authority to regulate tariffs 

Clarity on who regulates electricity prices is necessary in order for there to be effective regulation. 
However, NERSA’s authority to regulate municipal electricity tariffs is not clear. Its legislative 
authority derives from section 4(ii) of the Electricity Regulation Act of 2006, in terms of which the 
Energy Regulator must regulate electricity prices and tariffs.  However, the constitution gives the 
sphere of local government exclusive jurisdiction over electricity reticulation and section 74 of the 
Municipal Systems Act of 2000 requires local governments to set their own tariff policies for municipal 
services against criteria set out in the section of that legislation.  Municipalities have voluntarily 
complied with NERSA municipal tariff regulation processes but the constitutionality of this has not 
been tested in court. See discussion in Annex 6. 

4.3 Institutional structure and accountabilities 

Poor data reduces accountabilities 

It is significant that data about the performance of the electricity distribution system is hard to 
access. Where data exists, it exists in isolation to other relevant data and is not collated or combined. 
The problem exists across the system including municipalities, Eskom, the regulator and national 
departments. For example, a 2014 study on the status of electricity distribution assets has not yet 
been released.  This study was not, itself, able to access the Regulator’s D-forms (a key source of 
relevant data). These forms, in turn, are not considered to be reliable. Eskom does not disclose it’s 
sales in terms of municipal boundaries. Demand profile data and distribution data (temporal and 
across customers) are not readily available. Financial data is unreliable – much of it is not presented 
separately and audited and there is a high degree of unexplained volatility in the data. There is no 
comprehensive and reliable data on PV uptake. 

                                                      
10 South Africa’s Renewable Energy IPP Procurement Program: Success Factors and Lessons. World Bank. 2014. 
11 A small team of technical staff from the Department of Energy and the national Treasury PPP Unit established a 
project office, known as the DOE IPP unit. 
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Low levels of accountability allow poor performance to persist 

Poor and declining performance have been features of the sector for many years. The fact that poor 
performance can be on-going over this long period suggests that there is a lack of accountability in 
the current institutional set up – poor performance has not resulted in effective corrective actions. 
Lack of accountability arises from poor governance. This occurs at two levels. At the municipal level, 
poor performance is tolerated, so poor municipal performance continues. At the national level, 
effective actions to intervene in the poor performance of municipalities are seldom taken. Poor 
governance affects recruitment, the capability of staff, procurement processes, working conditions 
and staff morale and effectiveness, contributing to weak institutions. 

Regulation of the distribution industry has not been robust 

The National Energy Regulator (NERSA) has a challenging job to regulate about 184 municipal 
providers. The regulator has adopted a “soft approach” and there is an absence of robust reporting, 
auditing of performance and strong enforcement in cases of non-compliance with minimum 
standards.  

Lack of ring-fencing reduces financial accountability 

Section 27(i) of the Electricity Regulation Act 2006, requires that municipalities keep separate 
financial statements, including a balance sheet of the reticulation business. Three of the eight metros 
produce separate financial statements for their electricity business – City of Johannesburg (City 
Power), eThekwini and Mangaung (Centelec).   

The requirements of section 27(i) lacks detail, possibly because of constitutional difficulties with 
greater oversight.  

Johannesburg’s City Power was corporatized in 2001 with a governance structure in which the 
Council as shareholder receives dividends, sets standards and policy, approves tariffs and business 
plans. Annual financial statements are produced for the business. However, these requirements do 
not, on their own, guarantee good performance (see Figure 5). 

4.4 Incentives 

Municipal incentives to sell more electricity 

Metros use the sale of electricity as a local tax. Electricity surpluses help fund the rest of the budgets. 
This is officially recognised and NERSA allows a 15% surplus. When wholesale electricity was cheap, 
this model worked acceptably but recently, the working assumptions have been challenged.  The 
increases in the wholesale electricity price have provided an additional benefit to (some) municipal 
budgets so that electricity has become a bigger net contributor even as the amount of electricity 
purchased has fallen (sees Figure 4 and Briefing Paper 1).  

The increase in the number of consumers with low monthly consumption (less than 350 kWh per 
month) places additional reliance on high consumption users (commercial, industrial and high-income 
residential) to make the cross-subsidy model work.  The partial defection of these customers threatens 
this cross-subsidy model by placing a higher burden on a reduced consumption base. 

While it is in the national public interest that electricity is used efficiently and provided at least cost, 
municipalities have the opposite incentive – to sell more electricity at the highest attainable price. That 
is, the incentive is to maximise the gross surplus whilst skimping on maintenance and investments in 
rehabilitation and replacement. Institutional uncertainty created by the long-running regional 
electricity distributor (REDs) process exacerbated this. The regulatory processes intended to moderate 
these forces have not been not sufficient for this task.   
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It is important to find ways to improve the alignment of the incentives facing metros with the national 
interest to promote both economic growth and energy efficiency.  

Incentives related to the location of procurement – local versus national 

The REIPPP program has been criticized for being ‘location blind’ in its awarding of contracts to 
build renewable energy.  Different locations impose different costs of the system as a result of the 
location and absorption capacity of interlinking grid infrastructure, and these costs have not been 
adequately taking into account in the evaluation of the REIPPP bids. It can therefore be argued that 
the resulting generation and transmission mix has not been optimized from a least-cost perspective. 

Allowing competitive tenders at the local city level might go some way to responding to this criticism. 
In this case, the selection of new generation options can be directly matched to the demand 
requirements at the city level. This can allow cities to develop a least-cost incremental path to meeting 
their energy needs taking available national capacity and costs into account.  

The monetary value of generation contracts is large and there are competing incentives for control 
over the award of these contracts. In this context is it likely that national political-economy interests 
will trump local interests making significant procurement of energy at the municipal level unlikely 
unless and until there is a shift in the overall political economy system between national and city 
interests.  (Cities are becoming increasingly important politically.) 

4.5 Technical challenges 

Rethinking and redesigning the grid for the future 

The existing distribution grid is not designed in such a way as to easily incorporate embedded 
generation and increasing embedded generation beyond a low threshold will create some technical 
challenges for grid design and management.  Distributors wanting to maximize the benefits of 
embedded generation will therefore need to be forward thinking and willing to make investments in 
upgrading and redesigning the grid, as well as introducing the management and information systems 
necessary to manage a smart meshed grid optimally and safely. 

Appropriate standards 

New standards are necessary to enable safe connection of embedded generation to the grid, for a 
design of a smart meshed grid and for the metering and related information and network management 
systems. 

There are some risks associated with the development of these standards. In the context of rapid 
evolution of technology, going for a ‘perfect’ solution now may be the enemy of ‘the good’ in the 
medium term.  The standards need to be practical, somewhat flexible and incremental, allowing for 
some experimentation.  Uncertainties and delays should be avoided.  There is a need for constructive 
collaboration between parties (NERSA, Eskom and municipalities in particular). 

5 Some strategic choices 

5.1 Municipal financing alternatives? 

Paradoxically, most of the metros benefitted financially from Eskom’s steep increases in electricity 
prices. However, the higher prices now pose a potential threat to the business model of municipal 
electricity distributors – through loss of sales to high-end customers and an increasing cross-subsidy 
burden, and hence to the financial sustainability of municipalities given their heavy dependence on 
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electricity revenues. National Treasury needs to decide how to respond to this. There is, for example, 
a possibility of using a managed and incentivized transition to alternative financial sources (for 
example, a business tax) to get better outcomes in the electricity sector. 

5.2 Promoting embedded generation? 

Municipalities have no incentive to reduce their revenues and gross surplus from electricity. This 
means that municipal electricity distributors have no incentives to promote solar rooftop PV and other 
methods of embedded generation, as well as improved energy efficiency on the part of their customers. 
In fact, their incentives are in the opposite direction – to place obstacles in the way of decentralized 
and embedded generation and energy efficiency (on the part of their customers) to avoid or delay 
revenue losses. 

National Treasury needs to take a view vis-à-vis the relative economic and environmental merits of an 
extensive roll-out of embedded and decentralized generation (or not) and consider the tax-incentives 
and other mechanisms necessary to promote and incentivize this program, including an adjustment of 
the incentives facing municipal electricity distributors. 

5.3 Local procurement of decentralised generation capacity? 

The relative merits to allowing decentralized procurement of electricity generation capacity by cities 
needs to be carefully examined and a case for or against this option needs to be made, including the 
practical implementation modalities. Given the important role National Treasury played in REIPPP, 
its view on this matter is important and could be persuasive.  

5.4 Compensating municipalities for financial losses? 

Various proposals have been made for some form of compensation to municipalities for losses 
incurred as a result of reduced electricity sales through energy efficiency measures for a national rollout 
of solar PV.12  The tight fiscal environment makes it unlikely that National Treasury will entertain and 
agree to any of these proposals. 

5.5 An alignment of interests between metros and the EIUG?  

Metros and the Energy Intensive User Group (EIUG) account for 70% of total electricity usage in 
South Africa. EIUG may benefit from peaking challenges (contributed primarily by domestic 
consumers and at the city level) being addressed at local city level so that national energy planning for 
expansion of generation capacity can concentrate on reliable cost-effective base load power. There 
may therefore be a synergy of interests between the metros and the EIUG and the use of a public-
private partnership to bring about the desired outcomes, using or building on the Department of 
Energy’s REIIPP program management capability.  

5.6 A reconsideration of the regulatory and institutional framework? 

It can be argued that the current regulatory framework is not effective.  Should the regulatory and 
institutional framework be reconsidered?  See, for example, proposed institutional, financial anad 
regulatory reforms set out in the paper “A Proposed Approach to the Restructuring of the Electricity 
Distribution Industry”  (Salga, 2013b). 

                                                      
12 Proposals in this genre include the CSIR ‘Netfit’ proposal (Renewable Energy and the Net Feed-in Tariff Concept  
Presentation at the ERLN conference CSIR Energy Centre, Pretoria, 4 August 2015). 
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6 Possible actions 

There are many important challenges facing metro electricity distributors – some of these challenges 
are long-standing (arising from incomplete institutional reforms at the time of the creation of the 
metros in 2000)13 and others are more recent (arising from the large increases in electricity prices and 
rapid changes in the electricity supply industry as described in Briefly Paper 2).  

It is important that there is agreement on the nature of the problems to be solved, their respective 
importance and urgency, their solvability and the stakeholders who need to involved in the solution.  

Key problems identified in this report have been grouped under four main headings: 

 Planning; 

 Mandates, legislation and regulation (changing the rules); 

 Replacing electricity as a source of revenue for local government (fiscal adjustment); 

 New institutional and business models for electricity distribution; and 

 Pricing (changing the incentives that customers face). 

Each is discussed in turn.  It is not proposed that a single working group address all of these issues. 
The issues are set out here for completeness. The recommendations in the following section propose 
which items could or should be addressed and how. 

6.1 Planning 

The key dynamics described in the three briefing papers (greater energy efficiency, delinking economic 
growth and electricity demand growth, increasing marginal costs of traditional megaprojects, 
decreasing marginal costs of new energy, increased embedded generation) are unavoidable. What 
happens in the cities has a major impact on national demand and this needs to be taken into account 
in national planning processes, especially in the revision of the IRP.   

Possible action: Cities could engage proactively (and collectively) with the national IRP planning 
process. 

6.2 Mandates, legislation and regulation 

An overview of the policy and legislative context is given in Annex 4. Key points needed action are 
summarised here. 

Small scale embedded generation regulations and smart meter standards 

The long overdue regulations on small scale embedded generation and smart meter standards need to 
be finalised and published.  

Possible action: Cities could engage proactively (and collectively) with NERSA, DoE, Eskom and 
other stakeholders on the finalization of the regulations. 

                                                      
13 The rationalisation of the electricity distribution industry (in parallel with the rationalization of other municipal 
services during the local government reform process leading to new municipal boundaries in 2000) was put on 
hold pending the proposed reforms to create six regional electricity distributors. The proposed reforms did not 
take place and the electricity distribution sector was not rationalized. 
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Regulations pertaining to local procurement of new generation capacity 

There is a strong case to be made to allow for cities to procure generation capacity in line with their 
demand profile and for the purposes of least-cost optimization of their energy supply. Existing 
legislation and regulations appears not to allow this, but national policy on this is uncertain. There is 
a need for policy certainty and undertaking the necessary legislation amendments and changes to 
regulations. 

Possible actions:  

 Cities, collectively, could make specific proposals to DoE for changes to the National 
Electricity Regulation Act (and related regulations) to permit local procurement of generation 
capacity. 

 Cities, collectively, could make specific proposals to National Treasury for changes to the 
MFMA (and related regulations) to permit long-term procurement of generation capacity. 

Wheeling 

Consultations are underway on the regulatory rules for third-party transportation of energy (wheeling), 
including network charges. There is a lack of clarity as to who has the mandate to supply electricity 
within a municipal boundary and a view that the regulations impose significant financial risks onto 
municipalities with the result that municipalities do not have an incentive to encourage embedded 
generations. 

Transparency and accountability 

There is a need for increased transparency related to electricity finances. In terms of the national 
Electricity Pricing Policy (2008), electricity tariffs must be cost-reflective and cross-subsidies are 
required to be transparent. In this context, legislation requires ring-fenced and separately audited 
financial accounts and statements (with balance sheet). These requirements need to be enforced. 

Cost of supply studies need to be published and available to customers. 

There needs to be regular publishing of robust performance data for the electricity distribution 
industry. 

Possible action: National Treasury and NERSA could investigate practical ways to improve 
transparency of finances and performance in the electricity distribution sector (financial and economic 
regulation). 

6.3 Replacing electricity as a source of municipal revenue  

The changing dynamics in electricity supply and demand mean that long term reliance by 
municipalities on a ‘levy’ on the sale of electricity is a risky strategy. The levy creates perverse incentives 
for the municipality – to sell as much electricity as much as possible and to tax it as much as possible. 
The outcomes are sub-optimal from a national perspective (See Annex 7).  

Possible action: National Treasury could consider alternative sources of revenue to replace municipal 
reliance on revenue from electricity sales.  A transition to an alternative source could be used to 
incentivize more desirable outcomes in the electricity business. 

6.4 New institutional and business models for electricity distribution 

Proposals for the institutional reform of the electricity distribution sector have been made since the 
Energy While Paper in 1998 but the basic structure of the industry is still based on pre-1994 
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arrangements.14  The need to a review and reconsideration of the institutional arrangements (and 
especially the business model) for electricity distributors has become more important in light of the 
rapidly changing demand and supply dynamics. 

The grid service is a natural monopoly and distributors have two core functions, namely to be the 
load serving entity responsible for delivering power to customers and to ensure a reliability of 
service involving real-time physical balancing of supply and demand, monitoring and orchestrating 
grid needs like proper voltage and maintaining sufficient reserve capacity (and maintaining the 
infrastructure and associated systems). 

Going into the future there are several models that could be contemplated. Distributors could 
continue to operate roughly as they are doing but expand by selling solar panels or solar Water 
heaters, leasing storage technologies like batteries and adjust their tariffs accordingly. They would 
also be active in services such as demand shifting, voltage regulation, or capacity reserves. This 
requires a lot of data and transparency.  Further into the future, distributors might be able to reduce 
the scale of their activities and through the automation and communication capabilities of smart grid 
technologies manage transactions (wheeling) on behalf of other participants in electricity markets. 
The distributor could own some generating reserves for reliability purposes. 

The transition will be hard to accomplish. Both Eskom and municipalities are likely to resist a 
reduction in their responsibilities and consumers will not want to pay for the additional costs. The 
transition is also inherently market orientated and poses challenges for the cross-subsidy model. 

Possible action: A working group would be established to investigate new institutional and business 
models for the distribution of electricity at the city level, taking into account future dynamics in supply 
and demand and learning from leading examples of this transition internationally. 

6.5 Reforming electricity tariffs 

Cost-reflective tariffs 

In terms of the national Electricity Pricing Policy (2008), electricity tariffs are required to be cost-
reflective. While overall average effective tariffs have moved closer to cost-reflectivity, there are still 
some important tariff signals that do not reflect the costs. The major one is Eskom’s peak Megaflex 
tariff that is, in most cases, not passed on to (mainly residential) customers responsible for the peak 
demand.  The lack of published cost-of-supply studies also makes it difficult to determine the extent 
of cost-reflectivity for most tariff categories applied by municipalities. Cost-of-supply studies need to 
be published. 

Subsidies – moving towards more transparency and simplicity 

In terms of the national Electricity Pricing Policy (2008), electricity tariffs must be cost-reflective and 
subsidies (including cross-subsidies) are required to be transparent There is little transparency in the 
nature and extent of existing subsidies and cross-subsidies within the system. The subsidy and cross-
subsidy system will come under increasing strain as prices continue to increase in real terms.   

An increasing role for time-of-use pricing 

In terms of the national Electricity Pricing Policy (2008), tariffs must include time-of-use energy rates 
for all customers supplied at MV or above, all customers above 100 kVA, all cases where the metering 

                                                      
14 See “An Overview of the Restructuring of the South African Electricity Distribution Industry” (Salga, 2013a) and 
“A Proposed Approach to the Restructuring of the Electricity Distribution Industry” (Salga, 2013b). 
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provides such features and all other customers where it is warranted. The very high peak tariffs mean 
that time-of-use pricing is warrented more widely than is currently implemented. 

Tariff rationalisation and convergence 

NERSA seeks to achieve tariff convergence and rationalisation within the municipal 
sector.15  However, the number of tariffs offered by metros and other municipalities is still very large 
and there is a large spread in tariff levels between metros unlikely to be warranted by differences in 
cost structure (see Briefing paper 1). Greater rationalization and convergence of tariffs is warranted. 

Electricity levy 

National Treasure has the legislative mandate to regulate the electricity levy imposed by municipalities 
acting as distributors. This regulatory function has not been effectively performed. 

Possible actions:  

 A working group comprising National Treasury, DoE, NERSA and Salga could be established 
to investigate how to regulate finances and tariffs of distributors (Eskom and municipalities) 
more effectively with a view to increasing transparency and cost-reflectivity, tariff 
rationalization and convergence, increased use of time-of-use pricing and sustainable targeted 
and pro-poor subsidies. 

 National Treasury could consider how to regulate the electricity levy more effectively or how 
to do away with the levy (see Section 6.3 above). 

7 Recommendations 

7.1 A business model working group? 

Objectives 

*** 

Mandating organisations  

City Budget Forum 

Composition 

*** 

Terms of reference 

 

7.2 A regulatory working group? 

Objectives 

*** 

                                                      
15 NERSA (2010). Regulatory framework for the economic regulation of municipal electricity distributors of South 
Africa. Stakeholder consultation paper. September 2010.  
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Mandating organisations  

*** 

Composition 

*** 

Terms of reference 

*** 

7.3 A standards working group? 

Objectives 

*** 

Mandating organisations  

*** 

Composition 

*** 

Terms of reference 

*** 

7.4 Other actions 

*** 
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Annex 1: Electricity sales, tariffs and gross surplus 
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Annex 2: Capital spending on electricity reticulation 

Table 1: New and replacement reticulation infrastructure (R million) 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Buffalo City       36   93   43   58   45   55   98   135  

Cape Town            386   490   598   713   874   871   737  

City Of Johannesburg            1 028   758   943   601   1 289   1 990   2 232  

City Of Tshwane  276   368   389   534   506   566   617   365   498  

Ekurhuleni Metro  105   188   353   334   268   329   359   339   465  

eThekwini       121   465   529   468   551   452   392      

Mangaung  56   65   81   102   39   131   157   144   251  

Nelson Mandela Bay  168   210   257   325   171   88   116   171   195  

Total   604   988   3 051   3 116   3 051   3 023   3 918   4 370   4 512  

Source: National Treasury municipal financial data 

Table 2: Capital repairs and maintenance spending (R million) 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Buffalo City      74   79   100   100       

Cape Town      203   184   285   316   325  

City Of Johannesburg          

City Of Tshwane       228   264   366   298  

Ekurhuleni Metro      486   534   402   465   512  

eThekwini      391   386   607   721       

Mangaung        41   26   83  

Nelson Mandela Bay      29   39   40   43       

Source: National Treasury municipal financial data 
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Annex 3: Municipal customer debt for electricity 

Table 3: Electricity customer debt summary 

  2015 2014 2006 

   R million   R million   R million  

Johannesburg sales  12 909   12 222   3 382  

 gross debt  2 741   5 282   1 720  

 provisions  561   3 326   975  

 net debt  2 180   1 956   745  

 debtor days - gross  78   158   186  

 debtor days - net  62   58   80  

     

Cape Town sales  9 967   9 313   2 909  

 gross debt  1 388   1 304   536  

 provisions  195   134   277  

 net debt  1 193   1 170   259  

 debtor days - gross  51   51   67  

 debtor days - net  44   46   32  

     

eThekwini sales  10 198   9 449   3 155  

 gross debt  1 350   1 173   405  

 provisions  196   171   125  

 net debt  1 154   1 002   280  

 debtor days - gross  48   45   47  

 debtor days - net  41   39   32  

     

Ekurhuleni sales  11 156   10 303   2 749  

 gross debt  3 162   2 806   789  

 provisions  723   673   615  

 net debt  2 439   2 133   174  

 debtor days - gross  103   99   105  

 debtor days - net  80   76   23  

     

Tshwane sales  8 972   8 509   2 513  

 gross debt  1 726   1 977   1 163  

 provisions  1 199   1 310   326  

 net debt  527   667   837  

 debtor days - gross  70   85   169  

 debtor days - net  21   29   122  

     

NMB sales  3 078   2 874   1 037  

 gross debt  1 031   921   293  

 provisions  417   351   112  

 net debt  614   570   181  

 debtor days - gross  122   117   103  

 debtor days - net  73   72   64  

     

Total sales  56 280   52 670   15 745  

 gross debt  11 398   13 463   4 906  

 provisions  3 291   5 965   2 430  

 net debt  8 107   7 498   2 476  

 debtor days - gross  74   93   114  

 debtor days - net  53   52   57  

 

 



Critical issues facing South African cities with respect to electricity Page   
 

24 

Annex 4: The policy and regulatory environment – some 

background 

As a result of the changing dynamics in electricity demand and supply (outlines in Briefing papers 1, 
2 and 3) municipalities will become increasing involved in the electricity ‘market’ beyond their current 
role as a redistributor of electricity. Policy direction and regulatory clarity is needed to support that 
role and ensure national development goals are achieved.  An overview of the current framework is 
given below, with some ‘grey areas’ identified. 16  

The Energy White Paper of 1998 introduced government’s intention to introduce competition 
into the electricity sector: “To ensure the success of the electricity supply industry as a whole, various 
developments will have to be considered by government over time, namely: 

 giving customers the right to choose their electricity supplier; 

 introducing competition into the industry, especially the generation sector; 

 permitting open, non-discriminatory access to the transmission system; and 

 encouraging private sector participation in the industry.” 

The paper also noted the need to move to cost-reflective tariffs with separate, transparent funding for 
electrification and other municipal services. The IRP approach and methodology for energy planning 
was also introduced here. This is important as it essentially prescribes what is permissible in terms of 
new capacity to be sourced, both in terms of energy diversity and private sector participation. 

In 2006 the framework for private sector participation was created with the enactment of the 

Electricity Regulation Act (ERA), which made provision for market competition in the supply 
sector. The introduction of the private sector in generation was hotly contested by Cosatu, however, 
the government asserted that this was in line with the 1998 policy.  

The need for additional capacity to ensure uninterrupted supply is determined by the Minister and this 
may be established through a tendering procedure which may provide for private sector generation 
(s34, originally 46). In terms of the Act a license is required to generate, trade, import or export 
electricity. This is granted through strict application of the IRP  - only ministerial determination may 
allow for a deviation based on motivated need. However, exemption from the licensing requirement 
was provided for in instances listed in Schedule 2: where generation is for demonstration purposes, 
own use or non-grid.  

Grey area: ‘own use’ is not clearly defined – broadly municipalities are interpreting this as where the 
generator remains a net consumer of the grid-supplied electricity.   

Although the ERA made provision for market competition in the supply sector, a 2007 Cabinet 

decision designated Eskom as the Single buyer of new generation and signalled a shift in policy 
that was confirmed in the Energy Security Master Plan – Electricity 2007-2025. The motivation 
provided was that security of supply a national priority and takes precedence over competitive market. 
The Master Plan confirmed the Eskom: IPP split of 70:30 (early policy decision), but now indicated 

                                                      
16 This section draws intensively on the work of Elsa Steyn (BA, LLB Cert Adv Corp Law, Advocate of the High Court 
of South Africa): Dawn of a competitive electricity sector for South Africa: The Independent System and Market 
Operator Bill B9-2012 – Context, content and comment.  
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that that there was a ‘very weak case for full competition on a merchant basis, i.e. it is anticipated that 
any private participation in the electricity industry will be via the IPP mechanism with a power 
purchase agreement with Eskom (single buyer model) (Reg 3 (1), (2).  

The free market concept, and its cornerstone of an independent System Operator, raised its head again 

in the Electricity regulations on New Generation (2009). This independent body would plan 
supply, manage the transmission grid, dispatch and aggregation and would function as they buyer of 
generation. Despite the fact that President Zuma announced in his State of the Nation address in 
February 2010 that an Independent System and Market Operator would be established, the 

Electricity regulations on New Generation were replaced by a similarly named set of regulations 

in 2011 where all mention of the System Operator was dropped and the market concept for RE 

development was replaced by an IPP Procurement Programme; the IRP was also recalled from 

Eskom (temporarily acting as the SO) and became the responsibility of the Minister of 

Energy. Strangely the ISMO Bill was then gazetted by the DoE nine days later (13 May 2011). 

GREY AREA: under the new set of regulations it is no longer clear who is authorised to purchase 
new generation. The ‘procurer’ within the IPP procurement programme framework was not defined; 
and with the adjustments to the 2009 New Generation regulations that dropped the SO concept, the 
status of the 2007 cabinet decision designating Eskom as the Single Buyer is no longer clear, posing 
the question who can purchase? 

A further grouping of regulatory amendments indicate some competition and scope for bilateral 
agreements to purchase new generation is possible: 

Revised ISMO Bill (2012):  This Bill has been highly contentious because of the “for profit” 
company structure proposed for the ISMO (despite being solely state owned). It makes mention of 
“generation licensees exempted by license from selling to ISMO in terms of the ERA”. This again 
results in lack of clarity: is the structure the sole power ‘pool’ in the country, or is it one cluster in a 
multi-market model? 

Draft Second Electricity Regulation Amendment Bill: this makes provision for ministerial 
exemption from the single buyer obligation. 

Regulatory rules on network charges for 3
rd

 party transportation of energy (wheeling 

framework) (NERSA released March 2012): Clause 6.7 states that “Any load customer shall be free 
to go into bilateral arrangements with any third-party generator, i.e. non-Municipal and non-Eskom 
generator”. This framework, and the Regulators licensing of independent power traders to operate in 
the market, further supports the indication that bilateral power purchase agreements are allowed. 
There is nothing to state that municipalities may not engage in such agreements. There is also no 
clarity on who is mandated to supply and distribute electricity within a municipal boundary. The other 
major area of contention is clause 7.11: “Generators connected at Medium Voltage level (11kV to 
33kV) shall be assumed to be embedded in demand dominated nodes and shall be exempted from 
paying DUOS network charges.” Yet clause 12.8 requires compensation to generators for sales losses 
due to grid non-availability. This last also raises the complex issue: if generators should be 
compensated for lack of grid availability and loss of sales, surely other industries and businesses would 
be entitled to claim similar compensation, which would be extremely hard to manage/pay.    
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DOE’s New Generation Capacity IPP Procurement Programme  

The DOE’s New Generation Capacity IPP Procurement Programme caters for Large Scale generation 
development ( > 5 MW) and Small Scale 1- 5 MW ). NERSA’s “Standard Conditions for small scale 
(< 100kW) embedded generation within municipal boundaries – once published – will accommodate 
small-scale RE developments. Eskom’s Integrated Demand Management (IDM) 100 kW- 1 MW 
“Standard Offer” pilot (R1.20/kWh; Max 10 MW) ‘filled the gap’, however, this is now on hold. This 
category is of particular relevance, as embedded (low to medium voltage) generation, to municipalities.      

The role of municipalities regarding renewable energy is undefined 

Municipalities are excluded from IPP definition and IRP2010 makes no mention of municipalities. 
Yet municipalities have a keen role to play. In terms of the Municipal Systems Act (Section 73 (1), (2), 
which fleshes out the Constitutional mandates, municipalities are obliged to undertake their activities 
and deliver services in a manner that is financially prudent and does not harm the environment; 
further, Section 78 requires that municipalities take into account the following when taking a decision 
about the mechanism of service delivery: 

78 1) (a) it must first assess 

(i) The direct and indirect costs and benefits associated with the project… including the expected 

effect on the environment and on human health, well-being and safety;  

(iv)   The likely impact on development, job creation and employment patterns in the municipality;  
(v)  The views of organised labour; and 
(b) It may take into account any developing trends in the sustainable provision of municipal services 

generally.  

The actual experience and engagement of municipalities in the sector provides useful insight in to the 
issue ‘on the ground’. Given regulatory flux, this on-ground practice may well be where policy is 
brought into focus and regulation takes form.  
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Annex 5: Energy efficiency, renewable energy & municipalities 

A5.1 Energy efficiency 

Municipal EEDSM Programme: funding from National Treasury via Department of Energy on 
application and proposal basis. This has been an excellent catalyst for municipal efficiency activities. 
However, the programme could be improved through development of a strategic approach, with 
selection criteria and sustainability provisions (e.g. procurement changes). 

ESCO model: this model, in which a private company undertakes the capital investment and the client 
(municipality) pays for the investment out of the annual electricity savings achieved does not easily 
work in the current South African framework. Legal opinion from the City of Johannesburg indicated 
that the contractual framework still exposes the city to financial risk (in contravention of the MFMA). 
There is also the challenge of the dual process – only once a detailed audit has been done (a job in 
itself) can the company commit to what sort of savings deal they can offer. The procurement process 
of municipalities cannot easily handle this complexity. The City of Cape Town had developed a way 
around this, through a two-contracts process and they have responded to risk exposure through a 
system of requiring the implementing company to bank a check which is released once the project has 
achieved the savings promised.  

Municipal budget allocations: municipalities that have seen the savings have now begun to 
themselves invest in energy efficiency undertakings. Where there is capital available in a municipality 
this is the simplest route – repayment is usually within 5 years. However, with multiple pressing 
demands, few municipalities outside of the metros will readily engage with this.  

A5.2 Solar water heating 

This is a key area of intervention in demand/load management.  

Department of Energy 1 million SWH project: this is underway again, now under the auspices 
of DoE rather than Eskom. The centralisation of the project may have advantages when ‘chasing the 
numbers’, however, it is potentially problematic for the institutionalisation of SWH as a municipal 
energy service for poor households in the longer term.  

Electricity revenue surcharge: City Power, with NERSA approval (is in line with the regulations) 
is now charging an additional 1c per KWh to its high end customers. This revenue is directed to SWH 
rollout (COJ has also been a recipient of DoE/NT funding). The rationale is both social welfare, as 
well as working to cap demand growth from households and concomitant tariff increases amongst 
business customers (not good for local economic development) in order to meet the cross subsidy 
requirements.  

Solar water heating campaigns amongst high end customers: Cape Town and eThekwini both 
run awareness and supplier campaigns to help unlock private investment in this technology. In the 
past this has been augmented by the national (DoE/Eskom) high pressure SWH subsidy. This has 
been halted.  

A5.3 Renewable energy projects 

Municipal developed and owned RE generation: these projects have mostly focussed on landfill 
gas to electricity and wastewater treatment plant biogas to electricity. Micro-hydro and Rooftop PV 
are also starting to form part of the mix. Here the municipality itself provides the upfront capital 



Critical issues facing South African cities with respect to electricity Page   
 

28 

investment and procures a developer to build the plant; a second contract is then awarded for the 

operations and maintenance of the plant. No electricity sale takes place – the municipality uses the 

electricity itself and the amount is usually far below what it uses in its own internal 

functions. In this manner the municipality avoids the need for a license (ERA Schedule 2, though 
the approach of EMM is that although not required, it is a courtesy to undertake a license application 
with NERSA and engage with the Regulator around the development). The MFMA issues relating to 
price are also avoided (strictly speaking, the cost to the municipality could be accounted and 
challenged, however it is also worth noting that the motivation for the projects is often not simply 
electricity supply, but gas emissions reduction, or sludge management). 

Public Private Partnership: such a model requires that the municipality have a fairly sizeable asset 
(electricity feedstock) to bring into the partnership, and this is unlikely save in the largest metros. The 
only example to date is the City of Johannesburg landfill gas to electricity project over 5 city 

landscapes. In this model the private partner develops the power station and sells the 

electricity into the ‘market’ (not for ‘own use’) in order to cover capital costs and reap a 

profit. Profit is shared between the private partner and the municipality. This requires, 

again, complex contracting procedures – usually way beyond the capacity of municipalities. The 
PPP Unit of National Treasury are still not convinced of the legality of such an arrangement in terms 
of the MFMA.  

RE procurement deals: this type of undertaking is considered a grey area in terms of policy and 
regulation. It is also worth noting that such arrangements are considered by most municipal staff to 
be a very good option for power produced within the distribution grid, but that there is a lot of 
complex wheeling issues if undertaken outside of the local network. Initial engagements are of interest: 

 Prior to the REIPPP programme and single buyer cabinet decision Cape Town engaged to 
purchase power from the IPP Darling wind farm. It overcame the MFMA issue relating to 
‘least cost’ through its intentions to sell the ‘green component’ of the power to willing buyers. 
This was never achieved, but luckily the price of Eskom electricity escalated to higher than the 
price Cape Town had agreed to pay Darling. 

 The City of Johannesburg initially wanted City Power to purchase the electricity from the 
landfill gas project. However the price that the developer required was higher than Eskom 
process and it was deemed to be in contravention of MFMA ‘least cost’ requirements. Despite 
months of negotiations this fell through.  

 Ekurhuleni has recently put out a call for proposals to procure renewable energy. City Power 
also believe that there is no regulation that inhibits municipalities from purchasing from 
suppliers other than Eskom, it is only that in such instances a competitive bid process is 
required and the price must be lower than what Eskom is offering. Cape Town is exploring 
further wind IPP purchases. The argument is that the ‘single buyer’ decision of cabinet was 
never formulated into law. Presumably questions about how to assess relative cost will arise: 
over what time period is it evaluated, etc. There may also be arguments about the type of 
service being procured – are they equivalent? Base load, peaking load, environmental benefits, 
LED benefits may be argued to be of relevance in evaluating cost.  

 City of Cape Town is exploring the possibility of a Ministerial determination to enable them 
to develop or purchase gas/gas-fired electricity directly from an IPP within the Western Cape. 
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 In a recent public statement Silas Zimu, energy advisor to President Jacob Zuma, urged 
municipalities to push forward with renewable energy power purchase, arguing that, like the 
telecommunications sector, social and technology changes are driving events and 
municipalities cannot afford to wait for regulations to play catch up.  

RE wheeling and facilitation of bi-lateral power trading agreements:  Both the Cities of 
Tshwane and Nelson Mandela Bay Metro have undertaken wheeling agreements to enable private 
renewable energy developers to sell power to willing buyers in a private trading agreement. In Tshwane 
this is just a single agreement; in NMBMM this is a much more ambitious Framework Agreement in 
which council has approved that up to 10% of local electricity demand can be met through renewable 
energy traded across the city (80% of this must be locally developed). The municipality aims to recover 
administrative and grid costs through the Wheeling Charge. Challenges to this approach raised by 
other metros include: 

 Clarity is required: on the one hand NERSA has given a RE Trading License to Amatole 
Power and is in the process of developing the regulations relating to 3rd party wheeling of 
electricity, on the other hand the ‘single buyer’ cabinet decision still stands; 

 Such arrangements, were they to grow, would create enormous administrative complexity for 
municipalities who have to measure consumption, deduct that purchased from the green 
energy supplier, and bill accordingly. They would also have to monitor the RE companies 
supply into the distribution grid. Although in theory they could recover through the grid or 
wheeling charge this administrative cost, in practice municipalities may not ring fence such 
revenue and it may not result in posts being created and filled within the administering 
department.  

Small Scale Embedded Generation: Most municipalities are aware that there are rooftop PV 
systems on a number of residences and commercial buildings. This is potentially enormously 
dangerous (municipal staff fixing lines may be electrocuted where a live system is still feeding into the 
grid) and Electricity department heads are personally liable in such instances. It is thus imperative that 
the situation is regularised. An initial, draft set of guidelines were published by NERSA in November 
2011. These indicated that systems below 100kw, and where customers remained net consumers of 
municipal electricity, did not require a license, but should be registered and monitored by the 
municipality. Cape Town developed a tariff that aimed to ensure that the municipality did not lose 
revenue due to it (decoupling unit charges from other cost of supply charges) and developed 
application procedures. The tariff was approved by NERSA. NERSA then moved to finalise the 
guidelines and in this period refused to approve SSEG municipal tariffs. As this period has now lasted 
some three years there is, understandably, enormous frustration amongst many municipalities.  
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Annex 6: Nersa and the regulation of tariffs 

The existing practice for setting tariffs by NERSA17 is that NERSA publishes a percentage guideline 
increase each year for municipalies. NERSA undertakes regular reviews of its tariff benchmarks or 
guidelines and recommends new benchmarks that are used to evaluate subsequent municipal tariff 
applications. The review or benchmarking process takes into account the proposed Eskom bulk price 
of electricity to municipalities and the increase in municipalities’ own cost structures. 

Information concerning these cost structures is derived from previous years’ distribution forms (D-
forms) that are required to be completed by municipalities. D-forms are selected through a stratified 
random sampling and then only those which are sufficiently completed are used to determine whether 
the weights of the cost drivers are still appropriate. A summary of the outcome of this process for the 
2015/2016 year is as follows: 

Table 4: NERSA guidelines on determination of Tariff increases 2015-2016 

Cost line Item Revised Municipal 
% of Total Cost 

Expected  
Increase  

% 

Weighted Average 
Expected Increase 

% 

Bulk Purchases 73 14.24 10.40 

Salaries and Wages 10 7.3 0.73 

Repairs and Maintenance  6 6.3 0.38 

Capital Charges in Total 4 6.3 0.25 

Other Costs 7 6.3 0.44 

% Increase   12.20 

Applications submitted in line with these guidelines are pro-forma and municipalities who wish to 
depart from the guidelines are required to make a formal application giving reasons for the departures. 
From here, various categories of block tariffs are also approved. 

NERSA also provides financial benchmarks which, if the municipalities concerned operate within, are 
considered to run an efficient electricity business. An extract of the most recent 2015/2016 
benchmarks are set out below: 

Table 5: NERSA financial guidelines for distributors 

 2014/2015 
Benchmarks 

2015/2016 
Revised  

Tolerable 
Range 

Percentage Power Cost 70% 73% 58% - 78% 

Percentage Surplus 15% 15% 10% - 20% 

System Losses 10%  5% - 12% 

Average Sales/Average Purchase Price Ratio 1:1,6 1:1.58 1:1,58 – 1:1,62 

Repairs and Maintenance Minimum of 6% 

Debt Collection Rate 95% 

                                                      
17Determination of the Municipal Tariff Guideline and the Revision of Municipal Tariff Benchmarks January 2015 
http://www.ameu.co.za/Portals/16/Documents/NERSA2/NERSA%20RFD%20MUNICIPAL%20TARIFF%20GUI
DELINE%20FOR%202015-16.pdf  

http://www.ameu.co.za/Portals/16/Documents/NERSA2/NERSA%20RFD%20MUNICIPAL%20TARIFF%20GUIDELINE%20FOR%202015-16.pdf
http://www.ameu.co.za/Portals/16/Documents/NERSA2/NERSA%20RFD%20MUNICIPAL%20TARIFF%20GUIDELINE%20FOR%202015-16.pdf
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Annex 7: Is a municipal levy on electricity usage appropriate? 

In many respects, the municipal levy on electricity looks similar to the national income tax system in 
that income tax depends heavily on high earners. It is instructive to examine the terms of reference of 
the Davis Committee into reviewing our tax system.18 The terms of reference is to examine the role 
of the tax system in the promotion of inclusive economic growth, employment creation, development 
and fiscal sustainability in line with the long term objectives of the National Development Plan. The 
objectives of our tax system are to raise revenue to fund government expenditure whilst promoting 
social objectives, through a progressive tax system that also allows market failures to be corrected 
through internalizing negative externalities. Further the tax system can be used to influence 
behavioural changes by incentivising certain actions and discouraging others. Taxes and incentives can 
be used in targeted ways to encourage higher levels of investment or to help facilitate economic 
growth. All this must also keep in mind issues surrounding international competitiveness. 

Against the objectives set out in the Davis Committee and the basic objectives of a tax system, the 
levy in the electricity distribution sector does not meet the basic criteria and ought to be changed. In 
particular, Metros should become more neutral as to the amount of electricity consumed and less 
dependent on a small number of high consumption users.  Instead, they should be incentivised, in the 
national interest, to grow their economies and become competitive.  This suggests that the tax element 
of electricity ought to be removed and replaced with another type of income tax.  

 

                                                      
18 http://www.treasury.gov.za/TaxReviewCommittee/Terms%20of%20Reference.pdf.  


