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Advances in renewable energy are giving more cities the chance to build their own power supply, but national

governments are pushing back.

Power outages are a way of life in Africa''s most industrialized country. Over the last decade, South Africa''s

electricity grid has come apart at the seams and failed to deliver dependable power. As renewable energy gets

cheaper, South African cities such as Cape Town have demanded the right to find their own sources. 

The primary culprit in South Africa''s power woes is the aging national electricity provider, Eskom. After

years of mismanagement of state funds earmarked for critical infrastructure repairs, Eskom''s plants are

regularly unable to operate at full capacity. The result is rolling blackouts that last from two to six hours per

day. The power cuts have proved disastrous for the economy, with costs estimated at between $4 billion and

$8 billion in 2019. 

That year, desperate to find a solution, Cape Town announced plans to purchase its own power from

independent renewable-power producers. The falling cost and exponential growth of renewable-energy

technology have made this possible. Amazon recently announced it will build its own solar farm to power its

data centers in South Africa, thereby insulating itself from outages on the national grid. If companies can do it,

why can''t cities? 

The answer is mired in a complex web of regulations and restrictions. The Ministry of Mineral Resources and

Energy, in consultation with the National Energy Regulator of South Africa, has the sole power to decide

where South African citizens get their energy, how it is sold, and what source is used to generate it. In

practice, this gives Eskom, the state-owned provider, a monopoly over energy production and supply. 

Six years ago, Cape Town demanded that the ministry grant it the authority to purchase renewable energy

from independent power producers. Those producers would first deliver power directly to Cape Town via the

grid, and if they generated more electricity than Cape Town needed, any surplus would flow out to the rest of

the country. 

Amazon recently announced it will build its own solar farm to power its data centers in South Africa, thereby

insulating itself from outages on the national grid. If companies can do it, why can''t cities?

The request ended in a court battle over constitutional questions about who gets to make such decisions. Given

the strength of South Africa''s constitution in supporting citizens'' rights, the case has evolved into a larger

fight for the rights of citizens to have dependable power. 

Cape Town didn''t win that case, but the debate it started created political pressure. In October 2020 the
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government announced an amendment to electricity regulations that would allow municipalities to find their

own methods of generating electricity or purchase it from independent producers. 

However, the minister still has the final authority to sign off on any new electricity agreements involving

cities. Moreover, President Cyril Ramaphosa underlined his commitment to a "centralized state-owned

enterprise" model in February''s state of the union address, in which he outlined various ways his government

was going to procure more power for the country. The energy battle between South African cities and the

national government is entering a new, and arguably more aggressive, phase. 

Satellite imagery reveals how floods are changing and who''s most at risk.

Since the October amendment was publicized, several cities have made plans to go it alone. Durban, South

Africa''s third-largest city, announced its plan in January 2021. The city aims to get 40% of its energy from

sources other than Eskom by 2030 and wants to use only clean energy by 2050. 
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