SUBMISSION TO THE PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE FOR ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS ON THE GREEN PAPER:

“NATIONAL CLIMATE CHANGE RESPONSE”

By T.M. (Terry) Bengis

2011 started off with floods in Australia, Brazil, Sri Lanka and South Africa, all have contributed to death and destruction, these underlined by the freeze in the Northern Hemisphere and then followed up by one of the worst storms ever witnessed on the East Coast of Australia added to by the firestorms in the West near Perth.

In the main this was put down to the cyclical effect of the so called “La Nina” phenomenon, but when analysed these occurrences were the worst ever witnessed, caused in no small measure by Climate Change. 2010 according to NASA and the US based NOAA was the hottest year on record.
South Africa is the largest economy on the African Continent and is reckoned to be the thirteenth largest polluter in the world, so it follows that it is the largest polluter on the continent, it has a poor record, in dealing with pollution and has become a leader in the use of Fossil Based fuels to power it along. There are many reasons for this, but as we move into the second decade of the Twenty First century we have the opportunity to become a leader in dealing with the problem of Global Warming and the resultant Climate Change.

Unfortunately for us no matter who has the reigns of Government, Climate Change will be with us, it is not a political football and cannot be up for debate, it is overarching and should inform everything that we do, the “powers that be” need to recognise this and to act accordingly. Section 24 of our Constitution requires that our Government looks after our Environment so it follows that every law that is passed, every regulation that is promulgated and every agreement in which we enter must have as a fundamental component a response that is positive and that takes into account the changes that are occurring in terms of the Climate and it’s effects on our people and environment.

I am not an expert in all things raised and addressed by the Green Paper, but I have some expertise in some areas, so in general terms let me say that at best the Green Paper as it stands is tepid, it seeks to raise many issues in a measured format which disguises some of the issues and responses.

We know that Climate Change will have an effect on our Water Resources, which leads to the effects on Agriculture and resultant food security, which in its turn relates to Health Issues. This will affect our industrial base directly through our Industry which requires Energy and Transport ultimately affecting our GDP and our position as a Growing, Emerging Economy, in the world.

Pollution of the atmosphere is the cause of this problem and South Africa had the dubious distinction of being the home of SASOL who in 2009 was singled out as being the Biggest Non Utility Polluter in the world and was, I believe awarded the “Angry Mermaid Award” for holding this dubious honour, Eskom is recognised as our biggest polluter and it will serve little purpose to once again raise the issue of Coal Fired Power Stations and the strain these have placed on the ordinary South African and on our Industrial Base. Company after company has been identified as polluting yet little is done to correct this situation, an opportunity that is lost as nowhere in the Green Paper is this addressed.

Companies that pollute must be identified:

Eskom

SASOL

SAPPI

Mondi

Efraz Steel

Arcelor Mittal

SAPREF (Shell and BP)

Chevron (Caltex)

Engen/Petronas

this is not the complete list but are the most well known and contribute to our overall pollution. Standards must be set in the short term and must be vigorously enforced. These companies and all others that are identified must be notified and be given 90 days maximum to produce a comprehensive plan to clean their pollution up at all their factories, sites and installations, and must be able to show that these plans are being implemented within a maximum of 120 days. They need to be monitored openly and transparently, with any deviation resulting in proper and comprehensive sanction. 
Careful attention must be paid to those companies who’s pollution also results in so called collateral damage, good examples being the pollution caused by the factories in the South Durban Basin, Mondi, SAPREF and Engen, and others like SAPPI who use and have direct access to rivers such as the Mvoti and Umkomaas in KZN and the Elands in Mpumalanga water quality needs to be properly monitored with similar sanction being attracted for any deviation in water quality.

The Fuel companies need special attention, not only do they openly pollute but their product is well below standard and is a major contributor to pollution in South Africa. Across the world emission standards are governed by strict laws in Europe and Australia so called Euro 5 is the norm and legislation in the US is of a similar standard particularly in States, like California with a brace of future standards now on the statutes, yet here in South Africa we are saddled with Euro 2. There are a number of problems that arise because of this the first of which is that modern engine technologies cannot be introduced and there is no incentive to introduce better quality fuel that goes with these standards the unfortunate part is that the fuel companies hide behind this dated legislation and find excuse after excuse not to upgrade. This writer raised this issue at the Climate Change hearings in November 2009, yet there has been little progress.

This issue leads to another problem the issue of Carbon Tax where vehicles are taxed according to a published formula based on grams of Carbon per million parts. Vehicles are just a medium where a product is burned i.e. fuel, yet the vehicles themselves are taxed, surely this is misguided, the real target should be the fuel companies and SABS for Homologating vehicles to such low standards. The other issue here is that the collected Carbon Tax is fed straight into the fiscus with no guarantee that that collection will go to where it is advertised and intended. 

The proper and sensible thing to do would be to tax the Fuel companies in such a way that would truly reflect the pollution caused; simple the CDM says that each litre of refined fuel is worth 2.4 Kilos of Carbon, rather tax the fuel companies according to the standards of their fuel that way the real culprit will be sanctioned. The taxes derived can then be applied to Carbon limiting technologies. Surely it must be a given that should a company wish to operate in the South African market then it needs to offer products of the highest standards possible and in line with what is available anywhere in the world. The fuel companies need to be given a maximum of 24 months to upgrade their facilities to produce the required standard of product.

South Africa needs to take better advantage of the Carbon Trading market, it offers an opportunity to assist in the financing of projects that will reduce carbon generation in South Africa. The notion that credits derived from this activity are dubious derivatives is not correct. Like any financial instrument it needs proper regulation and will provide Foreign Direct Investment supporting the move to a Green economy and the resultant Job creation. Taxation and grants are non productive and takes us in a direction opposite to growth and all that goes with it.

South Africa needs to speed up the installation of Solar Power onto every new building and it should be a statutory requirement to have any plans passed. In addition the subsidy scheme for solar panels on older structures needs to be re-looked at and a better regime is required, in essence by doing this more and more stress will be removed from ESKOM and its dirty installations opening the way for a reduction in electricity costs and helping in the fight against inflation. 
South Africa’s response to Climate Change needs to be Visible, Attainable and Realistic, the proposals above would serve that thought, it would also go a long way to educating our Industry and Government to what can be done in the short term while issues such as power generation type and health and water issues are worked out.

Thank you  

