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The best news of 2009 has been the
announcements in November by the
world’s two biggest carbon polluters,
America and China, that they are pre-
pared in principle to set limits to their
carbon emissions by 2020. The Copenha-
gen summit, taking place this month, is
intended to set out binding agreements to
curb global emissions after 2012, when
current obligations under the Kyoto Proto-
col come to an end. South Africa is uniquely
positioned to take the lead on the African
continent in reducing its carbon emis-
sions, yet to date its track record has been
disappointing. Its belated (http://www.
thepresidency.gov.za/show.asp&type
= p r & i n c l u d e = p r e s i d e n t / p r / 2 0 0 9 /
pr12061648.htm&ID=1930) response on
the eve of the summit is a case of too little,
too late: a target reduction of circa 34% by
2020 and circa 42% by 2025 of 2009 emis-
sions, with the proviso that this is financed
by the developed world.

South Africa’s excuse—that our huge
developmental challenges need ‘carbon
space’ in order to meet our needs—conve-
niently ignores the fact that we are the
African continent’s worst offender in
terms of CO2 per capita from energy com-
bustion. We are in fact the world’s 16th-
most electricity-intensive economy, which
arises mostly as a result of 70% of our
primary energy and more than 90% of our
electricity coming from coal. In 2007 South
Africa emitted 7 266 kg CO2 per capita,
more than three times that of any other
African country apart from Libya (http://
www.iea.org/co2highlights/). This figure is
only just behind that of the European
Union (7 917 kg), and way above the
global average of 4 382 kg. It is significantly
higher than other major developing econ-
omies, such as China (4 567 kg), Brazil
(1 812 kg), or India (1 179 kg).

Instead of proffering excuses, our gov-
ernment should act bravely and set an
example to the developing world by com-
mitting us to binding targets for reducing
emissions. South Africa has already gone
some way in adopting measures to curb
emissions, but needs the stimulus of bind-
ing targets to follow through. It should
continue to phase in annual increases in
electricity prices as a means to shift con-
sumption patterns. The electricity regula-
tor has at last approved feed-in tariffs to
Eskom that could support private invest-
ment in renewable energy, but now needs
urgently to clarify both power purchasing
agreements and transmission connection
arrangements, so that such investments
can become a reality. The potential bene-
fits are multifaceted: since Germany
introduced analogous measures nine
years ago, for example, over 150 000 jobs
have been created as a direct result of
the development of its renewable energy
sector.

Blessed as we are in terms of climate, a
simpler measure which should be adopted
immediately is the replacement of South
Africa’s conventional domestic water
geysers with solar ones. This should be
coupled with national legislation to require
solar geyser installation in all new dwell-
ings. Domestic electricity usage accounts
for 17% of consumption in the country,
and approximately 40% of residential con-
sumption is used for heating water gey-
sers, 70% of which could be replaced by
solar energy. This would amount to 5% of
current national consumption—equiva-
lent to the energy to be provided by the
new Medupi coal-fired power station cur-
rently under construction—and a con-
comitant reduction in carbon emissions.
Yet national government, while granting
loans to ESKOM to build new coal-fired

power stations and handing out R6 billion
for the development of pebble-bed nuclear
technology, has been slow on offering
assistance on this score.

Most municipalities have offered no
incentives to homeowners to install solar
geysers either, for a simple reason: they
derive a large portion of their income by
selling electricity to users at excess profit. A
commendable exception is the Nelson
Mandela Bay Metropole, which has insti-
tuted a scheme to replace all of the esti-
mated 120 000 conventional geysers within
its remit over the next six years. Working
together with the Central Energy Fund, it
has secured a low-interest loan from a
Nordic country which it will pay using
carbon credits. Taking additional advan-
tage of the modest subsidy offered by
ESKOM for solar geyser installation
(www.eskom/dms), this will mean that
householders should pay off the residual
costs of installation by savings on their
monthly electricity bills alone.

The challenge to developing countries is
to develop using ‘clean’ technology. The
common African position, adopted in July,
calls for the international community to
fund Africa’s mitigation efforts to the
tune of US$100 billion per year by 2020.
Adopting a common position may help
to get Africa’s needs onto the agenda at
Copenhagen, but this funding (which is
deserved in principle) will not be forth-
coming unless detailed proposals from
African countries are tabled. For example,
the continent houses just 32 out of circa
1 800 projects funded by the programme
under the Kyoto Protocol whereby rich
countries pay developing ones to run
emission-reducing projects. The con-
straint here is often one of capacity,
but this is clearly not applicable to South
Africa. ❑

2009 is a remarkable anniversary in that it
is both the bicentenary of Charles Darwin’s
birth, and—on November 24—the 150th
anniversary of the publication of the Origin
of Species. Darwinism in South Africa had
an auspicious start as Darwin visited the
Cape on the home leg of the voyage of the
Beagle in 1836. This is chronicled by both
Wilmot James (p. 395 ) and Brian Warner
(p. 432 ) in this issue; the latter develops
the earlier thesis of W.S. Barnard (SAJS
100, 243–248; 2004) that Darwin’s meeting
at the Cape with the astronomer John
Herschel was critical in developing the
theory of natural selection.

Darwin was to mull over the theory of
evolution by natural selection for over
20 years before the publication of the
Origin in 1859—deeply conscious of just
how radical it was. But the world was ripe
for such a revelation, and the first print-
ing was sold out within days. Although
Darwinism continues to attract criticism
(albeit only from the lunatic fringe), the
irony is that the most remarkable fea-
ture of the Origin is the extent to which
Darwin’s explanations hold true, espe-
cially as the field of genetics had yet to be
founded 150 years ago.

As an extraordinarily rich country in
terms of biodiversity—both extant and
extinct—South Africa has played an im-
portant role in evolutionary biology,
which is reviewed by Steven Johnson
(p. 403). But despite the best efforts of
biologists (SAJS 91, 67; 1995), only last year,
almost 15 years after the advent of
democracy, was the teaching of evolution
incorporated into the school syllabus for
the first time. May this long-overdue
development inspire new generations of
Darwinians on the southern tip of this
continent. ❑

A double anniversary

South Africa and Copenhagen
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