
 

Sustainable Energy Africa reaches its 20-

year milestone – moving from strategy to 

action!  

 

SEA turns 20 this year - an exciting milestone, achieved with the support of a strong network of 

partners and donors cultivated and sustained over the years. Given this long history in the energy 

space, SEA takes this opportunity to reflect on the substantial changes observed over the past two 

decades. In 2000, the role and scale of energy consumption in cities, in relation to the national energy 

picture, was unknown. Today, cities are renowned as important players in the rapid deployment of 

renewable energy, as drivers of large-scale efficiency programmes and projects, and as key partners 

in reaching national climate change mitigation targets.  Close to one gigawatt of small-scale renewable 

energy generation is already in place, facilitated through City approval processes, while four of the 

metros are poised to establish net zero carbon requirements for all new buildings from 2030. Post the 

2020 State of the Nation Address, the big challenge for local municipalities is being enabled to procure 

renewable energy, from Independent Power Producers in a manner that provides the greatest benefit 

to the country as a whole.  

Tracking energy consumption patterns over time in South Africa (evident in the State of Energy in 

South African cities reports produced by SEA), we have witnessed an unprecedented slowing in 

electricity demand growth. At the same time, the transport sector’s energy use has continued to grow 

year on year, and energy poverty persists despite impressive electrification levels. In Sub-Saharan 

African cities, a picture of deep energy poverty emerges, with limited solutions on the table towards 

meeting the energy needs that drive economic development. The debates are robust, the network of 

stakeholders deep. SEA locates itself here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The political transition in South Africa in 1994 presented an opportunity to reshape the energy and 

development landscape. Constitutional and policy changes ushered in integrated energy planning 

approaches and developmental local government with a mandate to provide equitable and 

sustainable services to meet basic needs. Against this landscape, and growing out of the work and 

people fostered by the University of Cape Town’s Energy and Development Research Centre, SEA was 

born in 2000 as a non-profit organisation. SEA recognised early on the urban energy challenge as 

central to sustainability, and was instrumental in enabling and bringing energy issues to local 

governance at a time when energy was hidden within electricity departments and not seen as critical 

to local, sustainable development.   



SEA’s overarching objective continues to promote the development of an 

equitable low-carbon, clean energy economy throughout Southern and Sub-

Saharan Africa. This includes the more efficient use of energy, the transition to 

more sustainable forms of energy such as solar and wind power, access to safe 

and affordable energy for all, and a holistic view of sustainable development. 

SEA had been instrumental in bringing the concept of energy thinking (as 

opposed to just electricity) into city strategic planning. The organisation has 

provided capacity to local government in areas where government did not have experience, staff or 

systems, and in an environment where officials are often preoccupied with short-term service 

delivery and other urgent goals, which displace longer-term considerations such as those linked to 

sustainable urban energy development and climate change mitigation.  

 

In SEA’s early years, much work was undertaken in making the energy picture in cities visible - in so 

doing, SEA pioneered the area of sustainable energy development within South African cities. This 

work was achieved through its 13-year-long, award-winning capacity-building programme, SEED 

(Sustainable Energy for Environment and Development), which 

influenced national housing policy, pioneered urban energy planning 

and management, integrated energy data collection and planning 

processes, and demonstrated the viability of efficiency and renewable 

energy interventions across all city sectors. The SEED programme, born 

at the time of the democratic transition, became the genesis of the local 

energy movement in South Africa. SEED was designed to help 

government tackle the urban crisis from an energy perspective, through 

fostering individuals and programmes in government and growing the 

critical skills to plan and manage energy. The country also saw the first 

State of Energy in South African cities report produced under this programme. 

Emerging out of the work of SEED was the realisation of 

the need for ongoing support to cities in the area of 

implementation. As a result, SEA established the City 

Energy Support Unit (CESU) in 2008. CESU set the course 

to strengthen sustainable urban energy action, through 

its significant contributions to national policy 

development in support of city transition to low-carbon 

equitable approaches, and by providing direct technical 

and facilitation assistance to cities. This work fostered CPD-accredited ‘Urban Energy’ courses, in 

partnership with the University of Cape Town and the Urban Energy Network – now a learning 

partnership platform jointly run with SALGA1 and the South African Cities Network. The experience 

                                                           
1 South African Local Government Association 

Since its inception in 2000, SEA has 

provided crucial capacity-building support 

to municipalities, including detailed 

technical information to enable decision-

making in relation to energy management. 

 

http://www.cityenergy.org.za/uploads/resource_322.pdf
http://www.cityenergy.org.za/tomorrowscities.php


“learn through the doing”, in partnership with municipalities, was consolidated into a set of materials 

to support local level low-carbon policy and implementation, all of which can be found on a dedicated 

resource website: www.cityenergy.org.za. Moreover, SEA’s energy and emissions data work was taken 

a step further through city-level future scenarios modelling to highlight emissions mitigation and 

energy consumption reduction potential by sector. This information was used by cities in the setting 

of local energy and emissions targets in energy and climate change strategies and/or action plans. SEA 

work has also involved working with municipalities in improving energy service delivery to the poor, 

and more recently bringing in a gender perspective. As informality continues to grow in our cities, this 

is an area of our work that continues to be critical. 

Based on the deep experience gained in 

pioneering local energy work in South 

Africa, SEA was drawn into the growing 

energy and climate/low-carbon 

development work in the broader 

region. SEA has led the development of 

local energy and emissions data work 

and local energy planning and critical 

capacity building, through the 

pioneering ‘Supporting African 

Municipalities in Sustainable Energy Transitions’ (SAMSET) and Covenant of Mayors in Sub-

Saharan Africa (COM-SSA) programmes in which it has collaborated. A challenging picture of 

substantial energy poverty, the need for low -carbon energy development and locally driven skills 

strengthening has emerged. 

The current phase of SEA - in advancing ambitious sustainable energy transitions in cities, spurred on 

by the prevailing global energy technology disruptions, the national energy crisis and the growing 

urgency of the climate crisis - sees the organisation leading an innovative national programme of work 

supporting municipalities with integrating decentralised forms of renewable energy production into 

their operations. Rooftop photovoltaic (PV) technology proving to be increasing economical, is 

disrupting traditional centralised electricity supply business models, which are impacting the finances 

of both Eskom and local municipalities. Through this programme, SEA is working with cities on 

providing technical support on policies and processes that will assist customers with installing such 

systems. SEA is also providing support on estimating the financial implications of rooftop PV on 

municipal business models, as well as investigating alternative business models. Another exciting 

programme of work underway, through the C40 Cities Programme, involves SEA assisting some of 

Africa’s megacities, notably Jo’burg, Lagos and Nairobi with developing action plans that chart the 

path on how to meet their ambitious greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets. A component of 

this programme also sees SEA providing technical support to four of SA’s big metros on developing 

local by-laws and policies that call for all new buildings to be exceptionally energy efficient and meet 

all remaining energy requirements through renewables such as rooftop PV. Implementation will follow 

a phased approach of increasing stringency until 2030.  

Another pivotal arm of SEA work focuses on supporting municipalities with strengthening governance 

in relation to collaborative climate action both within the local municipality itself as well as across the 

spheres of government. This has included listening and responding to the needs of city officials and 

providing support with building capacity and a space to engage on the critical issues to help catalyse 

local climate action. 

http://www.cityenergy.org.za/
http://www.cityenergy.org.za/uploads/resource_434.pdf


We have indeed entered an era of crisis and urgency, with respect to energy security, climate change 

and the environment. SEA, over the last 20 years has contributed to strengthening local government 

to harness the opportunity that these crises present. Change can be stubbornly resisted. SEA’s 

approach of helping others develop their own knowledge and understanding, and its core practice 

of responsivity is key to building trusting relationships that form the basis for changing attitudes 

and gaining goodwill for taking forward low carbon thinking and practice in cities.  Crisis offers 

opportunity where the ground is well prepared.  

SEA celebrates its 20-year milestone acknowledging with profound gratitude the support of its 

donors and partners without whom building and leading the local energy movement would not have 

been possible.  

 

 


