
Unpacking the political, economic and security implications 
of discourse on the Green Economy

An Integrated Policy Approach to a Green Economy

For our emerging world countries, the challenge is to reinvent growth without pol-
lution. We need green growth as much as we need growth that is affordable and 

equitable. Earth, Wind and Fire provides a rich insight into how South Africa is deal-
ing with these twin challenges and how it must look for new ways to the future. It is 

time we learnt from these. 
—  Dr Sunita Narain, Centre for Science and Environment, New Delhi, India

The Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection (MISTRA), which was publicly launched 
as a think tank in March 2011, was founded by a group of South Africans with experience in 
research, academia, policymaking and governance who saw the need to create a platform 
for engagement around strategic issues facing South Africa. MISTRA combines research and 
academic development, strategic reflections and intellectual discourse and applies itself to 
issues such as economics, sociology, governance, history, arts and culture, and the logics of 
natural sciences.

Earth, Wind and Fire: Unpacking the Political, Economic and Security Implications of Discourse 
on the Green Economy is the result of a MISTRA research project. It examines issues ranging 
from global and domestic climate change and sustainable energy issues to the mineral-energy 
complex issues that have given rise to local and sector-specific problems. Each chapter seeks 
to convey policy choices and recommendations, at the centre of which is a clear articulation of 
the need for an integrated mix of policy instruments in South Africa to mitigate emissions and 
promote the development of a low-carbon economy through the low-carbon and sustainable 
energy technologies and low-carbon innovation across various sectors of the economy.

The central theme of the book is that discourse and policy action on the Green Economy should 
fully embrace a transdisciplinary approach that acknowledges social complexity and takes on 
board the multidimensional nature of the issues. 

The book acknowledges the impressive progress that South Africa has made in its 
procurement process for renewable energy. Yet, it also warns that long-term sustainability 
of such programmes depends also on maximising socio-economic impact, especially among 
communities previously marginalised in the country’s historical socio-economic evolution. 
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Preface 
While there may be continuing debate about magnitude, impact and implications, there is 

universal consensus on the Anthropocene: an epoch in which we currently live, where human 

action is having a significant impact on the earth’s environment. Critical questions about a 

united global effort now earnestly engage the minds of decision-makers across the public and 

private spheres, and in civil society. A systematic partnership across these sectors is 

emerging, with scientists playing a crucial role in outlining the challenges and defining the 

interventions required to prevent an existential disaster for humanity. Yet, reaching agreement 

on concrete action for each of the role-players on a worldwide scale has been a global 

imbroglio of stops and starts. What are the reasons behind this? Perhaps contestation around 

the science may have something to do with it. And so may the finger be pointing and 

arguments on common but differentiated responsibility, or the rancour on funding sources for 

adaptation and mitigation. The reasons are many and varied.  

Through this book, the Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection (MISTRA) seeks to dig 

below the surface of these debates. While examining some of the obvious reasons behind the 

spasmodic progress in addressing global warming, it focuses on the deeper self-interests that 

inform the postures of stakeholders. The treatise pays particular attention to South Africa’s 

own tentative steps, along with its neighbours, in contributing to these efforts. The title, Earth, 

Wind and Fire: Unpacking the Political, Economic and Security Implications of Discourse on 

the Green Economy, borrows from the name of an American band (EWF) that has, over four-

and-half decades, dazzled the world with its outstanding talents in a variety of musical genres. 

But it is from more than the band name that the researchers have drawn inspiration. As with 

EWF’s versatility, the central theme of this work is that discourse and policy action on the 

Green Economy should fully embrace a transdisciplinary approach.  

For any policy to be meaningful and effective, it should acknowledge social complexity and 

take on board the multidimensional nature of the issues. This rings even truer for green 

policies, which require even higher levels of policy coordination and integrated governance. 

At the same time, the desire to move with speed needs to be tempered by a comprehensive 

understanding of the path dependencies that bear down on specific economies and polities. 

Beyond these macro-issues are matters of day-to-day praxis: the minute care required in 

building community partnerships for specific local interventions; the curve balls of South 

Africa’s current double jeopardy in the energy-water nexus, and the opportunities that 

programmes such as low-income housing development can present. The book does 

acknowledge the impressive progress that South Africa has made in its procurement process 

for renewable energy. Yet, it also warns that long-term sustainability of such programmes 



depends also on maximising socio-economic impact, especially among communities 

previously marginalised in the country’s historical socio-economic evolution. The development 

of Earth, Wind and Fire was not confined merely to the writing of the chapters of this book. It 

was also extended to engagements with stakeholders in public discourses on current issues 

such as the stark energy choices South Africa needs to make in the light of current power 

shortages. In addition, workshops were held both in South Africa and France around 

preparations for the Paris COP21 event later in 2015.  

There are many more themes that research work of this nature could have covered. But it is 

the hope of the authors that the various chapters help to illustrate the complex issues in 

transitioning to a green economy. The researchers would have more than met their ambition 

if this work contributes to ensuring a better understanding of the challenges associated with 

that transition. Better still, if the policy recommendations contained in this book do help to 

inform the framing of future courses of action among the stakeholders in South Africa and 

further afield, the team would have been honoured to add a small brick in the wall of 

sustainable development. This research project was undertaken with the financial support of 

the Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA), which manages the Green Friedrich-Ebert-

Stiftung (FES) South Africa Office. For this, and for the hard work of the authors, the peer 

reviewers, the editors and the support staff, MISTRA is profoundly grateful. 

Joel Netshitenzhe 

Executive Director 
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