
WWF-SA statement on South Africa’s INDC 
 
South Africa’s INDC (Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, submitted to the UNFCCC on 
25 September) is coming under intense scrutiny around the world. Relative to many others, South 
Africa is a developing country with higher responsibility for emissions and capability to act on 
climate change. By making clear commitments based on a scientific point of departure and a 
perspective of equity between countries, its INDC serves as a clarion call to developed countries like 
Australia, the USA, Japan, Russia and the EU to ramp up their contributions, as well as to provide 
finance and technology support for action in developing countries. 
 
The global picture 
 
As at 2 October, 119 INDCs have been submitted to the UNFCCC, reflecting 146 countries (counting 
all EU members), and covering around 86% of global emissions in 2010 and 86% of the world’s 
population. The USA, the EU and China together account for 51% of current global emissions. The 
INDCs submitted are insufficient to meet the scale of reductions of greenhouse gas emissions that we 
need to remain below 2°C – which means increases of up to 4°C in South Africa. If fully 
implemented, they put the world on a course for 2.7°C average global warming by the end of the 
century and possibly even more thereafter.1 The gap between the required reductions and what is 
currently put forward comes on top of an overshoot of 8–10 billion tonnes (Gt) of greenhouse 
gases (CO2-eq) against pre-2020 pledges by developed countries.2 
 
Many African countries which still have a developmental deficit and can ill afford to, have tabled 
INDCs which put others to shame. Most have undertaken to make substantial percentage cuts relative 
to projected business-as-usual (BAU) emissions, which are very low in absolute terms to start with, 
and some have further translated this into an absolute cap on emissions. For example, Gabon will cut 
50% below BAU by 2025, effectively flatlining its emissions in 2000; Kenya will cut 30% below 
BAU by 2030 which is 143 million tonnes (Mt) CO2-eq in avoided emissions; Ethiopia will cut 64% 
below BAU and will cap its emissions at 145 Mt CO2-eq in 2030. 
 
Adaptation 
 
Weak global mitigation action requires greater adaptation efforts, and developing countries including 
Mexico, Kenya, Ethiopia and China have recognised that adaptation is part of the disproportionate 
‘contribution’ that developing countries are forced to carry. “The adaptation component of South 
Africa’s INDC is one of the strongest we have seen to date. By providing rough costings and a 
roadplan for developing national adaptation plans by the time a global agreement becomes binding, it 
is showing the way for many developing nations, and supporting its firm stance on the role that 
developed nations must play in financing adaptation action,” says James Reeler of WWF South 
Africa. 
 
Mitigation 
 
In terms of mitigation, South Africa’s INDC illustrates many elements other countries could adopt. It 
improves upon its earlier relative BAU-based pledge (demonstrating “no backsliding”) by committing 
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to quantified emission levels in specified years, and an outer limit of emissions over the period 2020–
2030 (a carbon budget). 
 
South Africa has committed to hold greenhouse gas emissions between 398 and 614 Mt per year from 
2025 to 2030, and a carbon budget of between 3.98  and 6.08 Gt between 2020 and 2030. 
 
“A carbon budget derived from the peak-plateau-decline (PPD) emissions trajectory range, which 
underpins the INDC commitment, would be between 12.4 and 16 Gt over the 35 years 2016‒2050, so 
it is of concern that South Africa could emit over 6 Gt in only 10 of those years – half of the better 
budget to 2050. This means South Africa would have to bring its emissions down very sharply after 
2030. It would serve the country’s developmental agenda better, and minimise economic shocks, to 
aim lower and decline sooner,” says Louise Naudé of WWF South Africa. 
 
No country has tabled post-2030 intentions so far. While not required to, it is a pity that South Africa 
has not signalled its intentions to 2050, as this would draw out other countries’ long term goals. 
Ultimately we need to aim for a globally nett zero-carbon economy. 
 
The billion dollar question of equity 
 
Has South Africa taken on its fair share of the global emission reductions required? 
 
The UNFCCC has not agreed to a method to apportion how much each coumtry should contribute, 
based on the UNFCCC’s principle of common but differentiated responsibility and capability – 
climate change is everyone’s problem and unilateral action by a few will not crack it, but some caused 
it and in so doing benefited disproportionately. The INDC makes the valid point that “The solution 
must lie in collective action. … A relative fair share … requires understanding of what others will do 
and an equitable effort-sharing paradigm.” WWF supports the proposal for an “equity reference 
framework” to be elaborated at COP21.  
 
We do not see that the absence of such a framework blocks South Africa from taking up its own 
responsibility domestically – the country contributed 1% of global emissions since 1850. 
 
South Africa’s INDC itself highlights that the PPD trajectory range is not accounted as South Africa’s 
fair share by any number of equity methodologies being mooted. Only the lower level of the range 
comes close,3 and WWF strongly calls for action toward this lower target. 
 
Notwithstanding, the INDC awards itself a gold star for doing its fair share: “[A]nalysis by South 
African experts reports that a fairly apportioned overall carbon budget for South Africa for the period 
from 2015 to 2050 would exceed the budget implied by the upper limit of the PPD trajectory range 
…” and “In the context of this objective [!] assessment … South Africa is of the view that its 
contribution is both fair and ambitious.” “… given South Africa’s current and historical emissions and 
its national circumstances (especially its development challenges).” While everything else in the 
INDC can be backed by publically available research and national policy, South Africa has declined 
to disclose this analysis or even the identity of the experts, which undermines the credibility of this 
claim. 
 
Flexibility 
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The INDC makes the persuasive point that “[I]n the short-term (up to 2025), South Africa faces 
significant rigidity in its economy and any policy-driven transition to a low-carbon and climate-
resilient society must take into account and emphasise its overriding priority to address poverty and 
inequality.” In this regard, it is understandable that the country should want some leeway for its 
mitigation commitments. This is over-provided for by upper and lower bounds for its emissions levels 
and its carbon budget over 2020–2030, and 5-yearly reviews “in which the stringency of short-term 
carbon budgets can be adjusted in successive implementation periods to ensure that South Africa 
remains within the overall [PPD-derived] carbon budget.” 
 
Besides judging the upper bounds of its commitments as less than adequate, WWF sounds a note of 
caution that all this flexibility also holds open the possibility of South Africa backsliding. Phrasings 
such as “[c]arbon budgets are an important form of flexibility at the national level; if emissions are 
below the benchmark trajectory range in a given year, they can exceed it in another year” and “… the 
PPD trajectory range may also be adjusted, without compromising the overall ambition of South 
Africa’s long-term contribution to the global mitigation effort” do hold such a danger. Already we are 
set to overshoot our desired domestic emission limits for 2010 to 2020, and have seen informal 
slippage on BAU and from considering the upper limit of the PPD range as the worst case to its 
becoming an accepted target. 
 
“WWF fully expects that South Africa will hold true to the original intentions captured in its INDC 
and domestic policy, and not yield to upward emissions pressure from special interest groups,” says 
Louise Naudé of WWF South Africa. 
 
Domestic action on energy 
 
A key focus for South Africa to reduce emissions is to eliminate reliance on coal for its energy supply. 
WWF welcomes the INDC’s talk of a decarbonised energy sector by 2050, and“a complete 
transformation of the future energy mix … to replace an inefficient fleet of ageing coal-fired power 
plants with clean and high efficiency technology going forward”. But it is not clear whether the 
INDC’s energy costings include nuclear power. WWF joins others in calling for exclusion of nuclear 
power from the energy mix. It is evident that on cost alone nuclear power is not viable. WWF-SA has 
investigated the case for significant investment in renewable energy and has shown that a high 
proportion of a mix of renewables could provide excellent reliability and lowest cost for electricity 
provision, using modelling that correlated historical demand data with solar and wind availability at 
the same time.4 
 
Means of support 
 
“Some African countries are bravely undertaking to make certain cuts unconditionally – irrespective 
of whether or not they receive support from other countries. Countries including Mexico, Morocco 
and Ethiopia have been explicit about what more they could offer to do with additional support,” says 
Jaco du Toit, WWF’s international Policy Coordinator for the UNFCCC. For example, Morocco will 
unconditionally cut emissions 13% below BAU by 2030, and increase that to 32% with support; 
Tunisia will unconditionally cut 14% below BAU and 33% conditional upon support.  
 
South Africa makes no clear statement about what it will do unconditionally, rather emphasising that 
its INDC is subject to “the finalisation of an ambitious, fair, effective and binding multilateral 
agreement under the UNFCCC at COP 21 in Paris” and depends on developed countries delivering on 
their obligations to provide finance, development and transfer of technology, and capacity building. 
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South Africa could strengthen its developing country case by quantifying how much of the national 
mitigation and adaptation activities will be covered by national investment, and how much additional 
funding from developed nations would be required. Such clarity is essential to understanding whether 
South Africa plans to undertake its fair share of the global climate effort, and for eliciting 
international investment. The INDC does provide a start for this, enumerating its climate-related 
expenditure to date and laying out a roadmap, proposed activities and rough costs for achieving the 
activities. 
 
Overall 
 
Overall, we commend the South African government for the clarity of its INDC, for its adaptation 
element, and for its strong developing country stance, which makes a solid contribution from within 
the G77, Africa Group and BASIC groups. We hope that the shortcomings in South Africa’s 
mitigation ambition and equitable effort will be addressed in the periodic review process to which the 
government has committed. 
 
“South Africa’s example, in undertaking to re-examine the scale of its action every five years (in 
2020, 2025, 2030) to ensure that the overall carbon budget is not exceeded, is one that WWF 
motivates should be built into the multilateral agreement coming out of COP21. The gap between the 
INDCs and what is required by science means that countries must improve their current intended 
efforts – nothing stops them doing this in the lead up to Paris – and agree that the current plans are at 
best the floor for further action that will be systematically ramped up in the coming years,” says 
Tasneem Essop, WWF’s international Head of Delegation for the UNFCCC. 
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