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By now most readers of ENERGIZE understand the proximate causes of the Western Cape 
power crisis: the bolt that destroyed the generator stator in unit one at Eskom's Koeberg 
nuclear power plant, 30 km north of Cape Town, and the subsequent tripping of the second 
Koeberg reactor unit following a number of failures on the Eskom transmission feeders to the 
Cape, which are normally able to transport up to 75% of the power requirements of the 
region. 
 
A number of ultimate or root causes have been put forward in the media over the past few 
weeks, including a temporary government moratorium on Eskom building new plants, 
regulatory failure and unexpectedly high electricity demand associated with accelerated 
economic growth. However, none of these "causes" survive closer scrutiny. 
 
It is true that there was some policy uncertainty around Eskom's role in new domestic 
generation investments in the period 2001 - 2004 when 
government was seriously considering introducing private participation and creating a 
competitive electricity market. However, during these years Eskom continued to produce 
annual Integrated Strategic Electricity Plans with scenarios of future investment requirements. 
There was a general acceptance that the first capacity additions would come from return to 
service of the Camden, Grootvlei and Komati plants and that Eskom (perhaps with partners) 
would be responsible for this work. But this debate has actually little to do with power 
outages in the Cape. 
 
The problem was not the shortage of power nationally, but constraints on the transmission 
system and Eskom has always had full responsibility for investing in sufficient transmission 
capacity. 
 
Could the regulator have done more to avert this crisis? The Electricity Act, under which the 
National Electricity Regulator (NER) operated, was not explicit about any regulatory 
responsibility for future generation planning or investments. Nevertheless, NER was 
concerned at an early stage about the looming supply/demand imbalance in 2006 - 2008 – and 
fast-tracked Eskom licence applications for capacity additions, including the return to service 
of mothballed plant, additions to Arnot and a new pump-storage scheme at Braamhoek.But 
again, this has little to do with the Western Cape power crisis. Sufficient power has been 
generated on the national grid, but has not been available locally in the Cape. 
 
Has unanticipated growth in demand caused the problem? Once again the 
facts do not support this hypothesis. Peak demand on the system in 2005 (33461 MW) was 
actually lower than peak demand in 2004 (34195 MW). 
Average demand growth in the period 2001 - 2005 has been close to 
planning projections. And maximum demand in the first 12 weeks in 2006 has been less than 
2,5% higher than the previous year. This is clearly not the root cause of our present 
difficulties. 
 
Eskom has to take ultimate responsibility. Its licence from the 
regulator requires it to deliver reliable and secure electricity supply to customers and, in the 
Western Cape, it has not done so. I would doubt whether any of Eskom's directors or 
managers do not believe that Eskom is responsible for security of supply. 
 



Root causes still need to be fully explained. Why has a situation been allowed to develop 
where the line to the Cape can only transport 2900 MW when the Cape's maximum demand is 
between 3500 and 3900 MW? This means that if only one unit at Koeberg goes off-line (as it 
has to do for refuelling and maintenance) there is not enough supply to the Cape. Why have 
there been so many trips on the line down to the Cape? Why have Koeberg staff not been able 
to "island" unit 2 at Koeberg during transmission trips to enable a quicker restoration of 
power, and why has it, at least twice, taken 5 days to restore power? The questions have to be 
asked as to whether Eskom's planning, operations and maintenance systems have been 
adequate? 
 
I ask these questions not merely to apportion blame. A correct diagnosis of problems is 
necessary if we are to develop appropriate corrective measures. 
 
Eskom has now published a sensible short-term recovery plan in the 
Western Cape. A spare rotor for Koeberg has been sourced and should be installed by May. 
Unit two will run at reduced power and its scheduled refuelling and major maintenance 
overhaul will be delayed until the end of May. This means that we shall have only one 
Koeberg unit operational over the winter period. Additional measures will have to be taken to 
meet peak demand. These include securing small amounts of additional local generation 
capacity and widening dynamic market participation whereby Eskom purchases "negawatts" 
from industries who voluntarily reduce load. And an ambitious energy efficiency programme 
is being launched to encourage greater use of efficient lights, hot water geyser savings, etc. 
 
In the medium term, two open cycle gas plants at Atlantis and Mossel 
Bay, totalling 1000 MW, are being built and will come on line in 
mid-2007. The transmission grid is being strengthened and further 
efforts in demand-side management and co-generation will help. 
 
Longer term challenges remain, however, and Eskom has to assure 
electricity customers that it is reviewing its planning, operations and maintenance systems to 
guarantee a more secure and reliable electricity supply for all in the future. And appropriate 
governance and regulatory systems need to be in place to ensure that this is done. 
 


