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Most industries develop like trees growing, sending roots and 
branches out as needed. The result is not always pretty – some roots 
do damage, some branches are in the wrong place.

Developing a whole industry afresh, using foresight to avoid upstream harm, is a rare and wonderful 
thing. That’s what’s happened with the burgeoning renewable energy industry in South Africa: 
industry and government have worked to create a clean industry with limited harm, from the ground 
up.

Marshall Mabin, chair of the South African Wind Energy Association’s (SAWEA) Environmental working 
group, says wind energy leaves the starting blocks with an important advantage: it doesn’t have to be 
close to its raw material. 

“80% of the country has suitable areas for wind installations, so we 
can plan developments carefully and strategically.” 

The aim of the extensive investigations and planning that precede wind power plant construction is, 
as a SAWEA position paper puts it, to minimise “potential negative impacts whilst maximising 
potential social, environmental and economic bene�ts”.

Wind farms select sites that pare down the environmental footprint as much as possible; for example, 
choosing sites close to grid infrastructure and roads, to limit vehicle tra�c and needless installation of 
electric lines. Wind farms are required, in terms of the Bird and Wind Energy Best Practice Guidelines, 
to reduce, avoid and mitigate harm to species throughout their life-cycle – failure to do so, says 
Mabin, would result in a Negative Environmental Authorisation, with consequences for the wind farm.

Wind farms have huge positives for the environment – aside from the fact that they are not 
water-intensive, they also do not degrade land and are not incompatible with other land uses, such 
as grazing livestock.

Cleaner water, cleaner air, precious land available to agriculture are bene�ts which have undeniably 
benign e�ects on human health – and therefore on the Health Department’s budget.
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