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EU Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Southern Africa 

Meeting Report: Executive Vice President Timmermans  

and Minister Patel 

Monday 2 March 2020 
 

Becoming the world’s first climate-neutral continent by 2050 is the greatest challenge and 
opportunity of our times. To achieve this, the European Commission presented the European Green 
Deal, the most ambitious package of measures that should enable European citizens and businesses 
to benefit from sustainable green transition. Measures accompanied with an initial roadmap of key 

policies range from ambitiously cutting emissions, to investing in cutting-edge research and 
innovation, to preserving Europe’s natural environment. 

European Commission website – A European Green Deal 
 
Mr Frans Timmermans, Executive Vice-President of the European Commission, responsible for the 
Green Deal, was in South Africa on Monday 2 March 2020. During a meeting with European company 
CEOs involved in the green economy, Mr Frans Timmermans, and the South African Trade and Industry 
Minister, Mr Ebrahim Patel, discussed the challenges and opportunities raised by the Green Deal. 
Along with the EU’s Ambassador to South Africa, Riina Kionka, 14 CEO’s were present, representing a 
spectrum of EU companies in South Africa involved in or affected by green economy issues.  
 
Frans Timmermans began his remarks by stressing that we are facing a global climate emergency and 
the importance of mutual collaboration on resources, technologies and knowledge. “Public opinion in 
Europe currently supports us in this process. However, we must convince the rest of the world to 
follow us, otherwise our efforts will be in vain and our support in Europe will vanish," said 
Timmermans. He stressed that if leaders don’t work together now to resolve the problem then others 
will solve it in ways that go against our values.  
 
Minister Patel agreed that these issues should unite us but he admitted there are still questions about 
who will get the benefits of a transition and who will bear the costs. He said that South Africa had 
started the costly process of the transition to a green economy and welcomed partnerships like that 
with the EU. For example, there is already a strong linkage between South Africa and the European 
automotives industry. The Minister suggested that this could be expanded in the area of electric 
vehicles. 
 
The discussion that followed with the European business representatives focused around the question 
of how the Green Deal could be operationalised and turned into a business opportunity for increasing 
trade and investment between the EU and South Africa. Diego de Radigues, Chairman of the EU 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Southern Africa recalled that firms from EU Member States 
represented in 2019 over 75% of inward FDI in South Africa. He added that it is very important for us 
to anticipate these developments, which will have a major impact on the labour market and, 
hopefully, on the planet. 
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Some of the European companies present highlighted the new technologies and processes that they 
are using in South Africa in support of a green transition, including the use of hydrogen for steel 
production and the promotion of low carbon building materials. Others stressed the opportunities for 
skills development and technology transfer in South Africa and other African countries. The 
importance of a regulatory environment to support such technologies was stressed by participants. 
The EU Chamber indicated it would be happy to work with the South African Government to drive the 
required legislation and its application by the private sector.  
 
According to all participants, regional cooperation between South Africa and the EU Chamber could 
help drive larger green energy projects with the scope to promote more manufacturing and jobs. 
There is scope to increase skills development initiatives currently underway within some European 
companies and to see greater involvement of development finance institutions to ensure the 
necessary funding is unlocked to support a Just Transition. EU business is also keen to follow the 
processes underway in South Africa to allow participation of private sector players in energy 
generation and to secure consistent electricity supply. Questions were also raised about how the 
carbon tax will work and what its impact will be in the future.  
 
In his closing remarks, Frans Timmermans did acknowledge that South Africa faces an immediate 
challenge in finding a way out for Eskom. He added that unbundling in Europe had not been easy but 
that the uptake of renewable energy is now paying for itself. He urged South Africa to learn from the 
experiences of others and to explore how foreign investors can be involved. Timmermans is confident 
that South Africa is ideally placed to be part of the cutting edge use of technologies for renewable 
energy and the sustainable use of water. The transition from a mining dependent economy is 
particularly complex and it will be important to balance the energy transition with other development 
priorities. There are huge costs of not making the transition and this information needs to be shared 
as well.  
 
Minister Patel confirmed that South Africa is committed to unbundling Eskom into three units and 
that partnerships with the private sector will be needed in this process. The Minister said public-
private partnerships must be based on fairness and honesty. He contended that there is already 
competition in the South African power space and that it is set too grow. Patel emphasized the priority 
of addressing the extremely high level of unemployment in South Africa – a reality that has never been 
faced in Europe to the same extent. This must be the overriding consideration and even though South 
Africa wants to walk the green path it does come at a cost so there must be consideration of how to 
share the costs. Patel called on the global north to maintain solidarity and work with countries like 
South Africa.  
 
The EU Chamber appreciates the time taken by Vice President Timmermans and Minister Patel to 
engage on these important issues. To continue this discussion, the EU Chamber will start, in the next 
few weeks, a working group on energy with the objective to develop concrete proposals and partner 
with the government to diversify its energy mix, while limiting the carbon footprint of energy 
production.  
 


