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Plan will reveal true ANC

ESKOM UNBUNDLING: SPARKS DEBATE BETWEEN BUSINESS COMMUNITY, LABOUR UN]QNS

> How government
uses the sale of the
SOE’s assets will
tellusalot.

!Illl'ml!lllIIIHIIIIIIHIHIIIIlIllHllHlllIllHll

Lando,
ann-mmmrnq
Ledger

he  mismanagement
and corruption at Es-
kom has reached crisis
levels, leading to sus-
tained blackouts and a
debt crisis that has the potential
to cripple the entire economy.

In response, President Cyril
Ramaphosa announced Eskom’s
imminent unbundling.

The debate around wheth-
er or not this is a good strategy
has largely been between the
business community - whose
position is echoed by the main-
stream media platforms in sup-
port of unbundling - and the
labour unions driven by trade
union federation Cosatu and its
affiliates, in opposition.

Business emphasises the
possibility of cheaper energy
through efficiency, transparen-
cy and competition, especially
in the generation component.
Labour unions fear the inevita-
ble privatisation and job cuts.

Whether it will lead to whole-
sale privatisation remains to
be seen, but abundantly clear
is that resorting to unbundling
as the state-owned enterprise’s
(SOE) last resort is an indict-
ment of the ANC government.

It symbolises the loss of an
important state institution. The
way the ANC manages the pro-
cesses before, during and after
unbundling, will reveal what
kind of state it governs.

Implications of unbundling

It would be absurd to suggest
against evidence, as the Insti-
tute for Race Relations has, that
the apartheid-era Eskom was
not corrupt, rent-seeking and
extractive. However, during
apartheid, Eskom served its rai-
son d’etre: to provide a constant
and secure supply of energy to
industries and ordinary, mainly
white, South Africans at an af-
fordable price.

Eskom implemented electric-
ity provision in a secretive, re-
strictive environment. It oper-
ated with minimal information
sharing, limited oversight and
boards that were partial to cer-
tain ways of thinking.

Much like parts of the apart-
heid state that functioned on
patronage and clientelism, such
as farming and agriculture and
finance investment, Eskom was
not built to be the transparent
and competitively open organ-
isation that the South African

democratic era seeks.

Eskom was profitable, defi-
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nitely, but that profitability
relied on an institutional cul-
ture of doing as it pleased. The
1983 De Villiers Commis-
sion criticised the
SOE back then for
its “governance,
management,
electrici-
ty-forecast-
ing methods,
investment
decisions and
accounting”.
As far back
as 1988, Eskom it-
self restrained the
progressive moves that
could have resulted in cheap-
er, more efficient power gen-
eration. Wanting to maintain
full monopoly control over t_he
country’s generation capacity,
it actively worked to keep alter-
natives out of the market, at the
cost of citizens.

Unbundling,
privatisation of
Telkom meant
the SOE no
longer bleeds

The parastatal’s current cor-

rupt and inefficient practices
are layered in an institutional

culture that is stubbornly set
against change. Sadly,
Eskom no longer
serves any of its
foundational
purposes.

SOEs are
not just busi-
nesses, they
are state-soci-
ety interfaces
and structur-
al symbols of
state building.

Privatisa-
tion perpetuates a notion that
the ANC government is unable
to maintain a successful institu-
tion that was built by a colonial/
apartheid government.

The private sector, despite
some transformation through
BEE, is still viewed as material-

ly and symbolically white, while
the state is viewed as black.

Resistance to relinquish-
ing state assets to the private
sector may, on the surface, be
sentimental, but its social and
symbolic implications cannot
be ignored and will have strong,
maybe monumental impacts on
the political context.

Learning from the past
Unbundling and privatisation,
or quasi-privatisation, are ne-
oliberal tools of public admin-
istration and management, to
downsize and streamline gov-
ernment to ensure that it is fit to
provide public goods and servic-
es efficiently and effectively.

It was partly on this basis
that the government employed
new public management tools
and techniques as the way to de-
liver public goods and services
following the transition into de-
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Predatory or developmental?

Development scholar Peter
ans presents two types of sta
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state for economic developm
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