


Children and infants bear a 
disproportionate health burden
Exposure to air pollution from coal-fired power 
plants has particularly severe consequences 
for early-life health, with effects that can 
persist throughout a lifetime. Fine particulate 
matter (PM2.5) and other pollutants are strongly 
linked to adverse birth outcomes, impaired lung 
development, and increased risk of respiratory 
disease in childhood.

Table 1 shows the projected impacts of coal-fired power 
plants on selected early-life health outcomes. 

By delaying the retirement of coal plants, the IRP 
effectively locks in preventable harm to the youngest 
and most vulnerable members of society, impacts that 
in some cases cannot be reversed once they occur. We 
estimate that delayed coal retirements would lead to 
an additional 41,000 preterm births, 17,000 new cases 
of asthma in children, and over 370 deaths in children 
under the age of five. These outcomes do not only 
represent immediate health crises for affected families, 
but also long-term burdens on the healthcare system 
and future workforce productivity.

Table 1 — Projected cumulative health impacts related to newborn babies and young children over the 
remainder of the lifetime of Eskom’s coal power plants, 2026-2050

Table 2 — Projected economic cost of air pollution health damages from coal-fired power plants until
the end of their lifetime, 2026-2050

HEALTH OUTCOME BASE DELAYED

Preterm births 95,000 (46,000–101,000) 136,000 (66,000–144,000)

New cases ofasthma in children 34,000 (7,000–81,000) 51,000 (10,000–122,000)

Deaths in children under 5 970 (630–1,470) 1,340 (870–2,050)

Note: The ranges represent the 95% confidence intervals for the pollutant dose-response functions.

ECONOMIC COST BASE DELAYED

USD (billion) 78 (47-117) 116 (70-174)

ZAR (trillion) 1.5 (0.9-2.2) 2.2 (1.3-3.3)

Note: The ranges represent the 95% confidence intervals for the pollutant dose-response functions.

Delaying coal retirement increases 
health-related economic losses
To phase out coal-fired power plants, financial 
investment is required to replace them with other 
energy sources. Because of this, government 
officials and Eskom often justify delays in coal 
phase-outs by citing the associated costs. While 
clean energy sources are increasingly competitive 
with existing coal power generation on price alone, 
it’s also essential to consider the societal costs 
of coal-fired power. Extending the lifetime of coal 
increases the health damage it causes to society, 
which has economic impacts.

Air pollution from coal-fired power plants negatively 
impacts the economy in several different ways, including 
increased medication and medical expenses, and loss 
of labour and productivity. 

For instance, under the government’s plan to extend 
coal power by an additional 10 years in the most recent 
IRP, air pollution from these plants is projected to cause  
27 (23–31) million individual work absences (‘sick days’). 
Table 2 shows the total projected economic cost of air 
pollution from coal power plants under the recent IRP. 

Overall, delaying these plants is projected to cause an 
additional ZAR 721 (438–1,080) billion in economic 
damage, equivalent to USD 38.3 (23.2–57.4) billion. 
For context, since 2011, over ZAR 290 billion has 
been invested in the renewable energy sector (BDO, 
2025). Hence, phasing out coal would save billions in  
health damages.
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Clean energy can replace delayed  
coal capacity
Approximately 32 GW of coal capacity can be 
retired in South Africa by the mid-2030s within a 
reliable power system, alongside a rapid expansion 
of wind, solar, and storage to around 50–60 GW 
by 2030 and over 100 GW by 2040, according to 
Bloomberg analysis (BloombergNEF, 2023). By 
contrast, the South African Renewable Energy Grid 
Survey identifies a development pipeline of around 
220 GW of wind, solar and storage projects. This 
pipeline far exceeds the scale of buildout required 
to enable coal retirement.

Extending the life of coal-fired power stations is not 
required to ensure an adequate electricity supply. Rather, 
these delays represent a policy choice, not a technical 
necessity, and come at the cost of prolonged exposure to 
harmful air pollution and increased difficulty in meeting 
South Africa’s climate commitments.

Policy recommendations
The South African government’s decision to extend 
the operating lifetimes of coal plants under IRP 
2025 has consequences, including a considerable 
projected human toll. The right to a healthy 
environment is enshrined in Section 24 of South 
Africa’s Constitution.

CREA and Greenpeace Africa, therefore, call on the 
South African government and Eskom to take the 
following actions.

RETIRE COAL PLANTS ON 
THE ORIGINAL SCHEDULE 
OR FASTER

The government must reverse the IRP 2025 life extensions 
and commit to retiring Eskom’s coal fleet no later than the 
decommissioning timeline set out in IRP 2019. Every year 
of operation beyond that schedule is a policy decision 
to continue exposing communities to preventable 
harm, to communities that have already subsidised  
South Africa’s electricity system with their health 
for decades. The government must stop presenting 
delay as a technical necessity. This report shows the 
consequences of failing to transition to clean energy. It 
shows what the delay costs and who pays.

NO NEW COAL

South Africa’s renewable energy development pipeline 
stands at over 220 GW of wind, solar, and storage, more 
than sufficient to replace retiring coal capacity while 
expanding energy access. New coal investment would 
lock in decades of additional health damage, carbon 
emissions, and stranded asset risk at precisely the 
moment when clean alternatives are cheaper and more 
available than at any point in the country’s history.

This is not only an economic argument. New coal means 
new coal infrastructure with pollution that will again 
impact the communities least able to refuse it — fenceline 
communities who did not choose their proximity to a 
power station and have never been compensated for 
what living next to one has cost them Building new coal 
in 2026 is not an energy security decision. It is a decision 
to lock in the harm that this report describes. The 
government must explicitly and permanently rule out 
new or extended coal in all future Integrated Resource 
Plans and energy policy instruments.

DELIVER A JUST 
TRANSITION THAT CENTRES 
THE COMMUNITIES MOST 
HARMED BY COAL

The speed of the phase-out is necessary but not sufficient. 
The workers and communities whose economies have 
been structured around coal for generations deserve 
a transition that is planned, adequately resourced, 
and shaped by their meaningful participation, not a 
transition that happens to them, while decisions are 
made elsewhere.

This means legally binding commitments: worker 
retraining programmes with guaranteed income support 
during transition; economic diversification plans for 
coal-dependent municipalities like Emalahleni and 
Steve Tshwete; community representation in transition 
governance structures at both provincial and national 
level; and prioritised investment in renewable energy 
infrastructure in the regions that have borne the greatest 
pollution burden. These are not goodwill gestures. They 
are obligations to workers who have powered South 
Africa’s economy, and to communities whose health was 
never adequately protected in the process.

A just energy transition must be measured not only 
by how quickly coal exits the grid, but by whether the 
people most harmed by coal are the first to benefit from 
what replaces it.
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Methodology
This analysis builds on data and methods from our 
previous report (CREA, 2023), applying them to two 
scenarios: a Base scenario, reflecting originally 
scheduled coal plant retirements as specified in the 
IRP 2019, and a Delayed scenario, based on the extended 
plant lifetimes proposed in IRP 2025. The analysis uses 
2021 meteorological conditions as a representative 
base year, with impacts for subsequent years scaled 
according to plant-specific emissions trajectories. 
Population exposure is updated annually using projected 
population data to reflect changes over time. Eskom’s 
reported plant-level emissions serve as the baseline, 
with future emissions projected under each scenario 
based on plant operating lifetimes and phase-out 
schedules. As in the previous analysis, plant emissions 
assume the implementation of the planned pollution-

control upgrades. These emissions are translated into 
ambient concentrations of fine particulate matter 
(PM2.5), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), and sulphur dioxide 
(SO2) using the CALPUFF dispersion model, which 
accounts for meteorology, atmospheric processes, and 
topography to simulate how pollutants form, travel, and 
accumulate across regions. The resulting changes in 
pollution exposure are then linked to health outcomes 
using established concentration-response functions, 
allowing us to estimate impacts on premature mortality 
and disease, including effects on infants and children. 
Finally, these health impacts are monetised using 
standard economic valuation approaches to quantify 
the broader societal costs of coal-related air pollution.
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Greenpeace Africa Head Office
Phone: +27 11 482 4696
E-Mail: coafrica@greenpeace.org

Fundraising related queries
Phone: +27 11 726 2404
E-Mail: fgpa@greenpeace.org

Kenya specific fundraising queries
E-Mail: gkenya@greenpeace.org
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