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Environment report 

ENVIRONMENT  
REPORT 
Integrating sustainability into business strategy

Base station in Lesotho powered by wind and solar energy.

At Vodacom, we view sustainable thinking and practice as being 
integral to our business journey. This link with our core business 
enables us to unlock value by using it as a lens through which  
to identify risks and opportunities that affect our ability to create 
value for our stakeholders and fulfil our purpose.

We aim to minimise the environmental footprint of our operations 
to enable us to do more with less: less energy, less carbon, less 
waste and less use of resources. We focus on improving the  
energy efficiency of our network, data centres and offices through 
innovative solutions where we can make the biggest difference  
and strongest business case to address our carbon emissions  
and save on energy costs.

This report presents the various initiatives, projects and 
programmes that we have embarked on across the Group, that 
demonstrate our commitment to environmental sustainability.

Machine-to-machine
Communications technology can play a significant role in tackling 
the global climate challenge by enabling businesses and 
consumers to reduce their carbon footprints. Our machine-to-
machine (‘M2M’) capability has developed enterprise solutions for 
the monitoring and management of water and energy 
consumption. These solutions are designed to support enterprises 
in reducing their carbon footprint and minimise wasteful 
consumption of scarce resources.

Working together towards sustainable growth  
and development
The National Business Initiative (‘NBI’) is a voluntary coalition 
of South African and multinational companies, committed to 
working towards sustainable growth and development in South 
Africa and the shaping of a sustainable future through 
responsible business leadership and action. This collective 
action provides progressive leadership and advocacy needed in 
South Africa to support and accelerate business action to 
achieve a sustainable, equitable and thriving society. As a 
member of the NBI, Vodacom looks for opportunities to 
partner with the NBI to drive sustainable action in South Africa.

The Private Sector Energy Efficiency (‘PSEE’) is a programme of 
the NBI which aims to improve energy efficiency in commercial 
and industrial companies in South Africa through providing 
various services to assist companies in identifying and 
implementing energy saving measures.

The programme, which stems from a UK/SA bilateral 
relationship, is funded by the UK Government’s Department  
for International Development (‘DFID’) in support of the South 
African Government’s strategy for reducing energy demand.

Given the energy security challenges that all South African 
corporates are facing, Vodacom decided to join the PSEE 
initiative to explore how energy is managed within our business 
and look for opportunities for saving energy in our operations. 
The project, which ran over a period of three months, was 
made up of work streams that entailed a strategic review of 
energy management through interviews with all levels of staff 
from senior leadership to maintenance staff, and actual site 
surveys at base stations, office buildings and retail stores.

The PSEE has highlighted opportunities for energy savings at 
our South African operations and provided a road map of how 
we can implement these projects as well as formalise energy 
management structures internally.
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Embedding sustainability in the way  
we do business
Operational energy efficiency plans
We are working with suppliers to develop and install more efficient 
components across our networks. This was a key focus during our 
radio access network (‘RAN’) renewal project, with an ongoing focus 
on installing more efficient power amplifiers and free cooling 
technology (which use air to cool network equipment to reduce  
the need for energy-intensive air conditioning).

Free cooling at a base station site

Our hybrid power systems, which combine diesel generators with 
batteries for greater fuel efficiency, use smart controls to reduce 
diesel consumption by up to 70% at sites that depend on diesel 
generators for primary or back-up power.

The Vodafone Site Solution Innovation Centre in Midrand, South 
Africa provides a base for the Vodafone Group network innovation 
teams to collaborate with external parties and suppliers to develop 
and test new technologies that will help reduce our energy use  
and carbon footprint. The innovative solutions that the team are 
currently testing include a flow battery system, fuel cells powered 
by water and a micro-turbine powered by diesel.

South Africa
We pride ourselves on innovation and being the first to bring new 
solutions to the country. The introduction of LTE/4G technology 
gives an indication of just how far mobile technology has evolved. 
In September 2014 we completed our multi-billion rand, six-year 
long RAN renewal programme which has resulted in every Vodacom 
base station in South Africa being replaced with new equipment.

This new equipment means that our entire network of base stations 
is future-proofed and LTE/4G ready and now we are ideally 
positioned to support the South African Government’s broadband 
objectives. We’re looking forward to rolling this higher speed 
technology out as soon as additional spectrum becomes available.

In addition to this, the new equipment is more easily configured  
to handle future upgrades and is better for the environment, with 
reduced energy consumption and a smaller footprint compared  
to the old technology. Today, Vodacom’s South African network  
is among the most advanced in the world.

There is more to the RAN project than superfast speeds. We’ve also 
been investing heavily to make sure that we have the capacity  
to handle the massive growth in data volumes in South Africa. 
Broadband access is one of the key pillars to economic 
development and we’re ready and able to play our part.

Before RAN renewal After RAN renewal

In addition to the RAN renewal programme, our network team is 
planning to implement free cooling at approximately 400 sites 
which reduces the energy consumed by air conditioners 
substantially. These sites will be remotely monitored with smart 
energy meters, allowing for greater visibility of energy consumption 
at these sites.

Alternative energy solutions
A fuel cell is a device that converts the chemical energy from fuel, 
like hydrogen, into electricity through a chemical reaction with 
oxygen or another oxidising agent. Fuel cells are different from 
batteries in that they require a continuous source of fuel and 
oxygen to sustain the chemical reaction. In an effort to source a 
clean alternative source of energy to grid power, Vodacom has 
deployed hydrogen fuel cells at some base station sites. We 
currently have 273 sites using fuel cells on our network. Although 
this clean fuel technology leads to reduced carbon emissions, the 
energy and cost savings from these sites is limited due to the high 
price/kW of the technology and the limitation of delivering only 
5kW of power and consuming fuel when in standby mode. The 
business case for their deployment is very site specific and is mainly 
based on site locations such as rooftops, requests from property 
owners for an alternative to noisy diesel generators, and where the 
risk of theft of diesel generator components and fuel is prevalent.



03

Environment report 

This year we introduced a project in South Africa called ‘1 000 
small things’ which encourages employees to identify simple 
changes in daily operations that contribute towards better 
business. These changes can entail anything from cost 
optimisation projects to internal processes that can be mapped 
more efficiently.

Our philosophy is ‘What is good for the environment, is also good 
for our pocket’ as reducing the impact on the environment also 
leads to savings, whether at home or at the office. Some of the 
environmental projects that were initiated with the aim of 
creating awareness among employees and customers to consider 
their environmental impact include:

 Reducing the consumption of plastic bottles of water 
purchased for meetings;

 Setting all printers to print double sided, black and white 
copies by default; and

 Introducing plastic bags made from recycled material at retail 
stores and encouraging reuse of these bags.

Our national facilities team have invested over R4 million in an 
HVAC ice plant that is powered using the excess energy generated 
from the solar array at our offices in Century City.  

This project aims to reduce electricity consumption by about  
52 166 kWh per month with an annual cost saving of 
approximately R890 000.

Technical facilities which include our core networks and data 
centres are implementing ‘Project Light’ which aims to reduce  
the power usage effectiveness (‘PUE’) reading at our mobile 
switching centres (‘MSC’) from 2.0 to 1.8, through various 
interventions like lighting optimisation, optimising air flow paths, 
intelligent metering, energy monitoring and the retrofit  
of electronically commuted fans.

Our retail stores have also considered their impact on the 
environment and with the launch of the new-look stores,  
have embarked on an energy saving initiative in all stores by 
replacing old lights with LED lighting. Further to this we have 
invested in the use of inverter air conditioning units when the old 
units are due for replacement. Our walk-in customer care centres 
have also implemented a solution to ensure that used ink 
cartridges are sent on for responsible recycling through a 
recognised service provider.

International
Ultra-low cost sites continue to be established in rural areas with  
no coverage and now provide 2G services with GPRS and EDGE. 
These sites are totally off grid and operate on battery and solar 
power only.

In the DRC, the number of ultra-low cost sites now stands at 500. 
Vodacom Lesotho has also implemented an ultra-low cost site with 
a remarkable deployment time of only four days as well as at a cost 
of almost half of what it would cost for a normal base station. The 
number of solar sites in Lesotho stands at 53, approximately 21% of 
the total network. These are sites that are in remote locations with 
no access to grid power. As Lesotho is quickly becoming electrified, 
some of these solar sites might get connected to grid power as this 
is more reliable.

Vodacom Mozambique continues to deploy non-containerised base 
stations and diesel battery hybrids in their network rollout.

In Tanzania, with the sale of the network towers to Helios Tower 
Tanzania (‘HTT’), carbon reduction plans have been put on hold as 
the ownership of the towers has transferred to HTT. Despite this, 
there remain opportunities for energy savings and the deployment 
of innovative solutions.
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Business continuity management
Readiness for load shedding
Stage 1 and 2 load-shedding with one blackout per day has a 
minimal impact on our network. However, the impact of power cuts 
increases with stage 3A and stage 3B load shedding where an area 
could have three to four disruptions a day. This will affect our 
network coverage as the batteries on the sites will not have enough 
time to recharge to full capacity and could possibly not last the two 
to three hours during the next power disruption on the same day.

We continue to invest in back-up equipment and generators at our 
sites and have emergency plans in place to deploy additional 
mobile generators should the need arise. All core elements and 
important hub sites have permanent generators as additional power 
back-up. The challenge would be to keep diesel supplies replenished 
during extended disruptions. Normal base stations have batteries 
that last around four hours or more in a day if fully charged. In cases 
of extended disruptions, mobile generators will be deployed and 
ultimately phased service degradation will be implemented, for 
example turning off LTE first, then 3G and then 2G.

Vodacom retail stores are heavily reliant on the backup power 
provided by the property owner. Key stores that do not have backup 
power have been identified and a proposed backup solution is being 
investigated to provide power for up to six hours.

Environmental management
Our environmental policy was revised over the past year and 
endorsed by our CEO.

http://vodacom.onlinereport.co.za/vodacom_
ir_2015/#7thpage

The ISO 14001 system has been successfully sustained in a 
surveillance audit conducted by TUV. Vodacom conducted an 
internal audit of the Vodacom ISO 14001:2004 Environmental 
Management System. Main areas for corrective action related  
to action plans and records of decisions on diesel tanks at the 
Midrand campus. All actions have been closed out and  
a proposal to the Gauteng Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development has been submitted.

http://www.vodacom.co.za/cs/groups/public/
documents/document/vodacom-iso-14001_certificate.
pdf

Five supplier audits were conducted within our high risk suppliers to 
ensure our environmental impacts are contained. Findings relate to 
documentation, legal appointees and site observations. 

Legal compliance audit
An independent environmental legal compliance audit was 
conducted between 17 and 19 February 2015 by the Institute for 
Sustainable Risk Management.

The objective of this audit was to determine whether the 
arrangements made and practices in place are suitable, adequate 
and effective with respect to the entire management system life 
cycle: development, documentation, implementation, maintenance 
and improvement in terms of the relevant applicable environmental 
acts, regulations and bylaws.

An enterprise-wide risk assessment was conducted on the 
combined outcome of the legal compliance audit, using a statistical 
weighted average methodology. The categories evaluated in the 
enterprise-wide risk assessment included:

 Potential regulatory and legislative exposure;
 Difficulty of changing non-compliance;
 Cost of changing non-compliance;
 Effect of change on other activities;
 Concerns of interested parties;
 Effects on image of the organisation; and
 Environmental incidents.

An action plan has been developed by the Chief HR Officer (‘CHRO’) 
who is our appointed management representative. The CHRO has 
assigned areas of responsibilities to senior leaders.

Where we can improve
We experienced an environmental incident in May 2014 from our 
diesel storage tanks located on our Midrand campus. Due to the 
failure of the cut off sensor, the bulk tanks continued to pump 
diesel into the day tanks. As a result of the sensor in the bund being 
moved, no alarm was raised thus eliminating further alarm 
investigations. This resulted in a major diesel spillage over the 
bunded area. In response to this, emergency procedures were 
drafted by the principal contractor and communicated around 
spillages. Re-training was conducted with technical staff on the 
emergency procedures and functionality of safety mechanisms 
installed on the equipment. New spill kits were supplied to contain  
spills over 240 litres.

The area around the generators is being upgraded to include 
additional bund and drainage systems to eliminate future incidents 
occurring. The contaminated areas have been fully rehabilitated 
and test results indicate no contamination traces.

During regional routine site visits in February 2015 environmental 
non-conformances were identified relating to diesel spillage. These 
sites were rehabilitated and the procedures for decanting were 
updated and communicated with the relevant suppliers to ensure 
preventative action.
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Environmental strategy
During the year, in the build-up to our strategy, we established  
an environmental steering committee comprising key internal and 
external stakeholders associated with our high priority impacts. 
Through this committee we are governing all our initiatives towards 
our key objectives of reducing our carbon footprint and at the same 
time managing our exposures and incidents.

This steering committee is coordinated by the Health, Safety and 
Environment (‘HSE’) division in Vodacom. Currently the committee 
is evaluating the gaps associated with the environmental strategy, 
which is driven by Vodacom’s core environmental objectives in all 
our operating companies.

Key environmental performance indicators
Year ended 31 March % change

2015 2014 2013 14/15

Group indicators
Reduction in carbon values per site (%) 5 10 15
CO2 emissions (mtCO2) 561 515 516 391*  544 381 9

SA indicators
Number of sites 10 673 10 022  9 341 6
Access network electricity (GWh) 255 214.4  206.6 19
Core network electricity (GWh) 62 69.3 77.4 (11)
Data centres electricity (GWh) 48 47.6 51.5 1
Building electricity (GWh) 59 67.2  60.2 (12)
Diesel generator fuel 2.8 3.7 2.9 (24)
Vehicle fuel (diesel & petrol) (million litres) 1.6 1.7  1.9 (6)
Network equipment and handsets reused or recycled (tonnes) 160 97  396 65

*  With the sale of the network towers in Vodacom Tanzania, we no longer have control over the access network in Tanzania and have adjusted our 2014 carbon emissions  
to normalise with our 2015 data. With the growth in our networks across the Group our carbon emissions increased by 9% to 561 515 mtCO2. Our number of base stations declined  
to 13 991 base stations (due to the transfer of ownership of the Tanzania towers). As a result our carbon emissions declined by 5% per base station and we have met our Group carbon 
reduction target.

Comparative Group carbon footprint (in mtCO2)
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Carbon Disclosure Project (‘CDP’)
For over a decade CDP has worked to tackle climate change. Rising 
energy demands are competing for a limited supply of fossil fuels. 
Energy security and a clean energy revolution are becoming 
increasingly important. The CDP system has helped move climate 
change and energy efficiency onto the business radar and into 
mainstream business thinking. Companies are better able to 
understand how to protect themselves from the impacts of climate 
change and become more energy efficient.

The CDP is an investor-led initiative on behalf of 822 institutional 
investors with USD95 trillion in assets that requests information on 
greenhouse gas emissions, energy use and the risks and 
opportunities from climate change from thousands of the world’s 
largest companies. Through measurement and transparency, 
companies are better placed to manage carbon and protect 
themselves from climate change risk. Disclosed information is 
made available by the CDP for integration in business, investment 
and policy decision making.

Vodacom Group has participated in this global initiative since 2010 
and results released at the launch of the CDP South Africa Climate 
Change Report 2014 in October revealed that we have retained our 
lead in the telecommunications sector in South Africa. Our scores 
increased from 94% in 2013 to 96% in 2014.

2014 IT & Telecoms results: Disclosure  
and performance bands: IT & Telecoms

Source: CDP South Africa Climate Change Report 2014.

Electromagnetic frequency
Mobile devices and the masts that enable them to transmit calls 
and data, operate well within guideline safety limits. We manage any 
perceived health issues based on all available scientific evidence to 
ensure we safeguard our customers, employees and the public. Our 
vision is to lead within the industry in responding to public concern 
about mobile phones, masts and health by demonstrating 
leading-edge practices and encouraging others to follow.

http://www.vodacom.com/about-us/our-impact/
mobiles-masts-and-health

Community power
Through our community power project, we have identified 
communities in which we operate base stations that are without 
access to grid electricity. Where the base stations are close enough 
to a community school, we have fitted an array of solar panels  
to provide clean energy to the school as well as to our base station. 
We have found this mutually beneficial project to be working well  
in Emfihlweni in Northern KwaZulu-Natal and at Janguo Secondary 
School in Tanzania’s Pwani region.

The construction of the community power site at Vuvu in the 
Eastern Cape has been completed. Vodacom has also donated 
laptops to the school and provided connectivity, ensuring the 
integration of technology in this remote school. We are also 
exploring the potential of further sites where feasible.

Partnering with our stakeholders
Learning and sharing
We are recognised as leaders in sustainability not just in South 
Africa but across the globe and we are often called on to participate 
in numerous knowledge and information-sharing sessions. We 
continue to play an active role in communicating our progress on 
our sustainability journey with various stakeholders including the 
media, government departments, industry and cross-sector peers, 
advisory firms, and tertiary and research institutions. In September 
2014 we were invited by the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (‘JSE’) 
to participate in their Environmental, Social and Governance (‘ESG’) 
investor briefing which was one of the platforms used to engage 
with investors, analysts and representatives from other companies.

WWF and UCT small scale fisheries project
With the increasing affordability of mobile devices and rapid 
development of internet systems and mobile apps, more and more 
organisations are making use of this ubiquitous form of 
communication to develop sophisticated monitoring systems to 
address some of the world’s more pressing social and ecological 
challenges. Examples abound of development projects around the 
world that are making use of mobile phones to empower local 
communities to monitor issues as diverse as natural resource use, 
community health and water quality. The pending implementation 
of the recently gazetted small-scale fisheries policy has provided  
an impetus for similar novel approaches to small-scale fisheries 
governance in South Africa. An opportunity exists to leapfrog the 
traditionally marginalised small-scale fisheries sector into the 
forefront through the use of modern, web-based technology.
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Vodacom, together with the World Wide Fund (‘WWF’) for Nature, has 
provided funding to develop and operationalise a basic integrated 
Information Monitoring System (‘IMS’) with a mobile application.  
The output of this project will be a web-based database, developed 
in collaboration with Vodacom IT technicians and University of Cape 
Town-identified (‘UCT’) partners, with basic reporting functions 
based on the current paper-based Department of Agriculture, 
Forestry and Fisheries (‘DAFF’) small-scale fisheries data monitoring 
system. For monitoring purposes the data will include:

 Catch data (species, volumes, geographic location, catch 
method, date, fish identity);

 List of permit holders in each fishing community;
 Fisher details per permit holder; and
 Socioeconomic and livelihood data per permit holder (sale and 

pricing records).

At Vodacom, we believe we can help to build a sustainable future  
by delivering products and services that enable positive economic, 
social and environmental outcomes for our stakeholders and  
this project is one of the many transformational solutions that  
we have developed.

Figure 1: Front-end mobile applications interface with a back-end platform for database 
integration.

Mainstreaming environmentally friendly products
We acknowledge that access to clean and reliable energy is key to 
transitioning towards a low-carbon economy. To this end we are 
exploring innovative ways to keep our customers confidently 
connected using renewable energy solutions to charge mobile 
phones while customers are on the go.

Solar powered handset 
charging station in 
Khayakhulu, North West 
Province

Awards and recognition
JSE SRI Index review
In November 2014 we were recognised as a Best Performer on  
the JSE Socially Responsible Investment (‘SRI’) Index. The index 
recognises those companies that regard Environment, Social and 
Governance (‘ESG’) issues as an integral part of their corporate 
strategy, and ultimately share this information transparently  
in their reporting.

We are proud of our achievement, as the 2014 review considered 
publicly available information only, in an effort to promote increased 
disclosure and transparency about sustainability performance. The 
JSE SRI Index continues to raise the bar higher since its inception 
and we are one of the few companies that have risen to the 
challenge by integrating sustainability into the core of our business 
strategy. This is the sixth consecutive year that Vodacom has been 
included on the SRI Index and its third as a best performer.

Future plans
Electronic waste and working with our suppliers
It is widely acknowledged that the biggest game changer in world 
supply chains over the next ten years is going to be climate change. 
The Vodacom Group logistics strategy sees the green agenda as a 
key pillar in its drive for a more efficient supply chain. This strategy 
will firstly focus on reporting on what the environmental impact is 
of our supply chains, and secondly build mechanisms and reporting 
on what we as a company are doing to reduce the carbon footprint 
of our physical logistics flows. Additionally, the strategy will look  
to build a supply chain that can support the business as we strive  
for the most efficient methods in disposing of our electronic  
waste (e-waste).

Energy and climate change
Vodacom will be focusing on an energy and climate change 
strategy that takes into consideration our growing business 
footprint, our resilient and adaptive capacity to climate change risks 
as well as the business opportunity for products and services that 
can contribute towards a low carbon economy. As part of this we are 
looking into implementing an environmental dashboard that will 
enable us to track environmental KPIs more frequently, with the aim 
of managing these impacts more effectively.


