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AFRICA'S CHALLENGE
The United Nations has set as a goal universal access
to “affordable, reliable, and modern energy” sources
by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). From the vantage of
2017, this will be no small feat for Africa, where roughly
one third of the population lacks access to electricity
and more than half rely on biomass for basic energy
needs (UNEP, 2017).
The United Nations has similarly set as its goal
universal access to “safe and affordable drinking water”
by 2030, one of several targets aimed at water and
sanitation (United Nations, 2015). Again, this is a steep
goal for Africa, where roughly half of the estimated 663
million people worldwide without access to clean water
live (WaterAid Global, 2017; JNP, et. al., 2017).
Likewise, the United Nation’s 2030 development
targets include the desire to “substantially reduce
waste generation through prevention, reduction,
recycling and reuse” (United Nations, 2015).
Proliferation—and failure to dispose of—waste
adversely affects health while polluting the natural
environment, problems that abound in Africa.
Together, questions around water, waste, and energy
challenge stakeholders on the African continent; but
they also present opportunities for innovation. This
digest examines two case studies of such innovation
through the lens of what is arguably the world’s most
recognizable brand: Coca-Cola.

COCA-COLA IN AFRICA
Coca-Cola has been in Africa since 1928, arriving
first in South Africa forty-two years after the beverage
was invented in Atlanta, Georgia. Through its franchise
bottler model, the “secret formula” from Atlanta was
exported to Africa, where it was bottled by independent
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While the public conflates the two, Coca-Cola the company and local bottlers are distinct entities.

franchisees who were mandated to meet standards set
by the American-based corporation.
Today, Coca-Cola is in all 54 countries in Africa, where
it employs more than 70,000 people in 140 bottling
and canning plants, 900,000 retail outlets, and at least
3,200 micro-distribution centers (Coca-Cola Africa
Foundation, 2014). This makes Coca-Cola one of, if not
the, single largest private employer on the continent.
Taking into consideration its positive multiplier
effect—meaning the informal number of people who
are supported as a result of each formal employment
opportunity—the company’s reach is even bigger
(Moore School of Business, 2005; PwC, 2012; PwC,
2013).
Anyone who has traveled or lived somewhere on
the continent knows that it is virtually impossible to
journey far enough off the beaten path to find oneself
beyond the reach of Coca-Cola. Somehow, in every
nook and cranny of the vast continent, you can still
find a Coca-Cola product, and often a cold one. This
uncanny ubiquity, striking for its contrast to the lack of
basic amenities like power and clean water (that you
might find there) lends insight into the singularity of this
product.
Beyond having a popular product, Coca-Cola’s
power rests in its vast distribution model. A bottle
of Coca-Cola can—and does—travel from bottling
plant to distribution center to small-scale outlet to
hawker by the side of the road. That bottle travels
by truck, tricycle, tuk-tuk, hand-held cart, and even
dugout canoe. The strength of the Coca-Cola system
is twofold: 1) along the way, each person engaged in
the process makes a small profit, and 2) because of
its franchise bottlers, Coca-Cola is considered to be
local. And, so it is that in Africa, Coca-Cola is both a
global and local commodity.1
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COCA-COLA’S COMMITMENT TO
SUSTAINABILITY
More than just an American corporation that operates
overseas, Coca-Cola aims to stay attentive to
immediate realities in order to protect its license to
operate, mostly through collaboration with its bottlers.
Creating marketing campaigns around local holidays,
producing local language radio advertisements, and
funding local initiatives, all under the umbrella of local
bottlers, keeps the outward face of this multinational
company recognizably local.
Like other companies in Africa, Coca-Cola began to
pay attention to questions around sustainability at the
turn of the century, particularly since its core business
rests on the availability of water and energy, which were
increasingly under threat. But, because Coca-Cola
is also a multinational company, it is also beholden to
global sustainability standards.
The company’s 2020 sustainability goals, established
around 2007, are aligned with global best practices,
even when these exceed regulations set locally. When
it comes to water, Coca-Cola’s primary ingredient,
the company pledged to reduce inefficiency, promote
healthy freshwater, and replenish the water it uses
globally (Coca-Cola Water Report, 2017).

Figure 1: Top: Pentair Water Purification, Ruhunda
Ekocenter, Rwanda; Bottom: Water Kiosk providing both
"raw" and purified water, Ruhunda Ekocenter, Rwanda.

In 2015, the company announced that it had achieved
what it calls “water neutrality,” that is, it “safely
return[ed] to communities and nature an amount of
water equal to what [it] uses in [its] finished beverages”
on a global scale (Coca-Cola Water Report, 2017).
It did this in large part through in-plant innovations
and waste treatment facilities that ensure that the
water it puts back into the environment is clean. Since
2004, the company has also reduced the amount of
water it uses to make a liter sized beverage by 27%
(Sustainability Report, 2016).

When it comes to energy and climate, Coca-Cola’s
corporate goals also align with global benchmarks:
In 2013, it pledged to reduce CO2 emissions by
25% throughout its value chain by 2020. Numbers
released recently show that emissions have been
reduced by 14% since 2010 (Sustainability Report,
2016). Reaching these goals entails enhancing energy
management devices within its plants and installing
more coolers free of hydrofluorocarbon across the
globe (as old ones are replaced).

At the same time, the company has partnered with
more than two hundred communities across the globe
to increase access to potable water, largely through
its umbrella project, RAIN, and largely in Africa (RAIN,
2017). Funded by a company grant of 30 million USD,
in addition to money from other donors, RAIN responds
to continent-wide water crises in multiple ways (Walsh
and Dowding, 2012).
Under RAIN, projects range from extending access to
municipal water that, while safe, does not reach enough
people, to filtering available, non-potable water, to

providing access to clean water where there was none
before. There are dozens of technologies employed in
these projects, each dependent on immediate realities.

Presently, there are 81 green initiatives underway
across the system, with an additional 50 in the pipeline.
Most of these are small-scale solar initiatives that
provide supplemental energy to plants. Although wind
has the potential to generate far more energy, the
capital expenditure needed for wind farms is much
higher (Sustainability Report, 2016).
Turning to packaging, the other component that plays
into sustainability, Coca-Cola has pledged to reach
a 75% recovery rate in developed markets. This
means continuing to promote recycling efforts. At the
same time, the company is focused on expanding the
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Report, 2016). Shortcomings, in other words, are not
unique to Africa.
These numbers suggest there is room for improvement
in Africa when it comes to water, waste, and energy.
It is that space for possibility on which the company
is now focused. At present, some Coca-Cola bottlers
are starting to set up small photovoltaic initiatives at
individual plants. Others are further along. Coca-Cola
Hellenic Bottling Company, the lead bottler in Nigeria
(which also operates in Europe), has several large cogeneration schemes that provide its plants with some
independence from an unreliable and limited grid, while
reducing carbon output.

Figure 2: Phillips Solar Generator, Ruhunda Ekocenter,
Rwanda.

production of what it calls “plant bottles” (recyclable
Polyethylene Terephthalate, or PET, made partially
from plants), which saves oil costs. And, since 2008,
the company has steadily reduced the weight of its
packages, helping lower fuel costs for transport. The
most recent numbers note that 60% of all introduced
packaging has been either recycled, recovered, or
refilled (Sustainability Report, 2016).
Yet, Coca-Cola’s sustainability success stories—of
which there are many—sometimes obscure regional
differences. The reality is that sustainability efforts lag
in Africa. According to internal Coca-Cola tracking,
total waste production, energy use, and CO2 emissions
across the company’s three African business units
have all trended downward since 2010. However, the
numbers remain above best-practice levels within the
global system.
Unstable regulatory environments, the predominance of
small—and therefore less efficient—plants, and underdeveloped provider sectors all hamper achievement in
Africa. In terms of package recovery, while most levels
in Africa were reportedly high in 2015 (the most recent
data), they still failed to reach levels achieved in places
like Japan, Western Europe, and Canada. It should be
noted, however, that package recovery levels exceeded
the levels reported in the United States (Sustainability

Other plants across Africa are considering similar
schemes. These are all nascent, often stymied by an
immature provider sector, regulatory environments
inhospitable to such initiatives (compared to, say,
European subsidies), and, in some cases, lack of
human resources to do the significant legal, procedural,
and ultimately technical legwork needed. But, they are
in the pipeline, particularly because energy access
is increasingly seen as a threat to operations on the
ground.
At the same time, Coca-Cola is focused on packaging
recovery. While cultures and systems of waste
collection are not firmly in place in Africa, entire
upcycling and repurposing industries arise from refuse,
sometimes in ways that confound bottlers who need
their glass bottles returned, for instance, and often in
ways that are degrading and dangerous. Though in
most of Africa returnable glass bottles (RGB) remain
king, PET (plastic) is making inroads, often adding
to waste. In countries where PET is captured, like
Rwanda, the plastic bottles are shipped to China for
recycling, which often means breaking it down for use
as fiber or pellets. South Africa provides an alternate
model, described below.

PETCO: PLASTIC RECYCLING
Coca-Cola South Africa played a key role in the
formation of PETCO, the PET Recycling Company
NPC. Established in 2004 as a voluntary consortium
of members of the South African PET industry, PETCO
“self-regulates” recycling of plastic bottles. In the
decade since its creation, PETCO has driven recycling
efforts in South Africa to over 50%, reduced landfill
storage, and helped lower CO2 levels.
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This means there has been an 822% increase in
recycling tonnage in South Africa since its creation
(Wells). As part of its model, PETCO contracts with the
only bottle-to-bottle recycling plant on the continent,
where PET is repurposed into food-grade PET, versus
PET for use as fiber, and living out PETCO’s motto that
“plastic bottles are not trash.”
To achieve these results, PETCO has incubated what it
calls “income opportunities” for trash collectors, often
called trolleypreneurs, who sprung up on their own to
meet a need they saw. In 2016, Dr. Casper Durandt,
who serves as both chairman of PETCO and technical
manager for Coca-Cola South Africa, estimated the
number of people doing this type of work at around
40,000, with about 18% of them scavenging on
landfills (Durandt).
Coke and PETCO do not support landfill picking,
which is dangerous and unhygienic, though the
practice persists. Rather, they support those pickers
who process rubbish at the point of consumption.
Named for the trolleys they push around the city and
their entrepreneurial spirt, these trolleypreneurs earn
cash while serving environmental and practical ends.
This work is difficult and degrading, as the folks at
Coca-Cola and PETCO are quick to point out; the
average trolleypreneur was making about 200-250R,
or $20 USD, a day at the time I spoke to Durandt
(Durandt). But, in the absence of available employment
as well as other viable methods of trash collecting,
Coke and PETCO are nevertheless trying to incubate
these collectors. They provide reflective vests, safer
trolleys, and plastic collection bags, while paying them
on debit cards and helping train them in basic business
skills.

EKOCENTER: ENERGY, WATER, AND MORE
Just as PETCO provides an exportable model
for Coca-Cola-driven sustainability, Coke’s
EKOCENTER—a kiosk/energy hub—does likewise.
A two-hour drive from Kigali, the capital of the small,
landlocked central African nation of Rwanda, is
the flagship center in Ruhunda. There, the 25,000
residents of this rural area can now access things they
once lacked: basic consumer goods, purified water,
3G internet access, a regulation soccer field, and a
medical center backed by a solar powered generator.
Unlike other Coca-Cola initiatives in Africa, many of
which are anonymous, the EKOCENTER is Coca-Cola
branded. Inside, young women run the shop, which
sells Coke, but also milk and maize, pens and paper,
solar panels and toothpaste, and more, alongside a
much-used cell-phone charging station.
The Ruhunda location is the model of all that an
EKOCENTER can be. Beside the kiosk is a seating
area with room for sixty people, space for small-scale
food vendors, pit latrines with sanitation stations, and a
telecommunications tower. Adjacent is a free-standing
water pump that provides both “raw,” municipal water
and water that has been purified by reverse osmosis to
meet WHO standards. Behind that is a medical clinic
frequented by 100 to 200 people daily.

While PETCO has established a robust model that has
the capacity to “close the loop” on packaging, PET use
remains secondary to RGB. There is a fierce debate
about what is better from an environmental point of
view: PET (that can be recycled and created with
plant matter) or glass. While glass theoretically retains
endless recycling potential, its use requires sanitizing—
that uses water; glass is also heavier than plastic.
There is no single answer to this question, since much
depends on the distance the bottle travels, whether
or not it is reused—and how many times—and other
variables. What is clear is that with the rise of GDPs
across Africa, more and more consumers will demand
one-way (plastic) packaging, increasing the need for
sustainable PET use.

Figure 3: Top: MedShare stocked clinic, Ruhunda
EKOCENTER, Rwanda; Bottom: Mural depicting clinic work,
Ruhunda EKOCENTER, Rwanda.
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The water pump, kiosk, and telecom tower are powered
by a solar system with storage capacity of 13 kilowatts
of power. The water pump requires between ½ and
1 kilowatt of power daily, some of which is held as
back up for the clinic and some of which is sold back
to small-scale entrepreneurs. The fees received help
maintain the device, which is monitored remotely, but
fixed locally by trained mechanics. At the time I visited,
the kiosk was generating 4,000 Euros in monthly
revenue with a gross profit of 800 Euros monthly.
The EKOCENTER demonstrates what Coca-Cola
often refers to as its immense convening power. It
is an example of what Coca-Cola calls its tri-sector
partnership between business, civil society, and
government. As of June 2016, Coca-Cola had placed
more than 100 EKOCENTERS on the continent, with
35 in Rwanda alone.

LESSONS LEARNED
When it comes to water, waste, and energy, no onesize solution can work across a continent as vast as
Africa. Still, there are several lessons that emerge from
these two case studies:
Job Creation. Any solution aimed at tackling water,
waste, and energy challenges should include a job
creation component. Multiple analysts across these

domains have made this point: employment is central
to any enduring development model (Brew-Hammond,
2297). Here, of course, is where a company like CocaCola, with its vast employment potential, comes in.
Serving Multiple Bottom Lines. In the Coca-Cola
system every single person who touches the supply
chain makes a profit, however small. So too could
those who do work aimed at tackling the world’s
biggest problems. Coca-Cola understands that small
profits made along the way, if properly harnessed,
become the seeds of future profits and, in the bestcase scenario, provide an escape from poverty. CocaCola’s EKOCENTERS (whose female employees are
often participants in the company’s larger initiative to
empower 5 million women by 2020) and PETCO, that
incubates workers, are prime examples of the type of
scheme that pairs income generation with sustainability
work.
Corporate Involvement. These lessons also call for
a willingness to see multinational corporations as
potential partner agents for change. At the same time,
and differently, the lessons make clear that in order
for Coca-Cola, or any corporation, to rise to these
challenges, it must work hard to determine that its
activities are truly supporting sustainability, rather than
being green window dressing. These lessons also call
for a continued transfer of knowledge across the CocaCola (and other) corporate systems and, if possible,
an extension of providers (whether around energy,
water, or recycling) across geographies to expand
possibilities.
Balance. Water, waste, and energy in Africa, when
examined via the lens of Coca-Cola, call to mind
the balance that should always be at the front of any
sustainability discussion. Where we might lower
carbon production with reusable glass bottles, for
example, we might simultaneously expend more water.
Where we might get rid of manual bottle cleaning,
we might lose employment opportunities. Where we
hinge our hopes at electrifying the continent around a
corporation, we may undermine governments. Where
we rely on a beverage company’s initiatives, we may
extend the consumption of sugary drinks to those
whose diets are already compromised.

Figure 4: Top: Trinity Football Pitch, Ruhunda Ekocenter,
Rwanda; Bottom: Front view of SolarKiosk powered
EKOCENTER, Ruhunda, Rwanda.

The matrix around these questions is complex; the
answers far from easy. The implications they hold for
energy, sustainability, and public health policy require
more exploration.
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