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Key points 
• Soitec’s training programme in Touws 

River targeted solar energy technology 
skills development in South Africa. 

• 31 trainees successfully completed Soitec’s 
skills programme. 

• Benefits: some economic benefits for one 
group’s skills development, empowerment, 
social cohesion, confidence and ambition 
booster, positive mindset. 

• Drawbacks: incomplete nature of the 
training, limited job prospects, lack of post-
training exposure, lack of clarity on value 
of training and post training opportunities, 
poor expectations management, 
institutional conflicts. 

• Conclusions: training was satisfactory and a 
good experience; underlying 
disappointment with the training with 
regards to immediate job opportunities; 
limited benefits in terms of getting jobs 
given the limited economic activity in 
Touws River. 

• Recommendations: better institutional 
dialogue and organisation of training; 
clarity on roles and responsibilities of 
programme stakeholders; clarity of vision 
by training sponsor. 
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1. Introduction 
South Africa’s renewable energy sector is set to experience significant growth and contribute 
substantially to the country’s energy supply and socio-economic development. Despite limited 
progress over the last decade in achieving national renewable energy targets set in the 
Renewable Energy Policy White Paper of 2003, the operationalisation of the Renewable Energy 
Independent Power Producer Procurement Programme (REIPPPP) from 2011 has resulted in 
renewable energy project investment commitments of about US$14 billion (Eberhard et al., 
2014). The development of the renewable energy (RE) sector has potential to deliver many 
socio-economic benefits to the South African economy (Visagie & Prasad, 2006; DTI, 2010). 
One of the key benefits of developing an RE sector is employment creation. This is particularly 
important given South Africa’s so-called dual economy which is characterised by high levels of 
unemployment amongst the unskilled and semi-skilled, as well as poverty, and social inequality 
(ILO, 2010). 

Several studies have demonstrated the potential job creation of the RE sector in South Africa 
(Austin et al, 2003; Banks & Schäffler, 2006; GCN, 2009; Rutovitz, 2010; ILO, 2010). The 
Agama study (Austin et al, 2003) estimated that the RE sector has potential to create 500 000 
direct jobs and nearly 700 000 indirect jobs by 2020. Other studies such as the Global Climate 
Network report (GCN, 2009) projected the creation of some 36 400 new direct jobs and 109 100 
indirect jobs in the RE sector in South Africa by 2020. According to ILO (2010), the current 
employment creation potential for the RE electricity sector is 1.85 jobs per MW in the core RE 
sector and 1.17 jobs per MW in the supporting sub-sectors. These studies assume different 
levels of RE penetration, government policies and job types. Most of the skills required are at 
intermediate and high-level for the design and build stage, while the operational phase requires 
more at semi-skilled and artisan levels (DME, 2004). These skills requirements vary by RE 
technology and project types.  

Despite these opportunities for employment creation, South Africa’s labour market is 
characterised by a skills shortage, especially in the electrical trades (ILO, 2010). The 
Department of Labour (Lomey & McNamara, 2009) indicates that the general lack of skills, 
especially technicians, is a critical challenge for implementing RE projects. However, according 
to ILO (2010), the supply of Further Education and Training (FET) and Higher Education and 
Training (HET) college graduates skilled to support renewable energy technologies is low, and 
available skills are not sufficient to meet increased investments in RETs. The Energy and Water 
Services Sector Education and Training Authority (EWSETA) has the lowest training rates 
compared to other SETAs (Skills Education Training Authorities in South Africa). Over the past 
decade, most of the engineering graduates from FET colleges have been at pre-matric skills 
level (i.e. National Qualification Framework (NQF) levels 1 and 2), and need to be boosted 
through in-house training. In addition, most of the intermediate matric (NQF levels 4–5) FET 
output has been dominated by industrial electronics. 

Given the skills gaps and apparent lack of public training programmes aimed at the RE sector, it 
is imperative that public-private training programmes could bridge the skills gap and foster the 
growth of this sector. The Soitec training programme is an example of such an intervention 
being implemented in the Western Cape Province to support the establishment of its Touws 
River solar plant, as a voluntary contribution to the socio-economic development under the 
REIPPPP programme.  

Among other criteria, REIPPPP requires project developers to integrate local-level socio-
economic development into the construction and operation of renewable energy plants. The 
requirements in terms of local economic development include job creation, local 
ownership/equity share, socio-economic development (SED) and enterprise development (ED) 
within a 50-kilometre radius of the project (Tait et al., 2013).  

There are various ways in which funding is directed from project revenue towards local 
development. Project developers are obliged to allocate at least 1.5% of total revenue to SED 
and have the option of committing 0.6% of total revenue to ED. A community trust is an 
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additional fund intended to support local development (Baker & Wlokas, 2014). For this 
purpose, Soitec appointed Pele Green to assist with the establishment of this fund and to 
identify socio-economic opportunities in Touws River, which could be funded by this fund. 

As an additional contribution to the local economic development of the Touws River 
community, Soitec established a training and skills development programme for unemployed 
people in the local community. This training programme was established as a voluntary 
contribution by Soitec and exceeds requirements of the Department of Energy (DoE) in terms of 
the REIPPPP compliance guidelines. This study is an evaluation of the impact of the Soitec 
training programme on the livelihoods of the trainees from the local community in Touws 
River. The evaluation includes two groups of trainees that were trained between 2013 and 2014, 
and includes comparison of the pre-and post-training assessments to establish the socio-
economic benefits participants derived from this training programme. 

1.1 The Touws River solar power plant 
One of the first large-scale solar power generation plants under South Africa’s REIPPPP 
programme is a 50 MW Solar Concentrator Photovoltaic (CPV) power plant 12 kilometres 
south-west of Touws River in the Breede Valley Local Municipality (BVLM) in Western Cape 
(EEU, 2010). This CPV project is owned by a consortium known as CPV Power Plant No.1 
(Pty) Ltd (‘CPV1’). Soitec, a French-based firm, was originally the project developer but the 
firm is now a minority stakeholder in CPV1. The department of Energy appointed Soitec as one 
of the preferred bidders in December 2011 under the REIPPPP programme. Soitec is the 
equipment supplier for the solar plant and one of the CPV1 shareholders, together with, among 
others, Pele Green Energy, which is to assess the socio-economic needs in the area, to liaise 
with the municipality and to oversee project expenditure.   

CPV1 sub-contracted the solar plant construction to the firm Group 5.1 Construction of the 
power plant commenced in February 2013. The programme set the target of installing a total of 
1500 solar systems (trackers) by June 2014, when the system was due to be connected to the 
grid. In actual fact the construction phase was completed in July 2014. Group 5 has signed a 20-
year operation and maintenance plan with CPV1 (pers. comm. Group 5). 

Prior to the construction of the large-scale CPV plant, Soitec had built a smaller 60kW CPV 
demonstration plant at the Aquila safari lodge (Engineering News, 2014). Apart from supplying 
power to the lodge, the Aquila plant also serves the purposes of testing, demonstrating, 
optimising and training on the CPV technology, in particular for the Touws River project. 

2. Background to the Soitec training programme 
In December 2011, Soitec partnered with the University of Cape Town (UCT) and Northlink 
College in developing the South Africa CPV training programme (SAPT). Northlink is an FET 
college that trains electrical artisans and operators, and is the first partner college of Soitec to 
deliver the training programme. In the long term Soitec and UCT intend to partner with other 
colleges and institutions in South Africa for the implementation of the SAPT training 
programme. The objectives of the SAPT are: 

i) To educate and train workers living in Touws River and the Breda River 
municipality (BRM) for the purposes of meeting the workforce demand of the 
Touws River project, in particular the development of local experts for the 
construction, operation and maintenance of the Touws River plant. 

ii) To make a contribution to the local job market of Touws river and the BRM. 

                                                        
1  Group 5 is a building contractor involved in the Soitec solar development: http://www.g5.co.za/au_main.php. 
2  So-called Balance of Plant and Installation contractor and the Operations and Maintenance contractor. Although 

CPV1 committed to employ locals in its bid, Group 5 contended that they only employ based on skills level and 
experience, and that they would only recruit locally if the local skills base met their requirements. 
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iii) To transfer know-how on large-scale solar PV technologies to South Africa. 

iv) To develop experts for the construction, operation, maintenance, repair and 
design of PV applications in South Africa. 

v) To make members of the unemployed skilled workforce employable in the solar 
sector of South Africa. 

2.1 Assessment of the socio-economic impacts of the SAPT  
This study is a key deliverable of a three-way agreement entered into by Soitec, UCT and 
Northlink as part of the implementation of the SAPT. The overall purpose of this study is to 
conduct a socio-economic impact assessment of the training programme funded by Soitec in 
Touws River. This research aims at informing Soitec, the training providers (Northlink) and 
other stakeholders on the socio-economic impacts of the training offered to members of the 
Touws River community. 

Scope  
The impact assessment is designed to respond to the three following aspects:  

1. Monitoring focus: The assessment conducted and established a baseline for assessing 
socioeconomic changes over time in the targeted communities. A baseline study of the 
trainees was conducted to establish the pre-training livelihood status in October 2013. A 
post-training evaluation was subsequently conducted in May 2014 to investigate the impact 
of the training on the socio-economic circumstances of the trainees. 

2. Development focus: The assessment identified further skills that future training 
interventions could aim to develop to sustain the original training focus and ensure long-
term employment opportunities in the local community. 

3. Programme design/management focus: The assessment also examined and recommends 
potential improvements in Soitec’s training practices (selection process, training practices, 
etc). Further it performed a critical assessment of the course itself and its value addition 
potential from a job creation perspective. 

This study does not assess the socio-economic impact of the Soitec solar power project on the 
Touws River community as a whole, but focuses only on the impact of the training that was 
given the selected trainees. However, certain limited aspects of the project are discussed in this 
report. 

Previous research and assessments conducted in Touws River  
In 2013, Pele Green conducted a general and broader socio-economic needs assessment for 
Touws River in a report entitled ’Touwsrivier: The research-based development plan’. Pele 
Green Energy was selected as the local equity sponsor for the Soitec solar power project and is 
responsible for operationalising the design and implementation of the project’s community 
development work. One of Pele Green’s responsibilities is to assist with the establishment of a 
community trust fund and to identify socio-economic opportunities in Touws River, which 
could be funded by this fund. As part of REIPPPP, project developers are required to set up and 
administer community trust funds using revenue from the energy project (Pele Green, 2013). 
Pele Green’s general socio-economic needs assessment was conducted as a participatory study 
to fully understand the community needs and inform how the community trust funds should be 
directed. This was the first step in establishing how revenue from the plant should be used for 
local development. The assessment provides an overview of the socio-economic profile of 
Touws River including community initiatives that are already underway. This study focuses on 
the training component of the community development initiatives and therefore complements 
the Pele Green socio-economic report. 
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3. Description of the training programme 
Soitec’s training programme was developed in conjunction with Northlink College and UCT. 
The programme was funded up to 50% by DEG (the German Development Bank) and up to 
50% by Soitec without any contribution from the project’s budget. Estimated costs of the 
programme are about R3.5 million per year for a combination of training and administrative 
costs (Pele Green, 2013). These costs include the rental of the training facility in Touws River, 
the Northlink lecturer’s fees and an administrative fee for each student, training materials and 
manuals, and a stipend for the students. The total cost to run the training programme was 
R8 500 per trainee for a three-month programme. Each trainee also received a stipend averaging 
R460 a month, depending on the exchange rate. 

In collaboration with Soitec, Northlink was responsible for designing the course content, 
supplying the training material and conducting the training, and endorsing the final 
qualification. Initially, Soitec intended to train Northlink lecturers in CPV technology but this 
was later changed and Soitec experts directly gave the training on the CPV component of the 
course. After the termination of the initial training, Soitec is also responsible for supporting 
Northlink in developing a concept for the continuous financing of the training programme. Pele 
Green would also play an important role in all socio-economic dimensions of the Soitec 
investments in Touws River. As part of its role in setting up the future community fund, Pele 
Green is also responsible for defining ways of having a relevant training programme pursued for 
the benefit of the community. 

To facilitate the training programme, CPV1 agreed to make designated parts of the Aquila plant 
available for the training. It also undertook to oblige the contractors2 building and maintaining 
the Touws River CPV plant to employ residents of Touws River area and recommend to the 
contractors the employment of students who would have completed the training programme. 

A training venue close to the Touws River plant was selected as this was considered strategic to 
effective training, partly because the students would train in a familiar environment. By 
November 2012, Soitec had setup the training procedures with Northlink, and the training venue 
was renovated and equipped. Official training started in January 2013. The contract between 
Northlink and Soitec was initially scheduled to end in December 2013, but was extended due to 
delays in implementation and the training of an additional group of students. 

3.1 Selection and phasing of training 
The SAPT was designed to provide training at three different levels of skills; from basic (low-
skilled), specialised (semi-skilled), and post-graduate (high-skilled) jobs. It therefore targeted 
within Touws River, unemployed and unskilled workforce, unemployed skilled workforce keen 
on specialising in the PV sector and graduate engineers wanting to specialise in CPV power 
plant engineering. However, the training offered by Northlink has focused on providing basic 
skills training for unskilled students as discussed further below. The Basic course included 
modules on electricity basics, mechanics, PV basics, and some basics of the Concentrix system. 
More details of the training curriculum are given in section 3.2 below. 

Entry requirements for the training were designed to make the training accessible to as many 
people within Touws River as possible, while still suiting the minimum needs to carry out the 
training successfully. Soitec and Northlink advertised the training opportunities through the 
local newspapers (the Breede Valley Gazette and Worcester Standard) as well as at the public 
library and municipal offices. Most trainees reported hearing about the programme from the 
notices put up at the municipal offices or from municipal employees. The selection process was 
run as follows: applicants were asked to submit CVs and shortlisting was done based on the 
assessment of these. Shortlisted candidates were then subsequently interviewed. 

                                                        
2  So-called Balance of Plant and Installation contractor and the Operations and Maintenance contractor. Although 

CPV1 committed to employ locals in its bid, Group 5 contended that they only employ based on skills level and 
experience, and that they would only recruit locally if the local skills base met their requirements. 
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To be shortlisted for interviews, the applicants needed to have successfully completed 
secondary level education (matric including passes in maths and science). However, this 
requirement was only possible for the first group of trainees; for the second group of trainees, 
Soitec could not identify sufficient applicants with maths and science, so the selection criteria 
had to be lowered to maths literacy. Amongst the second group of applicants, only two have 
completed maths at matric level, five had maths literacy and three had only completed grade 10 
(or standard 8) maths. The remaining 75% of applicants had not taken maths at high school. 

Interviews were conducted by both Soitec and Northlink and included maths and science 
aptitude tests and character assessment. Questions asked during interviews included personal 
questions, the expectations of applicants, and practical questions to test participants’ basic 
electrical knowledge. 

Soitec has so far trained three groups of trainees under the SAPT, but this assessment report 
follows the training of the first two groups, group 1 and group 2.  

Group 1 (G1): This was the first group of trainees selected from Touws River. Initially, 21 
people were selected, but only 18 completed the training programme. Training of G1 was 
conducted over two phases: the first phase ran from January to April 2013 and took place in the 
classroom laboratory. The intention was to give trainees exposure on site after this first phase of 
training. However, there were delays in getting them to site, so it was decided to run a second 
phase of training to expose trainees to the site. This second phase ran from end of May 2013 to 
early August 2013. After the second training phase, all the trainees were then recruited and went 
to work at Touws River CPV plant. 

Group 2 (G2): Recruitment for the second intake of trainees began in August 2013 and 36 
applications were received. Out of the 21 people interviewed, 14 were selected to take part in 
the programme. One dropped out and eventually G2 had only 13 trainees. The original intention 
was to train 20 people each for G1 and G2 but the shortage of eligible candidates made Soitec 
revise that target for G2 to 15. Training for G2 started in September 2013 and was supposed to 
run until early December 2013. However, this second training phase was also affected by a 
temporary interruption of three weeks, when the Northlink College trainer (David Johan), 
resigned from his position as a lecturer. He was replaced by Tyron Troon and G2 completed 
their training programme in April 2014. 

3.2 Technical content 
Information for this section was gathered mainly from interviews conducted with Northlink 
College lecturer Tyron Troon, Northlink Project Manager (Engineering) Tanya Yohan, Soitec 
training manager Kevin Robinson, as well as from the interviews conducted with the trainees.  

3.2.1 Overview of the training programme 
The training programme curriculum was based on the modules that Northlink College uses for 
teaching its own electrical trade courses. As an accredited FET institution, Northlink’s electrical 
courses are certified by MERSETA (The Manufacturing, Engineering and Related Services 
SETA), and each module has a standardised code which is also used by other colleges across 
South Africa. This is important for the recognition of the SAPT training by industry. Figure 1 
below shows the typical stages in the mainstream training option of an electrical artisan (other 
training options include the National Diploma route or the Learnership route). It is within this 
broader electrician training that the SAPT was designed. The Soitec training covered phases 1 
and 2 of the Northlink electrical curriculum (equivalent to the Nated 191 subject courses N1 and 
N2)3. It also included a portion of phase 3 modules (including topics on motors) as well as 
modules in CPV taught by Soitec (Northlink did not moderate the CPV modules). This 
corresponds to two trimesters at Northlink. The curriculum for the training conducted by the 
                                                        
3  As a response to priority vocational skills needs in South Africa, the Department of Education began 

implementing the National Certificate (Vocational) programmes in all public FET colleges from 2007. This new 
qualification programme will eventually replace the National (Nated) certificate and diploma (N1, N2, N3, etc) 
(DHET, 2012). In this report we use the N1-N3 stages equivalent to the Northlink phases 1–3. 



Socio-economic impact of the Soitec training programme in Touws River 6 

ENERGY RESEARCH CENTRE 

Northlink College was specially designed for Soitec to suit the requirements of a ‘basic 
electrical skills programme’ and modules were specifically selected for the skills required by 
Soitec. The modules were chosen so as to give a basic electrical training as well as relevant to 
understanding of the CPV technology. The focus on CPV was the reason why the Soitec phase 2 
included modules from Northlink mainstream phase 3.  

 

Figure 1: Stages in the training of an electrician 

The training media used to run the course included: 

1. Manuals: three main manuals were used for the duration of the course, namely: 

a. one focusing on heavy current electrical appliances (this manual covers phase 1 to 
phase 3); 

b. one focusing on multi-meters (measuring instruments); 

c. one focusing on battery storage – this manual was an extra option; the curriculum 
does not cover storage devices  

2. Weekly tests, which included written and practical tests which were marked. Each test was 
supported by a ‘moderation schedule’ where another Northlink representative came on-site 
to check on the trainees’ portfolios and to ensure consistency of the training with the 
College’s curriculum. These assessments were designed by both Northlink and Soitec. 

3. Practical work – both individually and in groups (e.g. the work on motors required group 
work). 

After the three-month training period, the trainees were given a 3.5 hour written final 
assessment. The pass mark for the final assessment was set at 60% and successful trainees were 
awarded a ‘Phase 1’ certificate. Similarly a certificate was also awarded for the ‘Phase 2’ (for 
covering portions of Northlink’s phase 2 and phase 3). These certificates are not recognised by 
the South African Qualification Authority (SAQA) as a qualification at any of the National 
Qualification Framework (NQF) levels.4 They hold most value in recording which parts of the 
Northlink qualification have been covered by the trainee and therefore holds most legitimacy 
within the FET college,  allowing the trainees to skip those modules should they pursue further 
training. But, as this certificate is moderated and acknowledged through the SETA and each 
module holds a standardised code, the trainees are slightly better off than someone without a 
certificate. This effectively means that although the certificates are not recognised nationally at 
any NQF level, they are recognised in the industry (Yohan, pers. comms 2014). 

3.2.2 Future prospects for trainees 
With this partial Soitec qualification, trainees are eligible for further training with Northlink 
College. They are also eligible to apply for apprenticeships with parastatals (e.g. Eskom, 
Transnet), metropolitan cities, local municipalities or private companies. Such opportunities can 
be facilitated by Northlink College, which keeps a roster of the students eligible for such 
apprenticeships. The Soitec training, together with the apprenticeship experience, allows 
trainees to return to Northlink College and, even though they have not completed phase 2, they 
can begin to work towards completing phase 3 (during which they will have to cover the 
sections of phase 2 that were excluded from the Soitec training programme). 
                                                        
4  Phase 1 and phase 2 do not correspond to any NQF level qualification; they are too small a subset of the training 

needed to obtain an NQF level.   
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Ultimately, the trainees could attain artisan level training (NQF 5) if they eventually take the 
trade test. The trainees still need to complete various theory, practical and apprenticeship 
training before they become nationally recognised artisans as shown in Figure 1.  This trade test 
is the examination required to become a certified electrician and it takes an average of five years 
to complete. One can obtain a trade certificate known as the ‘Red seal certificate’, which is 
internationally recognised, or a section 13 certificate, which is awarded to trainees with no 
theoretical background and only recognised in South Africa. Soitec trainees who have a matric 
need to complete N2 and N3 levels, then undergo the practical training phases 3 and 4, after 
which they can undergo an indentured apprenticeship, and eventually write the trade test to 
attain artisan (electrician) title. Those Soitec trainees who do not have a matric need to complete 
N1, N2 and N3 theory levels, after which further training is the same as for the trainees with 
matric. 

4. Baseline socio-economic status of trainees 

4.1 Socio-economic and demographic profile of Touws River  
Pele Green (2013) offers a detailed description of the socio-economic profile of Touws River. 
Other important background resources include the Western Cape Government reports on 
policing needs and priorities and the Breede Valley Local Municipality reports. We summarise 
here some of its key characteristics.  

Touws River’s population of 8700 is characterised by high unemployment levels (29%), very 
low education and skills levels, and widespread poverty (STATSSA, 2013). About 25% of the 
population of Touws River above 20 are functionally illiterate, and many learners abandon 
school after Grade 9. There are very limited employment opportunities and many residents run 
small businesses for income generation. The town’s population of unemployed has increased 
over the years due to evictions of farm labourers and migrants from neighbouring countries. 
Informal settlements lacking basic infrastructure are sprouting (e.g. Zion Park).  

Historically, the rail industry was the mainstay of Touws River, but the town lost its importance 
as a technical railway service hub with the privatisation and electrification of the rail sector, 
leaving most of the residents unemployed. Currently, the major employers in Touws River 
include Aquila, Road Mac and CTE, but even these established companies are also shedding 
staff. To manage employment equity in the town, a policy of ‘one person per household’ job 
rule was designed but it is reportedly negatively impacting on job seekers from larger 
households. Reskilling of people with only basic primary (agricultural labour) skills has been 
identified as a key priority for the BVLM. A municipal database of unemployed people was also 
created to assist in identifying job seekers and work placement. 

Poverty levels in Touws River are extremely high and at least 36% of the households live below 
the minimum monthly subsistence level (of R1600). More than 60% earn less than R 3000 per 
month (STATSSA, 2013; Posel and Rogan, 2013). As a result most households are heavily 
dependent on social grants. Alcoholism and drug abuse is high rate and there are increasing 
social problems including crime. 

4.2 Socio-economic profile of the trainees 

4.2.1 Demographic profile 
All the trainees who took part in the Soitec training were permanent residents of Touws River. 
However about 6% of trainees were not originally from Touws River, but came from Cape 
Town and settled there between 1996 and 2008.  

The trainees were on average 28 years old, with an age range from 20 to 49 years. As shown in 
Figure 2, nearly half of the trainees (42%) were aged between 20 and 25, 61% were up to 30 
years old, while 86% were below the age of 36. Only one trainee was aged above 40 years. Out 
of 31 trainees, 77% were men. 
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Figure 2: Distribution of the age of trainees 

Most of the trainees (65%) reported being single and 13% were married. About 13% of the 
trainees were separated while 3% were divorcees, as shown in Figure 3. Only 40% of the 
respondents indicated having dependants, of which children were the key dependants. On 
average, the number of dependents is about one child per trainee and overall about 2 dependents 
when other adult dependents are included. The average household size was estimated to be 4.6 
persons, in the range 1 to 10. 

 

 

Figure 3: Marital status of trainees 

4.2.2 Socio-economic circumstances 

4.2.2.1 Housing and income 
All but four respondents were still living with their parents, regardless of their age group. This 
is a strong indicator of job scarcity and the difficulty of securing a stable income to become 
autonomous. Most of the trainees lived in houses that are owned by their parents or relatives and 
only 22% live in rented accommodation. Many of the structures in question are former Transnet 
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inhabitations that housed railway workers at the time when Touws River was still a zone of 
railway transit.  

State grants are a major source of income for the trainees; 29% reported receiving state grants, 
mostly for child support (ranging from R209–310 per month). However almost half of the 
respondents do not receive any form of government grants. Other types of grants received 
include social grants and disability grants. Social grants range from R600 to R1500 per month. 
About 29% indicated that their parents’ or grandparents’ pension is another source of income 
for their households. The amount received as pension range from R1280 to R3000 per month. 
All these income levels are below the household poverty income level (estimated to be R31005). 

Group 5 employs a significant number of the breadwinners of the respondents’ families in 
Touws River, including the trainees themselves. Four respondents indicated that they were the 
breadwinners for their families. However, outside Group 5, the breadwinners for the families of 
the trainees are generally employed in low-income jobs such as security guards, domestic 
workers and seasonal vineyard labourers. As shown in Figure 4, less than 20% of the 
households have stable jobs such as teachers. About 15% of the households are mainly 
dependent on pension of parents or grandparents.  

 

 

Figure 4: Distribution of trainee households by type of job of breadwinners 

4.2.2.2 Qualifications and skills  
The majority of trainees (90%) completed matric, whilst 6% have only completed grade 10 and 
only one respondent had a tertiary degree. One of the key requirements for shortlisting the 
applicants was that they needed to have matric including passes in maths and science. But, due 
to the low skills  of applicants, this was revised to maths literacy. For Group 1, all the trainees 
had maths literacy at matric except three. For the second group, only two of applicants have 
completed maths at matric, six had maths literacy and the rest had either stopped mathematics in 
grade 8 or 10. This shows how Soitec had to lower its qualifications’ requirements to enroll 
trainees onto this programme. 

About half of the respondents indicated having specific manual skills from which they could 
earn a formal or informal income; these skills include beekeeping, hairdressing, building, crane 
driving, train driving, wood working, glass cutting, welding, wiring, electrical assistance, car 

                                                        
5 According to STATSSA	  (2014),	  the	  inflation	  adjusted	  household	  poverty	  lines	  are	  R2200	  (lower	  bound)	  and	  R3100	  (upper	  

bound)	  given	  the	  average	  household	  sizes	  in	  Touws	  River	  of	  4.23	  persons	  per	  household. 
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repairs and artistic skills. Others had more administrative skills such as computer administration 
and office administration. 

4.2.2.3 Tertiary level training 
Only 32% of the trainees (or members of their family) have undergone tertiary level training or 
have been beneficiaries of government or private training, and this shows the limited 
opportunities available in Touws River. Those that did not receive any training gave lack of 
funds as the key barrier to undergoing tertiary level training. About a third of the respondents 
did not complete their training courses or did not receive any formal certificate after the 
training. Those that did not complete their courses also cited running into financial difficulties. 
As shown in Figure 5, technical training is highly preferred, as 33% of the respondents have 
enrolled in electrical, mechanical, and civil engineering as well as information technology 
courses. Education is also a popular occupation among the trainees, 21% of the respondents 
have received some training as teachers (this includes other household members especially 
parents). About 13% trained in commercial courses (such as marketing, business management 
and tourism management) and 8% in human resources management. Some of the training was 
on the job training (e.g. internship as boiler making, crane operators, game rangers). Apart from 
those that underwent on-the-job training in companies around Touws River, most of the 
respondents went for training in institutions outside Touws River (including Eastern Cape 
Technical College, Boland College in Worcester, Worcester Rekenaar school, College of Cape 
Town (Pinelands), University of the Western Cape, South Cape College (Riversdale), Cape 
Peninsula University of Technology). 

 

 

Figure 5: Types of training courses and tertiary education received by respondents  

4.2.2.4 Previous employment history 
Most of the trainees (over three-quarters) have had some working experience, although these 
jobs were mostly temporary contract or seasonal work. Three respondents had permanent jobs 
just before starting the training and another three had somewhat stable jobs (it is difficult to 
ascertain whether all of them quit their jobs to enrol in the training or whether this was 
circumstantial). The remaining respondents were unemployed at the time the training started. 
Some of the respondents have been unemployed for up to nine years. 

At least 12 respondents have been employed as seasonal workers in the vineyards in the 
surrounding farming areas up to De Doorns. Some of the trainees had been working on the 
vineyards for periods of up to 11 years. As shown in Table 1, four of the trainees have worked 
at Aquila game reserve in various capacities such as game rangers, drivers, mechanics, in 
restaurants, bars and maintenance. Over 60% of the trainees have worked outside Touws River 
and 25% of them have spent time working in Cape Town and as far as Durban.  
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Table 1: Types of jobs held by trainees prior to their training 

Type of jobs/ 
areas 

Contract/seasonal/temporary/ general work Technical/full time 

Touws River 
/De Doorns 

• seasonal workers in vineyards 

• general worker /municipality 

• road surfacing (Black Heath)  

• contract work (CTE)  

• commuter transport  

• childcare (Spar) 

• Steers 

• odd jobs fixing electrical appliances 

• construction  

• CME electrical/Avern electrical 

• APG services (road side services) 

• census work 

• mechanic (Aquila)  

• post office  

• driver (Aquila) 

• ranger (Aquila)  

• petrol attendant 

• barman (Aquila) 

• maintenance department (Aquila) 

• restaurant (Aquila) 

Cape Town/ 
Durban 

• picker (Poliplastics)  

• general worker 

• Security work 

• casual work in food and retail sector 

• steel works  

• train driver 

• truck maintenance 

• glass cutter in the aluminium industry 

• the army 
 

As shown in Figure 6, average incomes earned for seasonal work ranged from as low as R70 per 
week for local jobs, and two respondents reported receiving salaries over R5000 per month for 
Cape Town based work. Less than 10% of the trainees expressed satisfaction with their previous 
job (above 80% rating), 30% expressed above 60% satisfaction, 40% expressed over 50% job 
satisfaction. This shows the general poor working conditions associated with the temporary and 
contract jobs available to them. 

 

 

Figure 6: Range of average wages received by respondents prior to training 
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5. Socio-economic impacts of the training programme 
(real and perceived) 

5.1 Assessment of employment opportunities 
To evaluate the impact of the training on employment, the trainees were asked about job 
applications submitted after finishing the training, among other questions. Understanding the 
extent to which jobs were applied for as well as jobs types applied for is a potential indication 
for understanding the influence the training had on the trainees’ sense of ability. 

For the two groups of students, the short-term impacts of training on their livelihood is 
distinctly different, as the first group had an opportunity to work immediately after training at 
the Touws River CPV plant during its construction (as they got trained in time to allow them to 
work on the plant). The second group could not be absorbed into the construction activities (as 
they finished training only a few months before scheduled completion of construction).  

Only one of the trainees from G2 had found a job in the electrical sector by May 2014 and this 
job was held at the CTE in the mechanical department. Although this was not widely 
acknowledged by all trainees, the opportunity to earn an income among G1 trainees has made 
some difference in their lives economically as it has enabled them to contribute to household 
income and acquired new assets. For example a couple where both husband and wife were 
employed at the plant managed to buy a house using their salaries. However, this opportunity 
was only short-term, as the trainees have not been guaranteed jobs during the operational phase 
of the plant. For G2, the positive impacts have mainly been with respect to improved 
knowledge, opening up of opportunities for further training and potentially better employment 
prospects outside of Touws River. With the limited employment opportunities at the Touws 
River CPV plant and in Touws River in general, it is apparent that the training has had limited 
impact in opening up job opportunities for the graduates of the Soitec training programme.  

Given that the employment opportunities offered at the Touws River CPV plant were only 
temporary during the construction phase, it appears that the training has had a limited impact in 
terms of opening employment opportunities. Six of the trainees derive income through informal 
activities such as selling chickens, occasional gardening jobs, hair styling and fixing people's 
appliances. Livelihood strategies held at the time of the follow-up study (excluding formal 
employment) include odd electrical jobs like repairing appliances such as stoves, swimming 
pool motors, computers, etc. A few individuals reported fixing appliances before the training, 
and thus, for those individuals, it is unlikely that the training played a part in adding skills value 
to facilitate taking on these odd electrical jobs. For those who have not been employed at the 
Touws River CPV plant, there has been limited success in securing jobs and it is not certain that 
the job applications would have been different from before the training. As shown in Figure 7, 
about half the trainees have made some job applications since finishing their training. About 
75% of the trainees who have not applied for jobs are from G1, since they were currently 
employed by Group 5. 
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Figure 7: Number of post training job applications 

Although the majority of those who applied for jobs indicated they applied for electrical 
positions or related technical jobs (which are directly related to their training), about a third of 
the trainees have applied for nonelectrical or nontechnical work such as municipal traffic work, 
the police force, and truck-driving. Over 50% of the trainees were now applying for different 
jobs from what they were applying before the training. Those trainees who applied for technical 
and electrical-related work also applied for general work, an indication of the limited 
opportunties in Touws River. Some of the trainees have applied for jobs linked to commuter 
transport engineering (a significant source of jobs in Touws River), while some applied for 
farm-based jobs (traditional employment in the area). Two participants indicated applying for 
jobs cutting roadside grass and at Spar supermarket.  

The majority of the trainees have applied for jobs as electrical assistants and maintenance 
personnel to CTE electrical (the only electrical employer in Touws River), Eskom, Transnet, 
Group 5, Hexkoel and Aquila. They have sent applications as far as Cape Town. One trainee has 
even applied for jobs on other solar farms as electrician assistant but was unsuccessful due to 
lack of experience. 

5.2 Perceptions of change 
The trainees were prompted to report on general changes in their life as a result of the Soitec 
training and the overall responses are summarised in Figure 8. Nearly 60% of the respondents 
have experienced positive improvements in their livelihoods as a direct result of the training and 
most of them were from G1 (over 80% of those whose lives have changed positively). Less than 
20% indicated that their lives had changed but not as much as they would have liked. For G1, 
this was attributed to the uncertainty and temporary nature of the jobs at the Touws River CPV 
plant, as well as the challenging working conditions associated with the Group 5 job. In 
contrast, G2 respondents could only attribute minor changes in their livelihoods to the new 
skills acquired through the training. For G2, the overall perception of livelihood improvement 
from the training appears to be limited to being more able to fix appliances in the home. The 
value of being able to fix ones’ own electrical appliances was evident among the participants’ 
responses. However, this ability was perceived as remaining in the home and thus of no 
particular value in creating employment or generating income. None of the G2 participants 
explicitly indicated that the training had benefitted them economically, and the lack of 
opportunities in Touws River was given as one of the reasons for this.  
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Figure 8: Perceptions of posttraining improvement in livelihood 

5.2.1 Improvements in economic circumstances 
It is noteworthy that, for the trainees from G1 who got a job as a result of the training, this has 
radically changed their economic circumstances. Almost a third of the G1 trainees had an 
income increase of over 500%, as shown in Figure 9. Over 85% have income increases of at 
least 100%. Most of the G1 trainees were able to buy household goods and assets that they 
previously could not afford, such as fridges, washing machines, stoves, furniture, state of the art 
television sets, mobile phones and computers. One respondent (a couple) even bought a house 
worth R80 000, two others have renovated their parents’ houses and another two managed to 
purchase second-hand cars. Others reported helping out their family members by, for example, 
helping to pay off their debt, helping with maternity bills, buying clothes, and generally taking 
charge of household responsibilities. This was also the first opportunity for at least two of the 
trainees to start saving money, although the extent of trainees’ inclination to save (from G1) 
could not be ascertained.  

 

Figure 9: Increase in income for G1 trainees (comparison of G5 job and previous jobs) 
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5.2.2 Improvements in professional circumstances 
For most of the trainees, the training was a turning point and they were now able to pursue their 
lifetime ambitions. They now gained confidence in themselves (over 80% of the respondents), 
and had become more positive about life instead of the despairing about their situations. They 
had gained new knowledge and skills, and those who worked for G5 gained important 
professional experience as well as dealing with other colleagues in a professional environment. 
The trainees even reported having improved their communication skills in English (Touws 
River is predominantly Afrikaans-speaking) and benefitting socially from the training.  

The majority of participants (90%) indicated that they could harness new and specific skills 
(this is supported by the fact that they could all list skills which were obtained through the 
training). Some of the key skills the trainees from both groups now have include general 
electrical skills, electrical repairs, wiring, soldering, welding, some basic electronics, working 
with motors, working with multimeters, working with various tools, workshop safety, hand 
skills such as sawing, drilling and making brackets, wiring home distribution boards, fitting 
plugs and fuse boxes. G1 trainees had gained more skills while working at the CPV plant and 
these are discussed later. 

Generally the trainees felt the training gave them increased chances of getting employment. 
Over 60% of the trainees felt that the ‘yes, definitely’ now had better chances of getting jobs 
after the training, while a third of the trainees felt they ‘most probably’ had better chances. The 
remainder were more cautious as they felt that employers wanted people with more skills and 
experience. Nevertheless, the overall impression was positive. One respondent indicated that 
with the income he had he is now able to acquire a driver’s licence and pursue his ambition of 
becoming a policeman. At least four trainees reported that the training had been an eye-opener 
and had inspired them to take on electrical jobs and even become fully qualified electrical 
engineers. This was because of a sense of qualification and ‘having something behind your 
name’. One participant described the qualification and pride associated with having done the 
training as having ‘boosted him and his personality’.  

A key attribute obtained via the training is self-reliance. Several respondents indicated that they 
now felt self-assured enough to conduct electrical work and were now able to maintain electrical 
gadgets in their homes, thereby making savings. They indicated that they were ‘now 
comfortable to work with electricity’. Some trainees also reported repairing their friends’ 
electrical appliances (such as hair-dryers) and this could be a potential income-generation 
activity. These observations suggest a sense of empowerment as a result of the training.  

5.2.3 Cohesion and social support through training experience 
Apart form gaining professional experience, the training also gave an opportunity to develop 
soft skills. There is a prominent perception that the training provided a good opportunity for 
making friends (over 80% of the respondents ‘absolutely agreed’). This also extends to 
significant social support and is reflected in something that was reported by one of the 
participants. The Human Resources manager at the Touws River CPV plant called all of the 
employees in for a medical exam where employees had to test negative from drug use. It was 
explained by the participant that the group (who were trained together) encouraged three of the 
group members to stop using drugs and in the end, the three passed the medical exam. This 
implies the gaining of cultural and social capital. For example, G1 trainees reported that they 
hardly new each other before the training but they eventually became a very strong group of 
friends. 

‘I met 17 people that I just saw in the street and now you get to know each other.’  
– Group 1 participant 

 

Another participant said that the training provided a decent place to meet people that was not 
church. This suggests that the environment created by the training, bringing people together 
with a lecturer, given problems to solve, helping each other and working in groups, established 
a degree of social cohesion and sense of a community amongst trainees. It also suggests that this 
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is something lacking in Touws River as a community. This illustrates the potential of skills 
development to contribute to local development through strengthening social networks.  

A negative outcome of this cohesion was collective dissent in the work place. Group 1 
participants reported that they were asked to train others onsite. When they realised that these 
others were going to be promoted to a higher position than them (the G1 members), they stood 
together in refusing to train anyone, on the grounds that they had the required skills to perform 
the jobs in question.  

Also, the training gave the group opportunities for professional networking, including with 
others outside the group of trainees. However, there was no unanimity amongst the trainees on 
the job networking opportunities; over 40% of the trainees indicated that ‘yes absolutely’ it was 
an opportunity to get contact for jobs, and about 30% each said this was true to some extent, or 
disagreed.  

5.2.4 The tarnish of training 
Despite the positive training impacts, there were some perceived negative impacts. At least two 
trainees indicated that the training had stigmatised them in the community. One of the trainees 
reported that now ‘people regarded her as higher class’ which is problematic in a community 
characterised by social stratification. There was also frustration build on expectations of long-
term employment which did not materialise, this is discussed in detail further below. 

5.2.4.1 Assessment of Group 5 job 
Group 1 trainees were still employed at the Touws River CPV plant at the time of the follow-up 
study, but at least 50% of them felt that the working conditions were worse off than in their 
previous jobs, as shown in Figure 10. Most of the trainees expressed a genuine dissatisfaction 
with current working conditions and the way they were treated. They felt stigmatised, despised, 
disrespected and discriminated at the plant. 

Stigma 
Amongst the group that was employed on-site, the perception existed that they were being 
treated differently due to the training they had received. This frustration was made obvious to 
the G1 trainees when they arrived on-site. Many trainees reported that they were made to pick 
up rubbish when they first arrived and, in their first meeting, G5 told them that they had been 
‘smuggled in’ by Soitec. It was made clear to the group that their training was irrelevant to the 
needs at the plant and they felt mocked that their skills were not good enough and only suitable 
for ‘fixing radios’. The trainees also reported that they were referred to as ‘Soitec people’ or 
‘Soitec students’. These experiences culminated in a perception of being treated differently on-
site because of the training and their resultant affiliation with Soitec. 

‘The people you work with here. I can’t describe it. It is like you have this stigma around you 
since we got here. They still refer to us as the Soitec people. Everyone is watching you, just 
because you did a training course.’  
– G1 trainee 

 

There was also the perception that the other employees had a prejudice against them. One 
trainee felt that the training was to her disadvantage as it was tarnishing her opportunity in 
employment compared to others (of the 300+ workers on site over 90% of them were from the 
same Touws River community as G1 and G1 felt these workers had the advantage of having no 
negative label). However, this perception ignored the fact that, without the training, G1 people 
had no guarantee of a job on-site	   if	   they were to be selected from the larger pool of Touws 
River residents. It can be argued also that the G1 trainees could have been employed as 
unskilled workers (minus the stigma that came with the training), but the training facilitated 
their recruitment, increasing their chances of employment. However, overall, it was a 
disappointing effect that the training, provided in the frame of greater prospects, caused G1 
trainees to be  discriminated against in the workplace.  
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This situation is linked to the institutional differences between Soitec and G5 at the plant. Soitec 
explained that G5 (the contractor involved with construction) was reluctant to hire people 
recommended by Soitec. G5 eventually, and perhaps reluctantly, agreed to employ the first 
group of trainees after some negotiation. During the follow-up study, G5 expressed frustration 
about Soitec having had a say in who was employed.  

 

 

Figure 10: Comparison of working conditions on the G5 job with previous jobs 

Not applying electrical skills 
Some trainees conveyed their frustration at the lack of technical exposure to electrical work, 
which was the focus of their training. The contention is that they might not be able to capitalise 
on the phase 1 and 2 training they have received if they were unable to prove that they have 
received effective practical exposure in this field. One respondent felt the training enabled him 
to apply for jobs in solar energy industry but he still felt he had a limited chance to get electrical 
work because had no electrical industry experience.  

Instead, the trainees had been assigned to perform mechanical work such as alignment of 
modules. Most of the trainees complained that they had signed contracts assigning them to 
semi-skilled electrical positions, but that in reality they were almost doing exclusively 
mechanical fitting work. Their contracts were subsequently amended (in December 2013) to 
also read ‘mechanical fitter’. Others highlighted that they were not given the chance to be 
exposed to the substation, an area very relevant to the electricity training they had received. This 
was extremely disappointing as their expectations were that they were on-site to work as well as 
to further their training.  

The promise of permanent jobs 
Another issue raised by the G1 trainees (this was also expressed by G2 trainees) was that 
training created expectations of permanent jobs at the CPV plant. Also contentious was the fact 
that the trainees were under the impression that local employment opportunities were going to 
people from outside Touws River. They argued that G5 was appointing unqualified and 
untrained people from outside Touws River for electrical work on permanent positions and the 
G1 trainees were being asked to train these outsiders. The trainees understood that the CPV 
plant was a ‘community’ project and thus locals from Touws River should have been given 
preference in any job appointments.  

While G5 agreed that commitments of CPV1 (such as prioritising employment of local on the 
CPV plant) also applied to them, they also argued that CPV1 could not dictate to G5 who to 
employ. G5 indicated that, as a contractor with specific mandate to deliver, they could only 
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commit ‘within reason’ and ‘as far as possible’ to recruit local people but that their criteria for 
employment would be mainly on skills and experience. Surprisingly G5 were unfamiliar with 
the content of the training offered by Soitec. In terms of (unskilled) labour, G5 pointed out that 
they first sourced and advertised locally in Touws River, but specialised skills were mostly 
imported from outside Touws River (due to skills shortages in Touws River). During the 
construction phase of the CPV plant, G5 estimated, 95% of the workforce were from Touws 
River and mostly up to the semi-skilled level. G5 also indicated that electrical work at the plant 
was subcontracted to another company, and this subcontractor brought to the site their own 
electricians. On the long term, the CPV would employ less people for the operational phase and 
may employ some people from Touws River.  

6. Assessment of the training programme 
Based on information from Northlink, all participants successfully completed the training 
except one from the second group. Overall, 31 people from Touws River were trained in G1 and 
G2. To encourage attendance, the trainees were given a stipend. One person indicated that he 
would not have completed the training if it was not for the stipend they received each month. 
All but two of the trainees never considered quitting the training programme.  

6.1 Expectations from the training 

6.1.1 Satisfaction with the training programme  
Almost all respondents indicated being ‘very satisfied’ with the training programme, as shown 
in Figure 11. The responses elicited in terms of the benefits of the training programme were 
fairly homogenous and mostly pertained to the improved employment opportunities. Gaining 
new knowledge and skills was regarded as one the key strengths of the course, with about 40% 
of the respondents alluding to how they gained a lot of new knowledge, learnt new things and 
practised new practical skills in the electrical trade and solar technology, an opportunity that 
they valued. The group reported enjoying their training, and over 20% of the trainees gave 
credit to the Northlink lecturers for conducting the training in a professional manner that made 
learning an enjoyable experience. When asked to rank the lecturers on a scale of 1 to 5 – from 
poor to excellent performance  – over 80% gave the lecturers a rating of 5 and the rest gave 4. 
They also pointed out that the training facility was well equipped. 

‘I have learnt there things I will never forget and would have never known. That training was a 
life saver. Positive.’ 
– Group 1 trainee 

 

Also, the trainees acknowledged that this training was a rare opportunity for the Touws River 
community. The training was a breakthrough for some of the trainees who managed to 
overcome their own perceived inadequacies and angst around technology and working hands on 
with tools and equipment. Those that had the opportunity to work at the CPV plant could relate 
their training with the technology on-site (although there were limited opportunities to practise). 
The trainees were also appreciative of the stipend, even though all of them (but one) indicated 
that they would have continued with the training even if the stipend was withdrawn. 
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Figure 11: Degree of satisfaction with the training programme 

A few trainees (less than 20%  as per Figure 11) had some complaints about the way the course 
was conducted, although generally they felt the course was satisfactory. At least three 
respondents (mainly G1 trainees) indicated that Northlink could have better organised the 
training by having course material on time. They reported that there were times when they had 
to wait for training material and eventually rush over the training due to time constraints. This 
problem was not reported by G2, an indication that Northlink had managed to resolve the 
organisational aspects of the training. 

At least two of the G1 trainees thought the original advertisement for the training was 
misleading: to their understanding, Soitec had promised advanced training but this had not 
materialised. The group had approached the G5 project manager to push for more training, but 
G5 had turned them down. This apparently shows that the trainees were unaware of the 
institutional responsibilities related to the CPV plant. Another trainee was not completely 
satisfied with the training because it did not provide a complete qualification. This would be an 
indication that the particular trainee was aware of the shortcoming of the training and its 
usefulness in industry. 

6.1.2 Short-term and long-term expectations 
The expectations of the trainees from the training programme can be evaluated at two levels, 
first in terms of the immediate knowledge harvested. and secondly in terms of distal outcomes 
following training, such as welfare improvements. In terms of the training course itself, about 
three-quarters of the trainees reported that their expectations were met. Four of the trainees 
indicated that their expectations were not met and this can be attributed to the fact that they tied 
the training to an expectation for an immediate job opportunity. One trainee indicated that he 
was disappointed with the programme because he thought the training was a job opportunity. In 
terms of future opportunities, the trainees had quite high expectations in terms of livelihood 
improvement from the training programme. All pointed to the expectation of having better 
employment opportunities – and, most importantly, a permanent job  as a result of this training.  

During the baseline study, about 25% of the trainees from G2 responded ‘yes, definitely’ when 
asked whether they thought they would be employed on the Soitec plant after the training. The 
remainder responded ‘maybe’ they would be employed, which points to the caution used by 
management in terms of not creating unreasonable expectations in terms of employment on the 
plant. Asked whether they thought they would be able to find work (outside of the Soitec plant) 
upon completion of the training, all the respondents (except one) responded ‘yes definitely’, 
which speaks of the high degree of confidence in opportunities associated with this training.  
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When asked whether they would consider looking for work outside of Touws River, most 
respondents indicated they would prefer finding work locally (the local attachment to Touws 
River being compounded by the fact that almost respondents still live in the parental house, for 
economic reasons). However, they also indicated that they would consider prospecting for work 
out of Touws River, being aware of the limited local opportunities. The towns listed included 
Worcester, Ceres and Cape Town, with some considering going as far as Durban or 
Johannesburg. All respondents were confident they would be earning a better income than 
previously as a result of the training.  

For the G1 trainees who were content with the training outcome, some pointed out that they 
never expected to learn that much and would have wanted the training to be extended to allow 
more learning time. However, others expressed frustration as they expected to learn more (one 
indicated that he had hoped to undergo advanced training) and this is probably because they 
now had insights into the qualification levels and realised the potential benefits of further 
training and becoming fully qualified artisans. Apparently, a third training phase had been 
promised to the G1 trainees and this did not materialise. One G1 trainee on reflection thought 
the training could have included more practical elements, which would have helped them in the 
industry. Two of the G1 trainees were happy with the training but disappointed with the 
working experience at the CPV plant, especially the fact that they were not given an opportunity 
to work on electrical aspects at the plant.  

6.1.3 Challenging aspects of the training 
Three-quarters of the trainees found some aspects of training challenging. As shown in Figure 
12, the modules on motors presented the most difficulty. Transformers were also a difficult area 
to understand. A significant number of the trainees also had problems in understanding some 
electrical concepts in general. The practical elements such as soldering were also reportedly 
quite challenging, especially when it came to individual design and make projects. Wiring of 
boards was mentioned as an area that presented difficulties for several trainees. One trainee 
reported the problem of social pressure to bring an income from the training – an indication of 
wrong perceptions in the community that the training was sort of job opportunity. 

 

 

Figure 12: Challenging aspects of the training programme 

 



Socio-economic impact of the Soitec training programme in Touws River 21 

ENERGY RESEARCH CENTRE 

6.2 Perceived benefits and shortcomings of the training programme 

6.2.1 Better employment prospects 
The training programme was generally perceived to be beneficial to Touws River. Over three-
quarters of the trainees ‘strongly agreed’ that the training was good for the Touws River 
community. As there are limited opportunities for personal development in Touws River and 
limited training opportunities, the training was perceived to be beneficial. Because of this lack 
of opportunity for personal development, especially the youth are more likely to become 
involved in mischief as well as drugs. One trainee thought it was getting more difficult to 
convince the youth to take education seriously as they did not see any point in an education that 
resulted in unemployment. Thus the training course assisted in not only giving such 
unemployed groups a constructive activity but was also an eye-opener that could lead to 
employment opportunities in Touws River and beyond. The trainees indicated that this was the 
first time a training opportunity had come to Touws River, which was a welcome development. 
This could explain the overwhelming response to the training from the community as hundreds 
of applications were made initially and there were still inquiries halfway through the course. 
Instead of drifting to neighbouring towns looking for casual jobs, the trainees felt the training 
gave some ‘qualification’ that allowed them now to look for jobs more systematically. They 
were positive employment opportunities at other upcoming solar plants would be realised in the 
short term. More than 50% of the trainees felt the training was relevant for employment 
opportunities, especially beyond Touws River.  

Over 75% of the trainees from G1 thought they were now in a position to apply for electrical 
trade-related positions and at least 50% specifically indicated that they would now be able to 
apply for electrical assistant positions at the municipality, Eskom or other CPV plants. Some of 
trainees were more cautious about what jobs they could apply for as they realised they needed 
either to have full qualification or needed more hands-on experience to compete in industry. 
Four of the G1 trainees were more open about their employment prospects and would venture 
beyond the electrical trade. Group 2 trainees were more optimistic about their fit into electrical 
jobs after the training, all of them feeling their skills allowed them to look for jobs in electrical 
companies. 

6.2.2 Scope for further training 
Twenty-one trainees indicated that they would pursue further training in the electrical field if 
given an opportunity or financial means. Four of the trainees were not interested in any form of 
further training. Seven trainees from G2 would require a bursary to enable them to study further 
and only two indicated they had no financial constraints – they would probably get assistance 
from their parents. One woman would want to pursue training, but only if it is not far from 
Touws River, due to family obligations. This demonstrates the significance of bringing training 
opportunities to within communities. Another trainee indicated that he could only pursue further 
training if he would be able to work at the same time. This shows the difficulty that people with 
dependants face and the importance of the stipend that Soitec provided. Some of the trainees 
were already organising themselves into a small group of five that would pull resources together 
and travel to Northlink with a view to completing NQF level 3 before the end of 2014. At least 
three other trainees were keen on completing the NQF 3 and doing their trade tests. Although 
Northlink remained the primary institution of choice for further studies, there was one trainee 
who wanted to avoid Northlink (due to perceptions about Northlink’s certificates).6 This desire 
for further training was based on the understanding that the training they had received was only 
a part of what was needed to be qualified. 

 

                                                        
6  The first certificates issued to G1 were regarded as basic and did not provide details of completed course 

content nor did it have any ‘accreditation’ stamp. After complaints, G1 trainees were eventually issued with 
more satisfactory certificates, although some trainees complained of mistakes in the spelling of their name or 
the ID numbers.  
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6.2.3 Community empowerment and skills development 
One trainee argued that any form of training should be welcome, as it empowered the local 
community and capacitated them to earn a living. It was also felt the training gave the trainees a 
better sense of self worth and it was important to have ‘something to put behind your name’. 
Another trainee felt the programme was helpful in putting Touws River on the map as investors 
were now likely to take advantage of the skills in the area. However, there were some trainees 
who argued that training without an employment prospect was not very useful. 

Although the trainees were unable to secure employment after the training course, it is evident 
that they could now confidently list some of the key skills they had acquired during the training 
(and for G1 while working on site), and most of the trainees felt this greatly improved their 
chances of getting employment. These skills that span the electrical and mechanical trades, 
include operating motors and motor starters, electrical circuit design, wiring and cabling and 
cable joining, distribution board wiring, motor wiring, measurement of electrical parameters and 
use hand tools. For G1 trainees, more specialised skills acquired on site included alignment of 
trackers, operating ‘cherry pickers’, control of the tracker, wiring tracker control units (TCUs), 
operating transformers and switchgear, and faultfinding.  

6.2.4 Perceived shortcomings of the training programme  

6.2.4.1 Utility of training certificates and recognition in industry 
The trainees were asked what type of certificate they received at the end of the training and they 
reported receiving two certificates, one for each of the phases they completed in the Soitec 
training program. There were varied perceptions as to what the certificate implied. One 
participant said it was an NQF certificate but was not sure if it was NQF 1 or 2. Another trainee 
thought it was an NQF 3 certificate. One person said it was for semiskilled electrical work, 
while another said it was an electrical engineering certificate. Three trainees explained that they 
did not know the type of certificate but that the certificate listed all the things that they could do. 
Others reported receiving two certificates, one theory and another practical. Another perception 
was that it was an official certificate and yet another that there was a stamp indicating 
accreditation. Six of the G1 trainees were worried about the authenticity of the certificate they 
received, as the first batch of certificates they were given by Northlink had no institutional 
stamp or details of modules covered. This was later amended and new certificates were issued. 
One G1 trainee thought the certificate was of no good use, as he could not use it to seek 
employment. 

These misperceptions indicate that there is not an established understanding of the certificate 
nor a clear purpose of what it will be used for. There was uncertainty amongst the trainees as to 
how or whether the certificates were recognised in industry. About half of the trainees were not 
sure if the certificate and training would be recognised, although about 40% were positive the 
training would be recognised by potential employers. Some of the respondents skirted around 
the issue and explained that the course was practical for those who did not know electricity or 
that it indicated what functions they perform in jobs here. They emphasised the practical 
importance of the job and illustrated a low consideration of the certificate or concern for 
accreditation. Generally there was better appreciation of the NQF levels in G1 than in G2 (and 
also more scepticism about the usefulness of the training), mainly because G1 were exposed to 
the work environment where they understood the shortcomings of their qualification.  

6.2.4.2 Accreditation of the course 
There was some initial confusion pertaining to the (lack of) accreditation of the training 
provided by Northlink. Soitec (through Kevin Robinson) engaged with Northlink College at 
length to get some clarity on the NQF level at which the phased training could be recognised. 
The Northlink contract referred to the provision of a ‘Northlink accredited course’ (which 
would fall short of national ‘accreditation’). However, as a SETA registered service provider, it 
could be argued that they are legally obliged to provide courses that are nationally accredited. It 
is, however, now clear that the training does not correspond to any NQF qualification levels and 
thus trainees would need to undergo more training (as explained in section 3.1). To be more 
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precise, the trainees were issued with a ‘Certificate of attendance’ as the training was not 
sufficient to cover the Northlink curriculum, as some theoretical modules were omitted (Troon, 
pers. comms, 2014). 

6.2.4.3 Failed job placements  
Most of the G1 trainees felt that they had not been able to apply the electrical skills they had 
trained for and were performing basic chores involving mechanical alignment of the PV 
modules. Six of the trainees argued that they had not acquired any new skills on-site. However, 
over 60% of the respondents felt that the training they had received was sufficient for them to 
perform the duties assigned to them at the CPV plant, although they were not putting all their 
theoretical knowledge to use on the job. The remainder argued that their training was irrelevant 
as they were mainly doing mechanical tasks.  

According to the G1 trainees, their induction at the CPV plant was not conducted well. About 
half of the trainees had various complaints about the approach used by G5. Only two trainees 
felt the introduction was done well. Key issues which were raised include lack of supervision – 
the trainees ‘had to find our own way in the plant’, tasks were not well explained, and they 
worked in pairs with no guidance. They blamed this on poor communication between Soitec and 
G5. At the time of the follow-up study, the relationship between the trainees and G5 was frosty. 
As a result, over half of the trainees responded that they were disappointed with their jobs when 
asked to rate their job satisfaction levels, as shown in Figure 13. One trainee indicated that he 
had lost interest in the electrical trade and would rather be a policeman. 

  

 

Figure 13: Job satisfaction by G1 trainees 

6.2.4.4 Perceived negative impacts of training 
When questioned about any potential negative impacts associated with the training programme, 
over three- quarters of the trainees responded they could not identify any negative impacts. It 
can be assumed that this question was interpreted as a critical reflection of the training 
programme. The question was not successful at navigating past the sentimental notions of the 
training programme towards the trainees’ critical reflection. Thus, to the trainees, the training 
programme could only be positive, especially in light of the individual opportunities associated 
with it. A few individuals underlined the risk of tensions that could be created in the community 
as a result of only some individuals having been selected. In addition, some of the trainees from 
G1 felt stigmatised by the training at the CPV plant. 

Other stakeholders talked about the potential negative impact of the project in terms of the 
emigration it will create. The higher wages offered by G5 to the people employed at the plant 
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could disrupt the local job market. Currently semi-skilled labourers are remunerated at R36/hour 
(equivalent to about R12 000/month). This could lead to labour problems within Touws River as 
locals could start demanding better working conditions. Also, the sudden injection of cash into 
the community might be accompanied by a recrudescence in the consumption of drugs and 
alcohol. The work opportunities associated with the training could precipitate a ‘boom and bust’ 
phenomenon in the community, which means that once the Soitec project and the associated 
economic opportunities end, the town might fall back into the same (or worse) economic 
depression that it experienced before the project (Robinson, pers. Comms, 2013). After the 
construction phase is complete, the 300-odd people that got jobs on the site will be out of work, 
leading to massive unemployment and, perhaps, increased emigration. On the other hand, 
exposure to semi-skilled work could also encourage emigration out of Touws River, as 
opportunities in the electrical sector field are likely to remain scarce there. However, on the 
positive side, one can expect a flow of ‘remittances’ to Touws River from the emigration of 
trained individuals – they will keep on or start supporting their families from where they work, 
which would alleviate these households’ dependency on state grants and ultimately household 
poverty. Pele Green will conduct further research towards understanding potential negative 
impacts of training and their initial report (Pele Green, 2013) touched on this.  

6.2.4.5 Lack of ownership from local municipality 
There was an apparent lack of interest in the training programme from the Breede River local 
municipality. Stakeholders felt that the municipality expressed little interest in the training 
component of the programme in contrast to the interest in the plant. There was also the 
perception that the political motivation is to focus on channelling money to Worcester rather 
than the smaller towns of De Doorns or Touws River. 

6.3 Potential improvements to the training programme 
When asked what could be improved about the training programme, it was generally felt that 
the duration of the programme could be extended to six months to enable completion of phase 2 
of the Northlink college curriculum. Northlink trainers underlined that adding three months to 
the training would enable trainees to cover more areas and go into more depth of training. This 
would allow them to also do aspects of phase 3 and cover electronics. Furthermore, this would 
give the trainees more practical experience, and better prepare them to undertake an 
apprenticeship. The additional curriculum aspects which could then be covered include:  

i) Motors (4 weeks) 

ii) Programme Logic Control System (PLCs) (4 weeks) 

iii) Single phase training (1 week) 

However, to enable (some of) the trainees (in this case G1) to work on-site, it would not have 
been possible to cover all the aspects of phase 2 due to the time limitations. 

Other suggestions elicited during interviews included the following: 

• Extend the course to allow trainees to attain NQF levels that give trainees better 
employment prospects. 

• Add a civil and mechanical engineering component. 
• Add personal projects to be completed during the course. 
• G1 trainees would have liked to complete the 4Q sensor project and felt it would have 

been useful to see the modules/tracker in the class, as they had no idea what they would 
be doing on site. 

• Have access to more equipment and more tools to run the practical component (the 
trainees had to share tools and some tools were not available). 

• Improve the workshop (which was considered too small). For instance welding was 
conducted outside the training room because the room was not suitable (the trainees 
suggested allocating space for such activities as welding). 
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• Improve the training facility – there was a noisy compressor which made concentrating 
during lectures difficult. 

• Better organisation of the training (this mainly came from G1 trainees). 
• Receive the stipends earlier in the month. 

7. Critical analysis and discussion 

7.1 Monitoring the socioeconomic impacts of training programme  
Soitec’s CPV training programme (SAPT) was designed to build capacity in solar energy 
technical expertise in South Africa and to contribute to employment creation around the Touws 
River CPV project. This assessment evaluated the extent to which these objectives have so far 
been achieved by comparing the socioeconomic conditions of the selected group of trainees 
before and after the training. 

7.1.1 Training of Touws River workers 
The SAPT set out to train workers living in Touws River to create a pool of local skilled 
workers specifically to meet the workforce demand for the construction, operation and 
maintenance of the Touws River CPV plant. Some of the objectives have been achieved but the 
overall goal remains largely unmet. As described in this report, the SAPT was able to 
successfully train two groups of at least 31 unskilled residents of Touws River between 2013 
and 2014. These two groups have already graduated and now possess two certificates which 
they can use to either find jobs in the electrical trade or pursue further training. A third group 
was also being trained at the time of the follow-up study, but this last group was not evaluated 
in this report.  

The SAPT was described as a skills programme and all the trainees could list the different skills 
that they obtained through the training. What is not clear is whether these skills are adequate to 
meet the demands of the Touws River CPV plant. One group of trainees had an opportunity to 
work on-site, but unfortunately they did not apply their skills. Furthermore, they were given the 
impression that their skills were not good enough and they were branded ‘semi-skilled’.7 It is 
most unlikely that this group will be employed for the operational phase of the project. 
Therefore the hope of training Touws River residents to form part of the skilled team at the CPV 
plant has apparently not materialised.  

7.1.2 Employment creation 
Another objective of the SAPT was to contribute to the local job market of Touws River and the 
area in general. This has been partly achieved and there is hope the trainees will find decent 
employment within Touws River (and beyond) or become entrepreneurs and employ other 
people. G1 trainees were employed during the construction phase of the CPV project and there 
is a limited chance that some of them (or other trainees from G2 or G3) could be employed 
during the operational phase. G5 did not rule out employing these trainees, but did not want to 
be forced to employ them. From the trainee perspective, the training had given them a solid 
basis for seeking employment and most of them felt they now had better chances of 
employment. Many of them were now confident and more positive about their capabilities and 
these attributes do make a significant difference when seeking employment. However, there was 
also strong awareness that the lack of effective use of the skills acquired through the training, 
whilst working on site, compromised future prospects to work on other solar plants. Had the 
trainees done more than just mechanical fitting on site, they would have been able to produce 
better log books which would make them more employable. 

                                                        
7  Although some of the trainees felt otherwise, technically they are only semi-skilled and Kevin Robinson 

(Soitec) also highlighted that the trainees would only be eligible for semi-skilled work, given their limited 
training. Many of the trainees, however, understood the limitations of their training and indicated their desire to 
pursue further training. 
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7.1.3 Knowledge transfer 
The goal of transferring knowhow on large-scale solar power generation technologies in South 
Africa was also partially met. Apart from G1, the training on solar technology was limited to a 
few hours in the lecture room and a site visit. The solar training was done by a guest lecturer 
from Soitec and covered photovoltaic basics, introduction to the Concentrix System technology 
and Concentrix power plant basics. Northlink trainers also got exposure to CPV technology (an 
indirect and unintended positive spinoff of the training programme). G1 did receive additional 
knowhow of large-scale solar power generation when they worked on-site, and expanded their 
skills base as outlined in section 6.2. As discussed further below, this exposure could have been 
more profound had a better environment been created at site. 

7.1.4 Skills development for solar energy development 
Judging from the response by G5 to the recruitment of G1 trainees during the construction, as 
well as operational phase of the Touws River plant, it can be concluded that the level of skills 
imparted to the trainees is inadequate to meet the expertise required for the construction, 
operation, maintenance, repair and design of solar energy technology applications in South 
Africa. Although this training was a skills programme, it is apparent that the level of skills 
acquired by the trainees need to be upgraded through further training if they are to contribute 
substantively to the solar industry in South Africa. From the course evaluation, it is clear that 
the training is not equivalent to any NQF qualification level, but this is only important in terms 
of opening up opportunities in the general electrical sector. The course might therefore need to 
be redesigned with the intention of equipping the trainees with the key skills that would allow 
them to meet all the listed areas of expertise (i.e. construction, O&M, repair and design of PV 
systems). 

7.1.5 Improving employment opportunities in the solar sector for skilled workforce  
Among the trainees, about a third had previously received some form of tertiary level training 
but most of these had not completed the training or received any formal qualification. However, 
since some skilled workers were part of groups trained by Northlink, the goal of improving the 
employment prospects of unemployed (but skilled) residents of Touws River in the solar sector 
of South Africa could be considered as largely realised. 

7.2 Emerging learning for Soitec in terms of training programmes’ best 
practice 

7.2.1 Selection process 
Due to the limited number of applicants with desired minimum requirements, the programme 
lowered the entry requirements to enable more people to join the programme. This has potential 
to limit the sustainability of the programme as those with poor education are unlikely to go 
beyond the basic training they receive. The Soitec advert posted in the Standard on 16 August 
2012 stated that: ‘minimum requirements are: achievement of grade 12 (with maths and science) 
or N3 (preferable electrical/mechanical), pass the required aptitude tests/pass the interview’. 
From the discussion in section 3, most G2 trainees and some G1 trainees only had maths 
literacy and some did not have matric. Also, G1 and G2 applicants were just given simple 
character assessments interviews. Northlink was supposed to follow a structured interview 
guide but they were forced to bypass the prerequisites as these were too high given the pool of 
people to choose from. Group 3 was, however, given a written test which specifically tests 
cognitive levels, but only three people passed it. 

It is important to adhere to the education level set as a requirement for enrolment, otherwise 
there are risks that the potential long-term impacts of the programme are undermined. Northlink 
trainers have already indicated that some of the trainees would not pursue further training, 
because of their lower education background. To objectively make this assertion, there is 
therefore need to assess the correlation between the academic levels and the sustainability (or 
effective use) of the skills transfer. 
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No record of the selection process was kept and this is not good practice as Soitec would not be 
able to produce evidence of an unbiased selection process. Of interest is how Soitec and 
Northlink took into account the municipal policy that is supposed to restrict (to one person) the 
number of people per household benefitting from such programmes. In G1, there were two 
instances where two members of the same family enrolled in the programme and secured a job 
with G5 (a husband and wife, and a nephew and uncle). Although there is nothing 
fundamentally wrong with this (especially given the limited number of qualified candidates 
from Touws River), from a consideration on fairness, this results in two individuals from the 
same households benefitting from a financial injection, in contrast to households where 
unemployment persists. This issue was highlighted by some G2 trainees as a municipal policy 
and could result in creating tension within community members. It may thus be of importance to 
review and align the recruitment and selection process with any local equity policies. 

7.2.2 Stipend 
As discussed earlier, most the trainees have dependants and need to earn an income. The stipend 
given to the trainees was therefore an important intervention and was well received by the 
beneficiaries. Oone trainee (G2) said: ‘one doesn’t get such a chance [to take part in a training 
programme for free] everyday –in the old days one wouldn’t receive a stipend – we should be 
very grateful for this’. Most trainees reported that they would have pursued the programme even 
without a stipend; for those who reported that they could not have pursued the training without 
the stipend, this indeed proved vital (e.g. there was a case of man who became a parent during 
duration of the course). 

7.2.3 Expectations management 
What is also evident from the assessment is the lack of attention to expectation management by 
stakeholders involved in the training programme. All parties played a role in creating some 
misleading impressions on the level of skills that would be acquired as a result of the training or 
the kind of jobs that could be expected to secure once the training was completed. Reference is 
made to the Soitec advertisement posted in the Standard on 16 August 2012, which stated that:  

The 17 week training programme will provide a broad base of job opportunities to 
successful applicants, who will be eligible to work in a solar power plant. The potential 
job opportunities will include: maintenance operators, civil workers who will install the 
CPV systems, security guards, module cleaners amongst others. A stipend will be paid 
during the duration of the training period. 

The trainees brought this advert up and felt they were eligible for the ‘maintenance operators, 
civil workers who will install the CPV systems’, whereas in reality the G1 trainees were merely 
doing mechanical fitting jobs. 

All G2 trainees generally expressed satisfaction about the training programme per se, but they 
generally felt that the ‘programme’ did not meet their expectations in finding jobs; despite the 
fact that no guarantees were given, they were still under the impression they could get work 
since the first group got jobs. There were efforts though by Soitec to find alternative jobs for 
G2, although no guarantee could be given; Soitec asked G2 to submit their CVs for potential 
jobs at the power plant planned in Grabouw. 

7.2.4 Lack of guidance around value or institutional worth of the training: 
miscommunication, and disempowerment  

It is apparent that, amongst the stakeholders in the training programme, there is a lack of 
communication, clarification (or interest) around the qualification of the training provided by 
Northlink. There was lack of guidance on the value of skills acquired and further skills 
development pathways. Trainees do not always know the value of their certificate, and in this 
case most of the trainees did not know whether it is a NQF certificate and how it is recognised 
in the industry. Northlink could have inadvertently contributed to creating the wrong impression 
on the value of the training received and created confusion by the ambiguous use of the word 
‘accredited’. The trainees received a certificate of attendance that is not equivalent to any NQF 
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level; although the modules covered are recognised nationally, the certificate is not recognised 
in the industry. 

Soitec explained that the trainees were given diplomas at the graduation ceremony and they 
understood these to be national diplomas. This is inconsistent with what was learned from 
Northlink as well as what is known by the trainees. A Northlink representative explained that 
the national diploma is something you received after having complete six trimesters at Northlink 
in designated levels. When this understanding was communicated to Soitec, there was apparent 
confusion and disappointment. Soitec indicated that this was not what they were told and would 
therefore seek clarity with Northlink. This interaction illustrated that there was not a common 
understanding about what the training was providing for the trainees in relation to qualification. 
Whether this was a mistake or lack of communication, the confusion weakens the efforts made. 
For example, a greater effort might have been made to find scholarships for these trainees to 
continue their training had there been the understanding of the need to train further.  

Amongst the trainees, it is clear that they understand that their qualification is incomplete and 
that this limits their opportunities in the electrical field. It is also clear, though, that they do not 
have an understanding of where the training they received lies in relation to the complete 
qualification. To illustrate this point, one of the trainees explained that the training in Touws 
River had provided him with NQF level 2. To his credit, he then corrected himself and 
explained that it was not the whole of NQF 2 but just a part of it. This trainee indicated that he 
had matric which is equivalent to NQF level 4. The crucial thing is that in this programme, 
incomplete training was provided without an understanding of where that training fitted in and 
the opportunity for further training. 

‘All we know is that they keep calling us semiskilled electricians and we don’t know on what 
level the industry will see us.’ (G1 trainee) 

 

Seeing as this training is incomplete and investment has gone into achieving a portion of this 
qualification, further training should be a prominent option for these trainees. Given this, the 
investors need to be provided with a precise understanding of what the qualification (or portion 
of a qualification) represents. This is a responsibility of the FET college. Secondly, the trainees 
themselves were not provided with a clear understanding of where their certificates lie in 
relation to the complete qualification. This is a disempowering position for the trainees to be in. 
Therefore it is important for Soitec to explain to trainees the complex process around becoming 
an electrician, when running such future programmes. 

7.2.5 Institutional coordination 
One of Northlink’s main recommendation for future training programmes is the improvement of 
institutional collaboration before the programme is rolled out. This is evident by the reported 
poor organisation at the beginning of the programme, which affected training and led to delays. 
It also manifested in the way Northlink first issued inadequate certificates to the G1 trainees, an 
indication of the haphazard way the sanctioning of the training course was thought up. Most of 
G1 trainees explained how they at first got two certificates, which were not what they expected, 
as no government accreditation showed on the certificate and as the certificate only listed what 
they had done. The trainees then asked for better certificates to help them apply for other jobs. 
The new certificates that were issued to them have an accreditation number on it but many 
trainees reported that these had spelling mistakes or wrong ID numbers. One trainee reported 
distrusting Northlink as a result of the wrong certificates being given to them in the first place 
and said he would not want to study further with them in the future. 

7.2.6 High turnover of programme managers and trainers 
The running of the training programme was undermined by the many changes in the 
management personnel. This may have disrupted its continuity. The Soitec training manager 
appointed in 2012 (Kate Saunders) left and was replaced by Kevin Robinson, who took up his 
functions in January 2013, but he also subsequently left, in October 2013. At Northlink, the first 
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lecturer assigned to the second intake of trainees left after a month and was replaced after a 
course interruption of 23 weeks.  

7.2.7 Professional exposure after training 
From earlier discussions, it is apparent that the trainees had limited exposure to professional 
work. Even though G1 was fortunate to get work placement at the CPV plant in Touws River, 
the trainees only briefly used their electrical skills and then mostly performed mechanical fitting 
tasks. For G5, it represents a missed opportunity to make use of locally trained people, and for 
Soitec it means that their trainees did not get practical exposure in the electrical field. Although 
it is acknowledged that Soitec cannot prescribe to the constructor who they recruit, amicable 
ways should be identified to optimise the use of trained labour. Such institutional dialogue and 
agreements should be done well in advance of a training programme or of work placement. This 
is an important part of improving institutional collaboration as well. 

7.2.8 Log books and missed opportunities 
Isolated places like Touws River face challenges in the provision of education and training. 
Given this predicament, there are alternative skills development routes where skills are gained 
and qualifications are achieved through the work place. This is institutionally regulated through 
log books. These books have areas in the electrical field that should be worked in for a number 
of hours and ‘mastered’. They are signed off by employers and recognised by FET institutions 
when the trainee reaches the stage of writing a trade test.  

G1 had the opportunity to work on site and an opportunity to utilise these log books. Log books 
were provided by Northlink (after some delay) for the trainees to use in any electrical-related 
work done on site after the training. The group spent about a year working on-site; most of the 
trainees reported that they had heard the log books were around but they had not seen them. 
Some of them were of the opinion that they had not seen the books because they were not doing 
work that is directly related to electrical work. This stands as another area of miscommunication 
with the trainees themselves. Group 5, the company directly in charge of employment, did not 
know anything about the log books. In discussions with Soitec, it was determined that they had 
the log books but that, due to company policies, Group 5 did not wish to divulge working hours 
to Soitec, which hours are needed for filling out the log books. A Soitec representative further 
explained that many of the areas of work listed on the log book sheet were applicable to the 
work being done on the plant. It is regrettable that the opportunity to complete log books – an 
asset in the national skills development structure – is obstructed by issues of information 
protection between Soitec and Group 5. This again reflects a lack of effort to fully realise the 
potential of the skills development provided. 

7.3 Replication of training 
There is merit in expanding and replicating this training programme in Touws River and 
elsewhere in South Africa despite the obvious lack of work opportunities in the field in Touws 
River. Soitec’s approach is to keep on using the existing infrastructure and course layout to keep 
on inducting more people from the Touws River community into phase 1 and 2. This approach, 
based on economies of scale, allows Soitec to give exposure to more individuals to electrical 
skills at a minimal cost. However this approach also has serious shortcomings, as many people 
are exposed to skills they might not have a chance to apply, and as G1 trainees already 
expressed their difficulty of gaining practical exposure.  

Soitec also indicated that a significant amount of time was required to develop the curriculum, 
for example control boards were required for phases 1 and 2. They found it more cost-effective 
to run more people through phases 1 and 2 rather than allocating the funds required to train 
people on phase 3. Therefore it would be interesting to explore the comparative impacts and 
merit of using additional funds to extend training to phases 3 and 4 in Touws River. Those who 
complete these phases would be even more eligible and likely to pursue training at Northlink. 
As already discussed, most of the trainees are eager to further their training but none has 
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managed to register for training so far; this is also an indication of the challenges confronting 
people who want to register for further training at Northlink. 

Given these possibilities and scope for making an impact in these communities, it is important 
for Soitec to outline its vision of the training programme and be more explicit about the 
expected outcome and their developmental impacts. This assessment has shown that the current 
training merely provides some basic training (phases 1 and 2) to people, with vague 
expectations about further training and employment prospects. Soitec may consider, for 
example, becoming an alternative and viable training hub in Touws River that will enable 
Touws River residents to take this knowledge further through a viable partnership with 
Northlink and ensure that their graduates get the required theory and practical exposure to 
become really eligible for work in the electrical field and contribute to the development of the 
solar industry in South Africa. In its current form, Soitec appears to be merely rolling out a 
training programme by default, as it has the required infrastructure, but the impact of running 
three groups of trainees through phase 1 and 2 is still to be ascertained. 

7.3.1 Difficulty of finding jobs 
It is also important to note that not all trainees are computer-literate and thus some of them may 
be at a great disadvantage when it comes to looking for a job (one of the trainees reported using 
the phone book to randomly phone companies or parastatal organisations when looking for 
work). 

It is recommended therefore that Northlink trainers, jointly with Soitec and maybe Group 5, to 
compile a database of websites, search engines, etc. that the trainees can use as a base for their 
future work research and inquiries. Maybe the Soitec training should comprise an additional 
half day session on the internet, sharing websites, online job research techniques, compile a one 
pager listing all search engines, etc, and maybe help older participants in getting acquainted 
with new technologies, or they are even more at a disadvantage. 

8. Conclusions and general recommendations 
Overall, the training seemed to be satisfactory and a good experience for the trainees. The 
establishment and conducting of the training by Soitec and Northlink can be commended on 
this. Apart from the first group who got employed on-site during the construction phase of the 
CPV plant, benefits in terms of getting a job are low, as the main perceived problem is the 
availability of jobs in the Touws River area. However, the majority of the trainees believed that 
they now have a higher chance of getting a job because of the training, but where expectations 
were not met it was because they did not get a job straight after the training. This implies an 
underlying disappointment about the training: the fact that it did not result in an immediate job 
outweighs whatever long-term investment might have been made in their skills. For G1, the 
disappointment was due to the temporary nature of the jobs, inability to practise and the 
unpleasant experiences that accompanied it. As many of the trainees have dependents and are at 
a working age in their households, the pressure to find a job might feed into the inability to link 
expectations of the training with a job.  

Despite being temporary in nature, there were immediate economic benefits for G1 trainees 
from the training, which came with the income, and many reported making positive 
contributions to the welfare of their households. In contrast, the training is likely to have a low 
impact in the short term in terms of livelihoods improvement for G2 trainees, as only one 
trainee secured employment in the electrical field after training. This is largely due to the 
limited economic activity in the Touws River area. Despite the low impact in terms of 
immediate job opportunities, the training had some indirect economic benefits in terms of 
equipping people for fixing their own or their friends’ appliances. It had positive impacts in 
terms of confidence as well as ambition. All the trainees could list the key skills they now 
possessed after the training. Being the first training of its kind in Touws River, many now 
understand the possibilities for further training and have confidence in their ability of 
completing this training.  
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Although varied perceptions were held, there was a general understanding amongst most 
trainees that the training was only a small part of what is needed to get a full qualification and a 
high skilled job. Some of the trainees also understood the limitations of the certificates they 
received, and it was apparent that many of the trainees had no clear understanding of where 
their certificates lie in relation to the complete NQF qualifications nor were they clear on the 
nature of work they would be able to carry out with the certificates. There would be merit in 
clarifying the exact nature of the work the certificates would make them eligible for, as well as 
in clearly spelling out the further training required to become a certified electrician, as many 
respondents indicated having the intention to complete the training required to become an 
electrician.  

The overall impression was that there is potential for skills development of this nature to have a 
positive developmental impact. However there is work that needs to be done around the 
institutional structure and responsibilities associated with the training provision. There was also 
significant satisfaction expressed at such an opportunity as the Soitec training being provided in 
Touws River. This satisfaction is extended to the process of learning, working with others and 
having something to wake up and go to each morning. Interactions with the lecturer were also 
reported as pleasing. The training also provided an environment where social cohesion could be 
developed. This was in a town where there is limited opportunity to operate as a community. 
The friendships that were built would surely have a positive impact for the community of 
Touws River as a whole.  

Given the limited opportunities that the training brought for jobs in general, the incomplete 
nature of the training limits the jobs that the trainees can seek in the electrical field. An 
individual beneficial outcome could be pursuing an assistant electrical job outside of Touws 
River or further training also outside of Touws River. However, apart from money perhaps 
being sent back to Touws River, this would have a limited impact on the Touws River 
community. One limitation is that these trainees were not sure what to do after the training, 
since most of them did not have funds for further training. Additionally, as jobs are far away, 
this presents challenges for those who have dependents or may result in the family leaving the 
town, which would substantially limit the developmental benefits for the broader Touws River 
community. A final note on this point is that a very low level of labour is anticipated for the 
operation phase of the CPV plant, so there are limited opportunities there.  

It is apparent that some opportunities were missed out on in this training. Log books were not 
utilised to their full potential, students were not given much information about further training, 
and G1 students were treated badly on-site where they might have had the opportunity to train 
further or learn more.  

These missed opportunities can be traced to institutional conflicts amongst the contracted 
companies. This points to a need for more thought regarding the design and implementation of 
project specific training programmes. Roles and responsibilities should be clearly specified and 
all relevant stakeholders should be aware of the training and how the trainees become involved 
in the plant development (in the case of the CPV plant). There should be a concerted and 
deliberate effort to determine where the institutional contract structure will jeopardise the 
situation of trainees.  

For Soitec, as a sponsor of this important social intervention, it would be important when 
replicating similar training programmes to have clarity about the expected outcome of the 
training and the corresponding developmental impacts. A clearly crafted vision of the training 
programme would help to ensure that the graduates of the training get the necessary theoretical 
and practical exposure to become eligible for skilled work in the electrical field and contribute 
to the development of the solar industry in South Africa. 
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