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1. Introduction 

  
There is sufficient basis in climate science base 
and the supporting evidence to show that global 
surface and atmospheric temperatures continue 
to rise as a result of further warming. Although 
natural drivers and internal climate variability 
could likely have an influence over the changes 
observed in global temperatures, these are not 
enough to explain the rate at which warming is 
happening. It is now a well-established fact that 
human activities have an extreme influence in 
comparison to natural climate variability, and the 
time to ignore or deny this fact is simply over. 
Human induced climate change is happening at a 
more rapid rate, and the impact is – in the short 
term – irreversible. Studies continue to warn 
about the impact of climate change as they have 
done for decades now, and the significant part is 
that we are now in a position to observe in 
different regions the devastating effects of 
unmitigated climate change.  

  
This briefing paper seeks to give a high-level 
summary of the current state of the climate, and 
to highlight the increasing inequalities in 
response to climate change. Lastly, the paper will 
touch on South Africa’s commitment to respond 
to climate change.1  

 
 
2. Current Climate State  

 
According to the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC)’s latest report on the 
assessment of climate change, the amount of C0² 
pumped into the atmosphere through human 
activities reached a record level in 2020.2 

Moreover, the year before that also went on 
record as the second hottest year, capping the 
decade.3 The report also indicated that the last 
four decades have successively exceeded their 
preceding decades in recorded rising 
temperatures. These have been experienced 
variably in different regions. Some of the latest 
extremes as a result of further warming were 
experienced in parts of the USA and the eastern 
parts of Australia, where large wildfires that 
claimed numerous lives were reported. There 
was also an extraordinary heatwave that melted 
sea ice in parts of Siberia and Laptev in a way that 
has never been experienced before in recorded 
history. Here in South Africa, delayed rainfall, 
extreme floods and shifting weather patterns 
were observed earlier this year again, as they 
have been for the past few years in different 
provinces. Meanwhile, most African countries 
continue to struggle for water resources and it is 
predicted that wars in the very near future on this 
continent will most probably be about water.  
 
 
3. Urgent Transition? 

 
The shift towards low carbon economies has 
proven to be one of the most complicated global 
goals. For a long time now, the world has been 
working in this direction, but after years of 
negotiations and ratifying of agreements, very 
little has been achieved at a global scale as an 
outcome of these conversations. Meanwhile, what 
has become more apparent is the increasing gap 
between well-resourced and poor countries in as 
far as the pace and scale of the responses are 
concerned. Most well-off countries continue to 
succeed almost effortlessly in pioneering 
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sustainable projects that motivate for, and create 
ground for, policy changes towards low carbon 
economies at larger scales. But, at the same time, 
they continue to lock poor and developing 
countries into fossil fuel-based economic projects 
through the activities of their multi-national 
companies in the extractive and financial sectors. 
This leaves poor countries to bear the brunt of 
climate change’s effects, while persecuting them 
for their relatively modest contributions to global 
carbon emissions. This trajectory perpetuates 
poverty and unsustainable development in poor 
countries, and leads to their continued 
dependence on wealthier countries, further 
deepening and encouraging inequalities between 
regions.  

 
 

4. South Africa’s Commitment to a Just 
Transition  

 
South Africa is categorized as the world’s 12th 
largest emitter of greenhouse gases,4 mainly due 
to its heavy reliance on coal for producing 
electricity. The mining industry is an important 
part of the South African economy and it 
contributes about 8.2 % to the country’s gross 
domestic product. It employs a significant 
number of people with low/no skills, and around 
19% of employees in this industry are in coal 
mining.5 Coal has been one of the country’s most 
important economic resources for over a century 
because it is cheap and accessible, but there is a 
rising awareness of the serious health and 
environmental impacts of coal, for example in 
terms of air pollution, the impact of open-cast 
mining, and of course, climate change. 
Increasingly, the impact of international climate 
policies on cost increases and export demand risk 
continues to pose significant challenges for the 
coal sector.  

 
4.1. Looking Good on Paper 
 
As a signatory to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, South Africa’s 
climate efforts have long been criticised for being 
insufficient, especially its continuing heavy 
reliance on coal and its reluctance to implement 
policies that would help cut carbon emissions. 
Indicating a commitment to global climate goals, 
South Africa drafted the National Climate Change 
Response White Paper in 2011, from which a 
number of climate strategies and policies 
(including the National Climate Change 
Adaptation Strategy) emerged. Most of the 
strategies that followed were mainstreamed into 

key development plans such as the National 
Development Plan. However, although many of 
them were highly commended for being good 
documents, there have always been constraints 
impeding their implementation; they remain, 
mostly, good on paper.  

 
4.2 Politics at Play  
 
While President Ramaphosa vocally supports 
climate action, very little is being done by his 
cabinet to fast-track change where it is most 
needed. South Africa still grapples with 
challenges in the electricity sector that have 
existed for years now, under one President after 
another. In August 2018, the long-awaited 
Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) was released, 
offering much hope. This plan details the 
government’s electricity expansion plans up to 
2030. The targets of the IRP would effectively lead 
towards a low carbon economy, if implemented. 
But, contrary to the IRP targets, the Department 
of Mineral Resources & Energy continues to 
behave inconsistently in its attempts to expand 
electricity generation capacity. The infamous 
Karpowerships saga and Minister Gwede 
Mantashe’s continuing championing of coal are 
illustrative of the problem.  

 
Another important piece of legislation that 
cabinet is dragging its feet on is the Climate 
Change Bill. This Bill could play a crucial role in 
moving the country towards a low carbon 
economy, if it is implemented well. For instance, it 
would ensure that companies and institutions are 
legally held to account for their carbon emissions, 
something that is currently missing from South 
African climate policy. The Bill also requires that 
a ministerial committee on climate change be 
established, with responsibility for co-ordinating 
climate change responses country-wide. 
However, the Bill was last seen before cabinet in 
June 2018. On the positive side, though, while the 
Bill may be missing in action, members of the 
Presidential Climate Change Co-ordination 
Commission (a requirement of the Bill) were 
recently appointed.  

 
  

5. Conclusion 
 

With less than ten years left before the 2030 
agenda deadline, the world seems to be stuck on 
definitions of concepts and what a just transition 
programme should entail, while people anxiously 
wait for the imminent catastrophe of losing their 
jobs and livelihoods in sectors such as coal mining 
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for example. It is inevitable that companies will 
transform their focus of activity to align with 
global climate change policies, in order to attract 
investment. Without a carefully designed and 
targeted plan, overseen by government, many 

communities and workers will be left destitute 
around the country and – and that would be 
devastating even for a country with half the socio-
economic challenges facing South Africa.  
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1 This paper was written before the COP 26 meeting in Glasgow, at which South Africa made some further 
commitments. 
2 https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/  
3 https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/wmo-confirms-2019-second-hottest-year-record  
4 https://www.polity.org.za/article/south-africa-the-12th-biggest-source-of-greenhouse-gases-yes-but-thats-not-
the-only-measure-that-matters-2021-04-19  
5 https://www.statista.com/statistics/241420/south-african-mining-key-facts/  
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