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The nations most affected by these impacts 
are usually those least to blame for the 
problem. For the most part, these are 
economically vulnerable countries situated 
in parts of the world where climate change 
results in increasingly more threatening 
situations. Within rich and poor countries, it 
is the communities most affected by climate 
change who are the least responsible for high 
carbon emissions and yet bear the burden 
of fossil fuel extraction and use, and the 
destruction of the natural world on which 
many of them depend.

As a continent, Africa is already experiencing 
some of the worst impacts of climate change, 
from rising global temperatures to reduced 
water availability, changed ecosystems and 

biodiversity loss. Sound scientific predictions 
indicate a situation of increasingly extreme 
weather events, declining agricultural and 
marine resources, the spread of disease 
vectors such as malaria mosquitoes, and 
negative impacts on social welfare and 
development. Unless greenhouse gas 
emissions from the burning of fossil fuels 
are significantly reduced immediately and 
continue to decline over the next four 
decades, the world will experience severe 
setbacks in development, especially in 
poor and vulnerable countries. Indeed, the 
impacts of climate change are likely to be 
catastrophic.

Despite the disparity between those who 
are affected by climate change and those 

1. climAte chAnge in context
Climate change is probably the greatest challenge facing human-
ity. Driven by emissions from burning fossil fuels, such as coal 
and oil, average world temperatures are now 0.8 degrees higher 
than they were in pre-industrial times. This has resulted in climate 
change, which is already evident in more extreme weather events 
being witnessed across the planet. Climate change is disrupting 
lives, livelihoods and the Earth’s life support systems. It results 
in increased deaths from severe weather events, and increased 
impacts on food and water security.
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“unleSS greenhouSe gAS emiSSionS from the 
burning of foSSil fuelS Are SignificAntly 
reduced immediAtely And continue to decline 
over the next four decAdeS, the world will 
experience Severe SetbAckS in development, 
eSpeciAlly in poor And vulnerAble countrieS.”

image By gillian Benjamin
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who are responsible for it, rich industrialised 
countries (sometimes referred to as ‘Northern’ 
countries) continue to pressure less developed, 
or ‘Southern’, governments to commit 
to emissions reductions. However, these 
Northern countries are not meeting their own 
legal and moral obligations to adequately 
reduce emissions at source while supporting 
developing countries in mitigation and 
adaptation efforts. Nor have rich communities 
made the required changes to their lifestyles 
and production and consumption patterns that 
would ensure sustainability.

Thus far, the response of the world’s 
governments has not nearly matched the 
urgency of the situation. The history of the 
international climate negotiations indicates 
that the strong inclination of governments, 
supported by corporate capital, is to 
avoid those changes to global systems 
of production and consumption that are 
necessary to reduce carbon emissions 
significantly. These economic systems are 
highly unequal, creating extremes of great 
wealth and great poverty at a global level and 
within individual countries

•	 extreme weather events

•	 declining agricultural and 
marine resources

•	 the spread of disease vectors 
such as malaria mosquitoes

•	 negative impacts on social 
welfare and development

•	 rising global temperatures

•	 reduced water  
availability

•	 changed ecosystems

•	 biodiversity loss

Current impaCts

climAte chAnge & AfricA

prediCted impaCts



PAGE 4

2. negotiAting SolutionS to  
 climAte chAnge

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) was agreed in 1992 following the recognition of the 
potentially catastrophic impact of climate change and the need 
for cooperation on a global scale so as to avoid it.

The UNFCCC initially relied on voluntary 
reductions from Annex I countries. However, 
when volunteers were not forthcoming, it was 
proposed that a legally binding agreement 
would be needed to bring about emission 
reductions. The Kyoto Protocol (KP), which 
came into force in 2005, established a 
‘cap-and-trade’ climate regime, meaning that 
Annex 1 countries would have to reduce their 
emissions, but that they could also shift this 
burden through emissions trading.

Annex 1 signatories agreed to modest 
reduction targets to be achieved in the ‘first 
commitment period’ of the KP from 2008 to 

1 the kyoto protocolParties to the convention also recognised that 
developed and developing countries have 
‘common but differentiated responsibilities’. 
This principle is meant to secure 
developmental equity between North and 
South, recognising that Northern (or Annex 
1) countries are responsible for the bulk of 
emissions to date and are better resourced 
to implement the agreement, while Southern 
(or non-Annex 1) countries have a priority for 
development. Non-Annex 1 countries would 
therefore generally require support from 
Annex 1 countries in the form of funding and 
technology transfers if they were to implement 
mitigation and adaptation measures. Larger 
emerging economies like South Africa, 
however, would require far less support than 
poorer and less developed countries.
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COP13, in Bali, saw the USA agree to make 
‘comparable’ commitments in terms of its 
emissions reduction obligations under the 
UNFCCC. However, this demonstration of 
good faith presumed that leading non-Annex 
1 countries would then consider mandatory 
reduction targets.

2

3

cop 13

cop 15

This agenda fell apart at COP15 in Copen-
hagen. The Copenhagen Accord, a political 
agreement initiated by the USA and the 
BASIC countries (Brazil, South Africa, India 
and China), put forward a ‘pledge and review’ 
climate regime, which in essence meant that 
each country would decide its own target 
for reducing carbon emissions. The Accord 

was effectively adopted at COP16 in Cancun 
under the ‘long-term cooperative action’ 
(LCA) negotiating track.

While it has been agreed by the UNFCCC 
that average warming should not exceed 2 
degrees, the sum of all Copenhagen Accord 
pledges will at best result in a temperature 
increase of 4 degrees, well past the already 
dangerous 2-degree line, illustrating how 
ineffective the ‘pledge and review’ system is.

The KP, with its second commitment period 
now under threat, as countries pull back from 
making legally binding commitments, will 
be a focal point at COP17 in Durban. The 
negotiations will also see calls for greater 
ambition than what is currently on the table in 
terms of voluntary emissions reductions, but 
financial and technology transfers for mitiga-
tion and adaptation actions are also likely to 
be the subjects of most interest.

“the kp, with itS Second 
commitment period now  
under threAt, AS countrieS 
pull bAck from mAking  
legAlly binding commitmentS, 
will be A focAl point At cop17 
in durbAn.”

2012. It was anticipated that they would take 
tougher targets in the ‘second commitment 
period’, to begin in 2012.

Although an original supporter of the KP, the 
USA refused to sign, claiming it was unfair for 
Northern countries to make commitments 
if Southern countries would not, effectively 
denying the principle of common but differ-
entiated responsibility.
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A variety of community-based and civil socie-
ty organisations in South Africa tackle climate 
change–related issues such as land and food 
security, acid mine drainage, access to clean 
water and water conservation, deforestation, 
marine resources, clean energy and shale gas 
fracking.

Many organisations advocate that fossil fuels 
should be left in the ground, that the country 
should invest in appropriate energy-efficient 
and community-led renewable energy, that 
wasteful overproduction and associated 
over-consumption must be reduced, and 
that sustainable livelihoods be given priority 
over corporate profit. They argue for a just 
and equitable resource conservation that 
enforces and promotes peoples’ sovereignty 
over energy, ecosystems, land, food, air and 

water. They also call for a transfer of resources 
globally and nationally that acknowledges 
and settles the ecological, social and climate 
debts owed by rich countries and the rich in 
all countries.

Despite the range of environmental organisa-
tions and issues being taken up in South 
Africa and the region, the struggles in this 
sector have remained largely localised. 
Reflecting the weaknesses of the social 
justice movement, the environmental justice 
movement generally lacks cohesion and a 
shared political perspective. Not only have 
the environmental struggles been fragment-
ed within the sector, but social justice 
organisations have not generally included an 
environmental component. Environmental 
organisations have also had limited success in 

3. the vAlue of civil Society    
 pArticipAtion

COP17 is a significant event for South Africa and the African 
continent. It will highlight the impacts of climate change on the 
continent, and provide a stage to emphasise the need to reduce 
global carbon emissions and enhance the ability of people, 
particularly the poorest people who are most vulnerable, to cope 
with threats to their lives and livelihoods.
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linking to the many local struggles of people 
demanding adequate services and real partic-
ipation in decisions affecting their future.

In spite of the fragmentation of the 
movement, anxiety is spreading across 
a variety of constituencies including 
labour, social movements and faith-based 
organisations regarding the lack of progress 
on climate change, and its potentially 
catastrophic impacts.

Civil society mobilisation takes place in a 
context of growing alarm at the failure of 
governments to agree on a credible response 
to climate change. The UNFCCC negotiations 
provide a focus for mobilisation in South 
Africa, around the world, and particularly 
in the host city. Durban is not seen as an 
isolated event but as one that follows on from 
Copenhagen and Cancun and moves forward 
to Rio+20 and COP18 in Korea.

It is therefore critical that civil society makes 
its voice heard in Durban. Together, we must 
communicate to the world’s people that 

governments will not make the necessary 
changes unless people push them to it, and 
demonstrate to the world’s governments that 
people will push them to change.

Civil society organisations have largely 
focused on lobbying governments, at 
national level or within the UNFCCC process, 
to adopt policies to reduce emissions. The 
limits to this strategy are now evident. On the 
one hand, organisations have adapted to the 
realism of governments, while on the other, 
they have neglected building a movement 
that might create a different reality. Without 
the major and sustained mobilisation of 
people, governments will not abandon the 
entrenched policy assumptions, and the 
vested interests supported by those policies, 
which gave rise to climate change.

COP17 in Durban this year provides the 
people of South Africa with the opportunity 
to build and strengthen the environmental 
justice struggles and create a strengthened 
movement going into the future.

“civil Society mobiliSAtion tAkeS plAce in A context of growing 
AlArm At the fAilure of governmentS to Agree on A credible 
reSponSe to climAte chAnge. the unfccc negotiAtionS provide A 
focuS for mobiliSAtion in South AfricA, Around the world, And 
pArticulArly in the hoSt city. durbAn iS not Seen AS An iSolAted 
event but AS one thAt followS on from copenhAgen And cAncun And 
moveS forwArd to rio+20 And cop18 in koreA.”
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“it iS therefore criticAl 
thAt civil Society mAkeS 
itS voice heArd in durbAn. 
together, we muSt 
communicAte to the world’S 
people thAt governmentS 
will not mAke the 
neceSSAry chAngeS unleSS 
people puSh them to it, And 
demonStrAte to the world’S 
governmentS thAt people 
will puSh them to chAnge.”
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cop17 provideS civil Society 
with the opportunity to:

•	 Enable and facilitate solidarity amongst and with those affected by and most 
vulnerable to climate change;

•	 Link with, revitalise and draw in organisations in the social justice movement;

•	 Strengthen links between social, environmental and labour movements, and 
develop solutions for the economic crises, especially unemployment, in the 
transition to a low carbon economy;

•	 Challenge unsustainable practices and false solutions to the ecological crisis; 

•	 Seek out, promote and facilitate genuine solutions to the climate crisis that 
meet the needs of people for decent lifestyles and livelihoods, while ensuring 
the protection of nature, culture and people.

lAbour And climAte chAnge:
The labour movement has begun to show increasing concern at the 
implications of climate change. It is critical of government’s growth 
strategy for its limited vision of the ‘green economy’ as a business 
niche rather than its defining feature. Given South Africa’s massive 
unemployment, labour’s primary concern is for more jobs and ‘decent 
work’. The demand for a just transition for workers is therefore at the 
core of labour’s agenda.
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 cop17 provideS civil Society with the  
 opportunity to Seek out, promote And fAcilitAte  
 genuine SolutionS to the climAte criSiS thAt  
 meet the needS of people for decent lifeStyleS  
 And livelihoodS, while enSuring the protection  
 of nAture, culture And people. 
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A series of meetings in 2010, which gathered 
together a range of social, environmental, 
labour and faith-based organisations, 
culminated in an agreement to cooperate 
on a common and inclusive process towards 
COP17. An interim committee was appointed 
to prepare a second meeting with a wider 
representation of civil society in the host city 
on 26–28 January 2011. This meeting, with 
representatives from over 80 organisations, 
nominated the Civil Society Steering Commit-
tee for COP17 (C17) and gave the committee 
a mandate to organise the common process.

The committee comprises representatives of 
16 organisations, including social movements, 
labour, environmental justice organisations, 
international environmental NGOs and 
faith-based organisations. C17 is a facilitatory 
body that will coordinate the participation of 
international and national movements and 

organisations of civil society in the common 
process but will not seek to represent them 
or to enter into negotiations with, or lobbying 
of, governments on their behalf.

Instead, C17 seeks to create opportunities 
for:

•	 Civil society engagement with climate 
change solutions and in the climate 
change negotiations during 2011;

•	 Civil society engagement with the South 
African government around climate 
change negotiations and positions;

•	 A platform for the expression of diversity 
in civil society; and

•	 Environmental movement building in 
South Africa and the region.

4. the eStAbliShment of c17
In 2009, it was announced that the 17th Conference of the Parties 
(COP17) to the UNFCCC would be held in South Africa. Understanding 
that this imposed a grave responsibility on them to host international 
civil society and to facilitate the articulation of people’s interests in 
relation to climate change, South African civil society organisations 
started planning for the event.
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orgAniSAtionS repreSented on the c17 committee: 
AbAhlAli bASemjondolo, geASphere, South durbAn community 
environmentAl AlliAnce (SdceA), eArthlife AfricA johAnneSburg, world 
wide fund for nAture (wwf), gendercc, greenpeAce AfricA, congreSS 
of South AfricAn trAde unionS (coSAtu), eAStern cApe environmentAl 
network, economic juStice network (ejn), groundwork, diAkoniA/
SAfcei, AlternAtive informAtion development centre (Aidc), youth 
AgriculturAl AmbASSAdorS (yAA), timberwAtch

image By gillian Benjamin
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At each COP, civil society groups organise 
independent events, strategise, share knowl-
edge, hold conferences and build internation-
al links for campaigns and initiatives. There is 
immense value in creating a single precinct to 
meet these needs. The People’s Space being 
set up by C17 is inclusive of all civil society 
groups working on climate change and will be 
open to the public. The Space will be active 
from 26 November to 10 December 2011.

C17 will also coordinate the Global Day of 
Action (GDA). This is a traditional and impor-
tant event at the UNFCCC COPs. The primary 
action is a mass march of international and 
national community, labour, women, youth, 
academic, religious and environmental organ-
isations and activists. It will demonstrate civil 
society’s common determination to address 
climate change. The Global Day of Action will 
be on 3 December 2011.

During 2011, national, regional and interna-
tional organisations will mobilise people across 
South Africa and the continent to ensure a 
strong presence of informed and engaged 
community activists at COP17. It is hoped that 
some of these activists will be accommodated 
in the Climate Refugee Camp at COP17. They 
will participate in a programme of events, 
centred on the Global Day of Action, to raise 
awareness of climate impacts in Africa, the 
potential scale of social disruption, and hence 
the need for real solutions. Pending sufficient 
funding, the camp will be active from 1 to 5 
December 2011.

5. c17 ActivitieS for cop17
Representing over 80 organisations across South Africa, C17 is 
working to facilitate civil society preparation for COP17 and to 
create the conditions for effective participation, inclusivity and 
accountability. The process will encourage mutual solidarity 
by linking people’s struggles for climate justice but will also 
accommodate differences between organisations.

“the people’S SpAce being Set up by 
c17 iS incluSive of All civil Society 
groupS working on climAte chAnge 
And will be open to the public.” 
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South Africa’s Constitution upholds people’s 
right to a clean and healthy environment. It 
also secures their right to participate in all 
matters of public concern. As an initiative of 
civil society, the project’s compatibility with 
national policy rests on this foundation.

Environmental policy developed under the 
Constitution has been given legal effect in 
the National Environmental Management 
Act (NEMA). Key principles of the Act include 
sustainable development, environmental 
justice, the polluter pays, and participation 
and transparency of decision making.

South Africa is a signatory to the UNFCCC 
and the Kyoto Protocol. In 2010, government 
published a Climate Change Response Green 
Paper, and a White Paper is scheduled to 
follow in November 2011.

The Green Paper reiterates South Africa’s 
own Copenhagen Accord pledge to trim the 
growth in carbon emissions by 34% in 2020 
and 42% in 2025 from a Business as Usual 
(BAU) baseline and to start actual reductions 
in emissions only around 2035.

Civil society organisations have criticised the 
pledge as less than ‘required by science’. 
The country’s extraordinary emissions 

intensity makes it the largest emitter in 
Africa and the 12th largest emitter in the 
world. Government claims to the contrary 
notwithstanding, contradictions between 
climate and energy policies are stark. As the 
pledge was made conditional on receipt of 
financial and technology transfers, it seems 
that South Africa (like most other countries) 
will easily slip out of it. And while civil society 
has called for tighter targets, South African 
business has called the pledge unrealistic and 
wants government to say how the conditions 
attached to the Copenhagen Accord offer will 
kick in: How will it slip out of its pledge?

The policy gives new emphasis to adapta-
tion. Adaptation, however, is already failing 
because environmental integrity, including 
the relationship between people and their 
environments, is the foundation of adapta-
tion. People’s well-being and the well-being 
of their environments, now and in the future, 
are intrinsically linked. Parallel with its 
emissions intensity, the production system 
in South Africa has resulted in the wholesale 
destruction of environments (documented in 
the official Environmental Outlook) as well as 
the impoverishment of people. The effect is 
to amplify climate impacts while undermining 
the resilience of both people and ecosystems.

6. South AfricAn policy
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 the country’S extrAordinAry emiSSionS  
 intenSity mAkeS it the lArgeSt emitter   
 in AfricA And the 12th lArgeSt emitter    
 in the world. 
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contAct c17

Government Liaison:  
Melita Steele 
melita.steele@greenpeace.org 

GLobaL Day of action:  
Des D’Sa 
sdcea3@mail.ngo.za

the PeoPLe’s sPace:  
Bryan Ashe 
earthbryan@gmail.com

meDia anD communications:  
Laura Tyrer 
ltyrer@wwf.org.za

mobiLisation anD eDucation:  
Thembeka Majali 
thembeka@aidc.org.za

finance anD funDraisinG/LoGistics:  
Nerisha Baldevu 
nerisha@earthlife.org.za

committee coorDination:  
Siziwe Khanyile 
siziwe@groundwork.org.za

Within C17, a number of subcommittees, convened by committee members 
and supported by volunteers, have been established to lead on different 
aspects of the group’s work. Should you require further information on any 
aspects of C17’s work, feel free to contact the following representatives:

GeneraL enquiries: 

emaiL C17southafrica@gmail.com 

Web: www.c17.org.za

PhysicaL aDDress: 224 Austerville Drive,  
 Austerville, Durban,  
 South Africa

PostaL aDDress:  Private Box 411150,  
 Bluff, Durban, 4052,  
 South Africa

teLePhone: +27 (0)31 461 1991

fax: +27 (0)31 468 1257

Design by Gillian Benjamin

gillianbenj@gmail.com
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