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NEWSLETTER FOREWORD

W O R D S  B Y  M A K O M A  L E K A L A K A L A
( E A R T H L I F E  A F R I C A  D I R E C T O R )

Dear Earthlife Africa Community
 

2021 is already shaping up to be another busy

year for environmental defenders, As we

continue our efforts to secure climate,

environmental, energy, and socio-economic

justice in South Africa – in the midst of the

ongoing coronavirus pandemic.

 

We do this while confronted with pushback and

subversive tactics from our

government and from the multinational

corporations who aim to continue to

plunder our beautiful country’s natural

resources and, in their wake, create

more poverty and inequality. By doing this, they

also violate our human rights.

Our Public Participation Guidebook is a great

place to start educating yourself about the laws

that are there to protect us.

 

This Social Justice Month (February), we

continue to keep a close eye on developments

regarding the Musina-Makhado Special

Economic Zone (MMSEZ) – communities must

be sufficiently informed and able to participate

and decide how they feel about the project. We

will also challenge the Minister of Mineral

Resources and Energy’s Section 34

Determination application to add more nuclear

energy to our electricity supply. This expensive

and dangerous technology

should not be part of our just energy future.   

 

As we consider what we have been through so

far, we look forward to a positive year, achieved

through our partnerships and our combined

drive to see South African communities thrive.

And, we are cautiously optimistic about the

Presidential Climate Change Commission and

what it could mean for our climate action goals

this year.

 

Wishing you, your loved ones, and colleagues a

SAFE and PROSPEROUS 2021! Let's

make this year the year of protection for

environmental defenders!
Photo Credit: Goldmanprize.org 

https://earthlife.org.za/earthlife-africa-public-participation-booklet/


Have Your Say:  SA Public Submit 
 Comments on Proposed New
Nuclear Energy

P R E S S  R E L E A S E

In this press release, Earthlife Africa Johannesburg

joins Safcei’s call to SA citizens, encouraging

people to make their voices heard regarding the SA

government’s proposed nuclear energy plans.

See the full story below.

Friday 5 February, is the deadline for South Africans

to submit comments to the National Energy

Regulator of South Africa (Nersa) on whether or not

they agree with a new proposal to add 2,500MW

more nuclear power to the country’s electricity

system. The Southern African Faith Communities’

Environment Institute (Safcei) and Earthlife Africa

Johannesburg (ELA) have long campaigned on

nuclear energy issues and are not in favour of more

nuclear energy.

They contend that nuclear energy is not only

unnecessary but also unsafe and expensive.

Safcei and ELA believe that the billions that

nuclear energy would cost (conservative

estimates are around R330-billion), would be

better spent to address basic household

electrification, community-owned renewable

energy sources, housing, social grants and now,

procurement of the COVID-19 vaccine.

Earthlife’s Makoma Lekalakala says, “Even

though nuclear energy can be a complicated

and technical issue, which can leave many

people feeling as though they have no place

contributing to the conversation, at the heart of

it, the key issues are simple. First, there is no

safe, permanent solution for dealing with the

high-level radioactive waste (HLRW) created. At

Koeberg Nuclear Power Plant, for instance, all

HLRW is stored in temporary cooling pools on-

site. And, as this toxic waste increases every

year, so too do the number of people living in

communities in close proximity to the plant,

who will be exposed should there be an

accident.”

Safcei’s Francesca de Gasparis says, “As a multi-

faith environmental justice organization, we

believe that government needs to be more

transparent and engage in meaningful

consultation with the public on these

important decisions. We have been given too

little information about the plans for nuclear

and how it could affect South Africans. Even

after numerous PAIA requests about feasibility

studies and other information, we have received

no response. This means the general public is

not being given the information they need to

make informed decisions about these plans.

Yet, as per the constitution, we have a right to

access information that should be in the public

domain, so that we can decide for ourselves

whether this will be good or bad for us in the

long-run.”

“The lack of transparency or meaningful

attempts at public dialogue, when coupled

with the most recent energy plan IRP2019 – that

shows more nuclear energy is not necessary for

our energy future – will be reminiscent, for

those who have been following this issue, of 

Photo: Earthlife Africa Activists protesting against more
nuclear builds in South Africa 



This Social

Justice Month

South Africans

should exercise

their civil rights

by participating

in what may be

one of our

country’s

biggest

decisions, for

the next

decade.

prior attempts to install nuclear energy without

public consent. This was one of the key reasons

that the previous nuclear deal was declared illegal

and unconstitutional by the High Courts in 2017,”

says de Gasparis.

Lekalakala adds, “On top of the unresolved waste

issues, nuclear plants – whether big or small – are

very expensive to set up, are often marred by cost

overruns and construction delay and

decommissioning costs are rarely taken into

consideration in initial cost analyses. In the face of

the CoVid pandemic and the economic disaster it

has created for the country, South Africa cannot

afford to spend the little funds we have, on this

dangerous and failed technology. The government

should rather use this money to start rebuilding

our communities. By deciding to procure more

nuclear energy, not only do we risk further

economic instability of this country, but there are

also risks to people’s health and safety, and to the

environment.”

In the face of the CoVid pandemic and the

economic disaster it has created for the country,

South Africa cannot afford to spend the little

funds we have, on this dangerous and failed

technology. The government should rather use this

money to start rebuilding our communities. By

deciding to procure more nuclear energy, not only

do we risk further economic instability of this

country, but there are also risks to people’s health

and safety, and to the environment.”

 According to Thabile Tshabalala from Mmamohau

Community Care and Support in Soweto, “This

Social Justice Month South Africans should

exercise their civil rights by participating in what

may be one of our country’s biggest decisions, for

the next decade. Do not refrain from participating

because you do not understand all the technical

stuff. Public comments do not have to be

technical, but can also focus on what people are

most concerned about when it comes to this issue.

If you need to know more about how this decision

will affect you, then that can be included in your

submission.”

Tshabalala, and also a member of Earthlife’s

Women in Energy and Climate Change Forum

(WECCF), says that this could show that not

enough effort was made to educate the public,

which has merit, since Nersa must consider all

comments submitted. People could also send

in a submission that requests the opportunity

to make an oral submission, which should take

place as part of Nersa’s process.

Submit your comments to Nersa on irp-

procurement.newcap@nersa.org.za or send a

fax to 012-401-4700, or sign this petition

https://awethu.amandla.mobi/petitions/nuclear-

plans-could-go-ahead-if-we-don-t-object-by-

5th-february.

For more information, peruse the draft version

of Safcei and Earthlife’s submission (to be

finalized by tomorrow) here:

https://safcei.org/say-no-to-nuclear-energy-

plans-by-5th-february/

Go to the Nuclear Free SA Facebook page, for

more information.

https://awethu.amandla.mobi/petitions/nuclear-plans-could-go-ahead-if-we-don-t-object-by-5th-february
https://safcei.org/say-no-to-nuclear-energy-plans-by-5th-february/


Many people

felt as though

the approval for

the MMSEZ

project was a

foregone

conclusion, and

as such,

undermines the

existence of

tribal councils

and

communities in

the area

Weak Consultation on MMSEZ and
Other Projects, Means More
Education is Needed on
Environmental Laws

P R E S S  R E L E A S E

Following the questionable attempt at online

public consultation regarding the Musina-Makhado

Special Economic Zone (MMSEZ) last week,

Earthlife Africa Johannesburg says it is more

determined than ever to ensure that communities

affected by large projects around the country know

and exercise their environmental rights, as

stipulated in the National Environmental

Management Act (NEMA).

Earthlife’s Coal Campaigner Thabo Sibeko says, “As

we head towards Social Justice and also

Environmental Health Awareness month in

February, we are extremely adamant that citizens

not only be included in the processes associated

with new project proposals but also that they are

fully aware of all the ways they can protect

themselves from profit-driven projects that

promise the world but far too-often fall way short

of these promises.”

Sibeko says that while Earthlife agrees that virtual

meetings around this project can continue during

lockdown, this cannot in any way be considered as

meaningful public consultation, and certainly

cannot be a deciding factor, since it most-likely

side-lines a lot of important stakeholders. Too

many people cannot attend due to connectivity

issues, a lack of access to data, and smart

technology.

“Some of the main concerns related to the

consultation process and approval for the project.

Many people felt as though the approval for the

MMSEZ project was a foregone conclusion, and as

such, undermines the existence of tribal councils

and communities in the area. For many, this was

the first time they heard of the project or that they

were required to participate. A number of

community members indicated that they were

willing to consider the merits of the project, but

did not know enough about the risks, to make

informed decisions,” adds Sibeko.

Photo: Commmunities gathered outside Lekkerlag Primary
school in Makhado in Limpopo



to create the ‘People’s Guide to Environmental

Rights – a guidebook to help South Africans

understand and protect their environment.’

Says Lekalakala, “We want to encourage all

South Africans to take a more active interest in

what is happening to their environment, and

what they can do to protect it. The public

participation booklet ensures that the tools and

information they need is accessible and easy to

follow. It looks at all the relevant laws and

official NEMA requirements, in a way that

makes it easier for affected communities to

know when, where, and how they should be

involved in determining the feasibility of these

projects.”

“Government and private companies have a

habit of only highlighting the benefits of

projects while downplaying the negatives. All

around the country, South Africans are battling

the same issues in this regard. From the West

Coast in the Western Cape to the Xolobeni in

the Eastern Cape, to Somkhele in KwaZulu-

Natal and the MMSEZ, and more in Limpopo. It

is therefore so important that citizens feel

equipped and informed enough to ask the right

questions and not just take the word of those

who are pushing for these projects,” concludes

Lekalakala. 

Download the free Public Participation Booklet

from www.earthlife.org.za or visit our Facebook

page.

Community member Puluso David Tshidzumba

says, “The question is, will it improve our lives or will

it leave us worse off than before the project? A lot

of the information did not add up, so I still have a

lot of questions about what they will do about

securing water. This project is going to need a lot

more water than we have here in Limpopo. What

will happen to us? We also need to know more

about the measures they will use to reduce the

massive pollution that will come from the MMSEZ

because, in Limpopo, many are already suffering as

a result of pollution.”

Another community member Rendani

Nematswerani adds, “We want to know both the

advantages and disadvantages, should we allow

such a project to go ahead in our community. The

NEMA says we should be involved in meaningful

public participation so that we can consider, for

ourselves, the various aspects of the project that

could impact us. But, up to now, there has been no

meaningful engagement between us the

promoters of this project. And yet they are talking

about uprooting more than one hundred thousand

trees, even endangered species, many of which

form part of our cultural heritage, just to clear

MMSEZ site. What impact will this have on the

social fabric and our relationship we have with our

environment?”

Earthlife’s Director Makoma Lekalakala – recently

appointed to the Presidential Climate Change

Coordinating Commission (P4C) – says, “The Musina-

Makhado Special Economic Zone’s climate change

impact assessment is negatively high. This means

that the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)

report shows that the project has greater negative

impacts on the environment, than positive. And

since, in terms of the Paris Agreement, South Africa

will revise its Nationally Determined Contributions

(NDCs), it is unacceptable to proceed with a project

that could contribute up to ten percent (10%) of

the country’s carbon budget. And if we want to

align with the Agreement’s aspiration of limiting

heating to 1,5 degrees, this contribution goes up to

an unacceptable 16%. The more you dig, it

becomes clear that no less than an inch of the EIA

allows for this project to be even considered!”

Lekalakala says that it was the deterioration in

meaningful public participation, especially as part

of EIAs, in the country that led Earthlife Africa

It was the

deterioration in

meaningful

public

participation...

in the country

that led

Earthlife Africa 

 to create the

booklet

https://earthlife.org.za/earthlife-africa-public-participation-booklet/
https://earthlife.org.za/earthlife-africa-public-participation-booklet/
https://earthlife.org.za/


Some Hope for the Future as ELA,
GreenPeace, groundWork and the
Centre for Environmental Rights
Appointed to Presidential
Coordinating Commission on
Climate Change (P4C)

E A R T H L I F E  A F R I C A
N E W S

In December last year, President Ramaphosa

announced the appointment of the Presidential

Coordinating Commission on Climate Change

(P4C). 

According to the Presidency’s website:

“The Commission is tasked with advising on South
Africa’s climate change response. This includes
mitigation and adaptation to climate change and
its associated impacts. It will furthermore provide
independent monitoring and review of South
Africa’s progress in meeting its emissions 

 reduction and adaptation goals.

Under the Commission’s Terms of Reference, it
will advise on and facilitate a common
understanding of a just transition, cognisant of
the socio-economic, environmental, and
technological implications of climate change.
This covers adaptation, mitigation as well as
means of implementation.”

No easy task, to adequately and effectively deal

with the climate crisis. There is not only a need

to change mindsets and debunk false beliefs

about climate change, the urgency lies in

remedying the destructive behaviour patterns

and practices that have led us here in the first

place.

Have a look at the official announcement from

the Presidency for more information.

Defenders on this list. To groundWork’s Bobby

Peek, the Centre for Environmental Rights’

Melissa Fourie, Happy Khambule from

Greenpeace, and Earthlife Africa’s own Makoma

Lekalakala, we wish you well on what could be

a very exciting journey.

http://www.thepresidency.gov.za/press-statements/presidential-climate-change-coordinating-commission-appointed#:~:text=President%20Cyril%20Ramaphosa%20has%20appointed,effect%20from%2017%20December%202020.&text=The%20Commission%20is%20tasked%20with%20advising%20on%20South%20Africa's%20climate%20change%20response.


Earthlife’s Public Participation
Booklet, South Africa’s Must-Have
Environmental Rights Guide

P R E S S  R E L E A S E

Last year, motivated by the need to help people

defend their communities and their environment

from potential harm, Earthlife Africa Johannesburg

launched a useful tool to ensure South Africans

know their rights when it comes to their role in the

assessment of proposed projects that could affect

them.

The booklet, a People’s Guide to Environmental

Management Act (NEMA) and the Mineral and

Petroleum Resources Development Act (MPRDA),

as well as other relevant laws – makes clear which

legislation and laws apply to protecting the

environment, as well as identifying the role-players 

involved in environmental management. Rights:

A guidebook to help South Africans understand

and protect their environmental right – guided

by the Constitution, the National Environmental

Management Act (NEMA) and the Mineral and

Petroleum Resources Development Act

(MPRDA), as well as other relevant laws – makes

clear which legislation and laws apply to

protecting the environment, as well as

identifying the role-players involved in

environmental management.

According to Earthlife’s Director Makoma

Lekalakala, “With the help of the People’s Guide

to Environmental Rights, people will also be

clear on the main processes and the stages at

which public participation is compulsory.”

Lekalakala says that there are a host of issues

that make the need for meaningful and robust

public participation a critical part of project

assessment. Corruption, a lack of consideration

for the environment and the people who rely on

it, as well as the risk of a lack of objectivity

when it comes to projects that are favoured,

which may reduce the participation to a mere

box-ticking exercise.

“There may also be division in communities

when people do not agree on what is

considered progress. Some may want projects

to happen because of the promise of

development, while others are more concerned

with the possible impacts on the environment.

However, it is only through meaningful public

consultation that any false or exaggerated

claims of the benefits of the activity – such as

job creation, contracts and tenders and social

investment such as clinics and schools – can be

properly dissected, to establish whether the

reality will match up to the promises made.”

“Unfortunately, there are parties who knowingly

or unknowingly infringe on our right to a

healthy and safe environment, and who appear

to disregard the potential for harm. But, what

South Africans may not realize is that we have a

range of rights in relation to the environment

and these rights need to be balanced with the

rights of those promoting the development.

And, while it should seem obvious that we have Photo: Activist reading through the public participation
booklet

https://earthlife.org.za/earthlife-africa-public-participation-booklet/


With the help of

the People’s

Guide to

Environmental

Rights, people

will also be

clear on the

main processes

and the stages

at which public

participation is

compulsory

Right of access to sufficient food and water;

Right to public participation in environmental

Decision-making;

Right of access to information;

Right to just administrative action

Right to assembly, picket, demonstrate, and

Petition;

the right to a healthy and safe environment

including clean air and clean water, many of our

people are suffering today as a result of approved

projects that harm both them and their

environment.”

Lekalakala says, “We are grateful to have such an

easy-to-read resource that provides a useful

overview of South African environmental law and

that can be shared widely with all South Africans.

This way we can ensure when the need arises, that

people have the tools to protect themselves and

the environment they rely on.”

Download the booklet here or go to

https://earthlife.org.za/ and search for Public

Participation Booklet.

Other environmental rights include:

Right to refuse to do work that will harm the

Environment;

Right to privately prosecute parties to protect

the environment;

Right to be consulted and lodge objections

before mining activities take place;

Right to be consulted and object to damage to

and removal of graves

Photo: Cover of the new booklet on public participation 

We are grateful

to have such an

easy-to-read

resource that

provides a

useful overview

of South African

environmental

law

https://earthlife.org.za/earthlife-africa-public-participation-booklet/
https://earthlife.org.za/
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Earthlife’s Environmental Rights
Legal Training Gives a Voice to
Communities Affected by
Development Projects

B Y  N O M A L I Z O  X H O M A
&  U L R I C H  S T E E N K A M P

In our work with communities in Gauteng,

Limpopo and Eastern Cape we often find that, even

though they are the ones who will be most

affected by developments proposed in their areas,

they are often left out of decision-making

processes. This is often a result of not knowing their

environmental rights.

 In an interactive workshop – which took place on

23 and 24 November 2020 – Earthlife’s Legal

Consultant Brandon Abdinor worked with 32

participants, from these communities, to explore

the types of environmental impacts most

commonly seen, their root causes, and the various 

aspects of South Africa’s environmental

rights/laws in place to prevent this from

happening.

He says, “The process – which focused especially

on water, climate, pollution, health, and food

security – was immeasurably enriched by

hearing about participants’ on-the-ground

experiences and concerns. And, as people

started to “join the dots”, we were able to

facilitate a deeper understanding of the wide

range of issues and dynamics that come into

play in this arena of environmental rights and

protection. For many, it also became clear that

while the laws are very good on paper, in

practice, they are very often disregarded by

decision-makers and developers.”

Discussions also touched on the rights that

people have versus the rights of nature, with a

deep-dive into the National Environment

Management Act (NEMA) and how it seeks to

ensure sustainable development, in addition to

inclusive, transparent environmental decision-

making. The laws related to mining, air quality,

and water use were also covered. The issue of

climate change was also unpacked – what it is

and how it can impact people, now and into

the future – and expert and activist Peter

Becker was there to provide more information

on the hazardous nature of nuclear energy

generation. 

The process of environmental impact

assessment was also covered, with an in-depth

focus on public participation and how people

are entitled to have their voices heard in

matters that impact their environment. There

are numerous avenues available to protect

people’s rights. These can include legal action,

protest action, lobbying, publicity, storytelling,

and networking. 

Nompumelelo Madubane says, “The most

important thing I have learned, is that we have

rights. The environment has rights, which

should be upheld by the government. But, big

polluters like Eskom and Sasol, do not follow

the law, and our government lets them get

away with it. This training has given me the

courage to stand up when I see that thing are 

Photo: Activists attending last year's legal training 



The most

important thing

I have learnt, is

that we have

rights. The

environment

has rights,

which should be

upheld by

government...

This training

has given me

the courage to

stand up when I

see that thing

are wrong and it

has taught me

that we do not

have to agree

with everything

we live in. I think it is the result of a lack of

knowledge because now that I know, I see things

differently.”

Daniel from Boitumelo Youth says that he found

the workshop useful, especially since he is now an

environmental justice activist who needs

information and tools to know and exercise his

environmental rights, and also his right to public

participation. 

wrong and it has taught me that we do not

have to agree with everything. I must ask

questions, like for example will the project

cause pollution?”

She adds, “What I have found out is that many

in my community do not even know that we

have the right to an environment that is not

harmful. And because we don’t know what to

do, we wait for government to do for us. But,

the more we know and with more of us in the

know, we can unify our fight to better protect

ourselves and our communities. If government

and companies do not respect our rights, we

can take them to court. More people should

learn about this.”

Bongani ka Mthembu says that he felt

empowered after the training because he

learned so much about his various

Environmental Rights and also about the

NEMA. Farhana Mathabo Mahlatsi says, “I have

learned that in today’s society we take many

things for granted, especially the environment 

Photo: Activists say they the found the training very useful
and empowering 



#IAMGRETA Documentary
Screening Inspires SA Youth to
More Seriously Consider Their
Role in Climate Action

EARTHL IFE  AFR ICA

NEWS

On Friday 13 November, more than 300 local youth

joined Earthlife Africa Johannesburg to watch

Greta Thunberg’s story. The free documentary

screening of #IAMGRETA was a collaboration with

the European Film Festival. #IAMGRETA is the story

of Greta Thunberg, the teenage climate activist

whose one-person school strike for climate action,

outside the Swedish Parliament, succeeded to

inspire climate activism and youth movements

across the planet.

According to Earthlife’s Bongiwe Matsoha, “We

hope that Greta’s story will inspire young South

Africans to take up and intensify the fight for

#ClimateJustice. The story follows this shy

schoolgirl with Asperger’s in her rise to

prominence, looking back at her journey that

inspired a global climate movement. Not yet 16

years old when she started, Greta became a global

legend, without even trying. Imagine if we all were

this focused, what we could achieve!”

The story includes compelling, never-before-seen

footage in this intimate documentary from

Swedish director Nathan Grossman. The film

culminates with her astonishing wind-powered

voyage across the Atlantic Ocean to speak at the

UN Climate Action Summit in New York City.

However, ensuring respectful boundaries,

Grossman offers the most privileged access and

insight into Greta yet seen on screen. See for

yourself, watch the trailer here: https://bit.ly/2UirXpt

Here’s what some of the young people had to say

about the #IAMGRETA documentary: 

Sandile Macingwane from Osizweni Youth

Organization, says that he was impressed by

Thunberg’s single-minded focus on what she

wanted to achieve, that is, to make her voice reach

the ‘real’ people responsible for the damage and

causing climate change.

I was impressed

by Thunberg’s

single-minded

focus on what

she wanted to

achieve, that is,

to make her

voice reach the

‘real’ people

responsible for

the damage and

causing climate

change

Photo: Cover of new documentary 'I AM GRETA'          
Photo Credit:  Amazon.com

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xDdEWkA15Rg


I realise now,

that it is my

duty to sound

the alarm if I

see a threat to

my environment

because

climate change

affects us all. I

am highly-

inspired

especially now

that I

understand the

issue of climate

change better

understand the issue of climate change better. I

see now that it is my responsibility to preach the

gospel of climate change and environmental

justice,” says Mbali.

Siyabonga Madubane says he was impressed and

shocked at the same time. He says, “For such a

young person, Greta has a lot of admirable

qualities. She is a brave, smart young woman who

leads with courage. I am inspired and also

encouraged to have conversations with people

about how the climate is changing.”

Macingwane says, “Since the event, I am more

aware of the threats to my environment. I have

since started taking action in my community,

by teaching the youth in my community about

different ways to take care of the land, such as

reducing pollution. I also think that we should

spread the word about climate change, in

different ways, like through poems, films and in

at youth gatherings.”

Mitchell Mbali from Home of Hope says that the

doccie made her realize that you don’t need to

be a certain age or have special qualifications

to bring about change. She adds that it is

inspiring to know, through sheer determination,

that a teenage girl could make such an impact

on how we respond to the climate threat and

injustice.

“I realize now, that it is my duty to sound the

alarm if I see a threat to my environment

because climate change affects us all. I am

highly-inspired, especially now that I 

Photo: Youth attending "I AM GRETA" Documentary



2021 Vision for Climate Action
Should be Optimistic and
Affirmative, Inclusive and Service-
Oriented, but also Resilient and
Idealistic

BY  BONGIWE  MATSOHA

As last year drew to an end, and as it is my usual

practice, I spent the holidays contemplating all

that happened, or should I say ‘didn’t happen’

concerning climate action. 2020 had been

earmarked as a key year for driving government

action (globally) on climate change, to keep global

warming below 1.5°C. However, as a result of the

CoVid-19 pandemic, many important climate dates

were cancelled or postponed. Now, alarm bells are

sounding off in my head. It feels like we are back-

tracking on the progress we were making,

following the September 2019 climate strikes,

which elevated the urgency to tackle this crisis.

I found myself wondering, would this year be any

different? Will we do what needs to be done to

ensure that our government ramps-up its action on

climate change? With so much attention on

dealing with the pandemic and much discussion

around the government’s economic recovery plans,

I think it should be obvious that we must use this

as an opportunity to accelerate plans to move

South Africa to a low-carbon and climate-resilient

future

.However, to achieve this, I believe that we must

start with a crucial element, which I feel has been

lacking but is critical to cement the government’s

intention to effectively address the climate crisis. A

clearly-stated vision that guides the selection of

choices and/or trade-offs that are needed, is crucial

to gain citizens’ buy-in toward creating a just

energy future. Since context matters, a low-carbon

reality will look different for every country.

Therefore we need to begin to craft a vision that

will paint a clear outcome of what it is we are

striving for. People must be able to ‘see’ what a

low-carbon future could look like. This is a vision for

a just transition which acknowledges the ‘just’, and

is not merely about greening the economy but

addresses the injustices of the past and also those

that are known to come with transitions.

Initially the task of theNational Planning

Committee (NPC) – which did not deliver a clear

climate action vision or plan – has now become

the responsibility of the newly-appointed

Presidential Commission on Climate Change

(P4C). I am optimistic and eager to see what the

Commission prioritizes in its first months

of existence. As I see it, addressing the climate

crisis is only one of the achievements along the

road toward a just, low-carbon future. This work

must not only be intentional but will also

require courage from those recognized as

leaders on the Commission, to make choices

that go against the grain, to rather benefit the

majority and not the rich, influential few.

I am however comforted knowing that people

like Earthlife Africa’s very own Makoma

Lekalakala, groundWork’s Bobby Peek, and

Melissa Fourie from the Centre for

Environmental Rights are on the commission. I

know these individuals to not only be

passionate in their drive for a more just society

but also as pioneers in the fight against climate

change.



In my view, the vision for a #JustTransition should

meet certain criteria. First, it has to be ‘Optimistic

and Affirmative’ and should inspire people to take

action. This means that the vision must be framed

positively, while also appealing to people’s personal

values and ideals. The vision statements should be

concise and easy to understand, in order to provide

clarity on what we need to achieve and how we

plan to do it. Everyone, all citizens, should be able

to visualize what the future looks like, and it should

be so appealing that people are willing to make

sacrifices to move that vision forward.

Secondly, and an absolute non-negotiable, the

vision for a #JustTransition must be ‘Inclusive’ and

allow all those who wish to contribute, the chance

to do so. This vision should rather require the

coming together of people and should, therefore,

take special care to avoid isolating any individuals

or groups. It is our nature, as humans, to want to be

part of and belong to something bigger than

ourselves.

This brings me to the next crucial criteria. That

is, a #JustTransition vision must be ‘Service

Oriented’, primarily there to benefit the

majority who may not be direct contributors

(e.g. financiers or politicians) to the cause. They

are instead the benefactors of the work. This

would entail putting people first and not

profits, which has been the practice rewarded

by capitalism. However, this is what takes away

from the sustainability of anything that is being

formed. There is a lot of evidence of this in

business, where through the focus on profits

and not people, the life span of business has

shrunk significantly.

Lastly, the vision must be both ‘Idealistic and

Resilient’. For any vision to be successful and to

endure all obstacles, whether it be political,

technological, or cultural, the vision must be

big and bold, to almost be pronounced

unachievable. Such that every victory would be

an inspiration to continue with this quest.  And

in being idealistic it brings in issues around

morality and dignity which speak of people’s

inherent worth. 

There is no doubt that this is to be a great and

arduous task, but if done correctly we will reap

its benefits. We are in great need of a vision to

unify the country to help answer the question

of where are we going so that we commit to

helping to build our desired end state.

There is no

doubt that this

is to be a great

and arduous

task, but if done

correctly we

will reap its

benefits



Earthlife’s Digital Storytellers
Practice Their New Skills on Toxic
Tour

BY  ULR ICH  STEENKAMP

The CoVid pandemic has exposed so many issues

in our society. Probably one of the most glaring, at

a time that almost everything is happening online,

is South Africans’ lack of means and skills to

leverage the digital space to improve their lives. In

November, in an effort to address the 4IR gaps that

hamper community engagement in national

discussions, Earthlife Africa Johannesburg invited

its Digital Storytelling Champions from Limpopo,

Gauteng, and Eastern Cape – grassroots activists

working in energy and climate change – to learn a

few basic photography and media skills.

Our world is changing. How we do things is

changing, and we have to change with it if we

hope to grab the opportunities that are being

created. Digital storytelling is crucial to sharing our

energy and climate change stories, here and with

the global society. The online space must be

leveraged, not only to amplify the unheard voices

of affected communities and ensure that their

stories are told, but we also want them to

recognize the opportunities for personal and

professional development that could result from

learning these skills.

The core focus of the workshop was to improve

Smartphone Photography skills. To ensure the

group had enough subjects to practice on, we

joined Mariette Liefferink from the Federation for a

Sustainable Environment, on a mind-blowing

excursion to the many abandoned mines scattered

around the West Rand, from Krugersdorp to

Randfontein. The Toxic Tour, as shocking as it was,

was the highlight of the workshop, for everyone.

We all learned so much about how mining

companies escape their responsibilities, leaving

communities to live with the toxic waste from old

and abandoned mines.

As we have been thrown into this changing world

by the Covid-19 pandemic, it is very important that

community voices and their stories do not get lost

in the maelstrom of news and information out 

there. Our voices must be heard, and the ever-

changing media world is one way of ensuring

that our stories stand out. This workshop was

aimed at amplifying these stories and teaching

community members the different ways of

sharing their stories more effectively in today’s

digitized world. I believe that we are moving in

the right direction.

Here’s what some of our participants had to say:

 Zodwa Rannyadi says, “The media and

photography workshop taught me that I must

not be afraid to play around with my phone and

that no information is useless no matter how

small it is. On the other hand, the Toxic Tour

taught me a lot about my country and how

damaged it is, in terms of soil and water

pollution, and not forgetting about the effects

on our ozone layer, which is a cause of climate

change.”

Pauline Mochumi says that she not only learned

a lot about technology but also how to tell a

story with a photo without needing an

explanation of what is happening at that

particular place.

“On the toxic tour, I learnt that there is so much

damage caused by mine companies that take

all the minerals and leave without

rehabilitating those areas. That is why today we

are faced with many issues such as climate

change, floods, and drought. The land, air, and

water are polluted resulting in people getting

sick and others dying from many different

illnesses,” says Mochumi.

Photo: Voted as the best picture from the workshop which
shows soil deterioration from mine runoff
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