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PART 1 

About this Guide 

This guide serves to deepen your understanding about climate change and the 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜΣ climate justice. We start by presenting a background to the 

charter, thereafter some of the climate science, to help communities and activists 

understand the urgency of the crisis. We then present a short list of key terms (a 

glossary) for deeper understanding of some of the main ideas used in climate 

justice movements today. Finally, we present the charter, with some explanatory 

notes, illustrations and statistics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

This guide is a tool for introducing 

com munities to the charter and 

deepening climate justice activistsõ 

knowledge about the crisis, but also to 

help us understand that there are 

peopleõs alternatives which are working 

and need to be strengthened.  
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Background to the Charter 

This Climate Justice Charter emerges out of six years of campaigning, during the 

ǿƻǊǎǘ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ CƻƻŘ {ƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴǘȅ 

Campaign and the Cooperative and Policy Alternative Centre. It has been informed 

by grassroots input from water stressed communities, the media, labour, faith based 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ȅƻǳǘƘΣ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

environmental and social justice organisations, as well as, think pieces by leading 

activists. A climate conference held in November 2019 consolidated a draft which 

was then placed online for public comment. A final round of public input was 

provided at a Climate Justice Assembly held on 16 June 2020. This document is the 

outcome of this process of dialogue and climate justice resistance.   

Understanding Climate Change1 

What is Climate Change? 

Climate refers to the long-term changes of weather patterns that affect our lives on 

a daily basis. Climate scientists study and measure these changes. The long-term 

averages of atmospheric and ocean variables assist with determining whether any 

trends in climate can be detected over time. If averages are taken over a sufficiently 

long period of time (twenty years or longer), variability in climate caused by aspects 

such as El Niño and La Niña events should even out, so that the climate remains more 

or less stable. However, if systematic trends in climate can be detected, we would 

know that something fundamental is changing in the earth's climate system. While 

a changing climate can be due to natural processes such as changing amounts of 

solar radiation or volcanic eruptions, there is very strong evidence that climate 
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change over the past century and a half (since the start of the Industrial Revolution) 

is due to the use of oil, coal and gas. 

{ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΥ ! ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ΨƘƻǘ ǎǇƻǘΩ 

The southern African region is more vulnerable to climate change compared to other 

parts of the word, for three reasons. First, it will be exposed to comparatively 

ϥǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊΩ Ŏƭƛmate change. The southern African interior has warmed at about twice 

the rate of global warming over the last five decades, and climate models suggest 

that this pattern of above-average regional warming will continue for the rest of the 

century. Second, it lacks 'coping capacity'. Southern Africa is made up of developing 

countries which do not yet have very sophisticated disaster management systems 

and infrastructure, nor money to spend on climate adaptation and our economies 

are very sensitive to changes in the climate (agriculture and tourism industries). 

Thirdly, southern Africa is a dry and warmer region that is not only projected to 

become drastically warmer, but also drier. When a dry and warm region becomes 

even drier and warmer, the options for climate change adaptation are limited. 

What extreme weather impacts can South Africa expect? 

With 3°C of global warming, the increase in multi-year droughts and heat-wave 

duration and frequency is projected to be so severe that it may contribute to the 

collapse of both the maize crop and cattle industry in large parts of southern Africa. 

Although southern Africa is likely to become generally drier under future climate 

change, and it is plausible that extreme rainfall events will occur more frequently 

across the region. 

Implications of Climate Change for South Africa 

The chain of impacts resulting from extreme climate events are messy and complex. 

For example, although agriculture accounts for a relatively small contribution to 

economic output in South Africa, the impacts of unfavourable climate are felt by a 

large number of people, via agricultural employment, as well as by rising food prices 
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and hunger. Other examples, include extreme rainfall flooding impacting poor 

communities living next to rivers.  

Responding to Climate Change 

Responses to climate change include both mitigation and adaptation. Mitigation is 

"a human intervention to reduce the sources or enhance the sinks of greenhouse 

ƎŀǎŜǎέ2Σ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ άǘƘŜ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ƻǊ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ climate 

and its effects."3 Mitigation and adaptation pathways are not politically neutral. They 

have to be about 'transformation' in the personal, practical and political spheres of 

our lives. The focus is on changing the design of practices that are fundamentally 

making us vulnerable to climate risks in the first place. Examples of transformations 

may include transitioning to socially and community owned renewable energy, 

enhanced access to climate jobs and building a new food system based on food 

sovereignty system. 

 

 

 

 

Glossary 

Agroecology/ Agroecological: means an ecological approach to agriculture that 

views agricultural areas as ecosystems and is concerned with the ecological impact 

of agricultural practices. Agroecology is a science that is innovating on traditional 

farming knowledge that works with nature. Agroecology also embodies a political 

approach, employed by small-scale food producers as a way of life, and as a means 

to bring about social, economic and environmental justice as part of food 

sovereignty. 

Climate Jobs: are jobs that are decent, reduce the causes and impacts of climate 

change, and often provide secure vital services, such as energy, sanitation and water. 
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Commons/commoning: refers to life enabling resources such as water, land and bio-

diversity that belong to and contributes to the needs of a whole community. Sharing 

such resources democratically is about safeguarding the commons and is called 

commoning. 

Co-operative: refers to an autonomous association of persons who come together 

voluntarily to meet their common economic and social or cultural needs and 

aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically controlled enterprise 

organised and operated on co-operative principles;  

Deep Just Transition: represents a transition from a carbon-based society to a low 

or zero carbon society but in a manner that limits the negative impacts on workers 

and communities. It seeks to transform energy, food, transport and all major social 

systems to ensure we sustain life. The key issue is that industry must bear the burden 

of the transition not workers and communities. 

Ecosystem: includes all the living things ς humans, animals and plants 

ς in a particular area and how they relate with each other and to the 

non-living environment such as the earth, sun, soil, climate, 

atmosphere.  

Eco-social: relating to the connection between ecology and society, and 

encompassing people, architectures, landscapes, soils, food crops, and bacteria. 

Eco-mobility is the practice of developing and managing local areas and cities that 

supports practical, low pollution, and environmentally friendly mobility by shifting 

away from motorised transportation towards walking, cycling, public and collective 

transport 



 

6 
 

Extractivism: this is the process of removing natural resources from the earth 

through mining for sale on the market, usually paired with an 

economy that is reliant on those natural resources and their 

extraction.  

Food Sovereignty: is the right of people to healthy and culturally 

appropriate food produced through methods that work with 

natureΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŦƻƻŘ 

and agricultural systems.  

Fossil fuels: a fuel (such as coal, oil, or natural gas) that is formed in the earth from 

dead plants or animals over hundreds of thousands of years. 

Industrial revolution: The first industrial revolution was the onset of a shift in the 

processes of manufacturing in the West, during the 18th century. This shift caused an 

intensification of the use and burning of coal to fuel the factories and steam engines.  

Renewable energy: energy from a source that is not depleted when used 

such as the sun or wind or even from the sea. 

Universal Basic Income: is a publically funded payment or transfer of a financial 

resource that each person within a country receives regularly. The payment is not 

means tested, and can include documented immigrants and refugees. In South Africa 

we refer to this also as a basic income grant. 

Zero waste: refers to the philosophy that encourages the redesign of resource life 

cycles so that all products are reused. No trash is sent to landfills or incinerators. 

Zero waste is ethical, economical, efficient and visionary; and guides people to 

change their lifestyles and practices to emulate more sustainable natural cycles 

where all discarded materials are designed to become resources for others to use. 
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PART 2: The Climate Justice Charter 

1. For Climate Justice Now 

As Africans , we  live together on a vast and beautiful continent  where  

the human story  began . All of us are linked to the first human who walked 

upright, dreamed, thought and co-existed with plants, animals, rivers, oceans and 

forests. Today this common humanity and its future is in serious danger. South Africa 

cannot ignore this challenge. The continued use of oil, gas and coal to power our 

economy and society is making our world unliveable for all life. 

The Earth is being damaged by this system that puts profits before life. Every year, 

temperatures are rising with disastrous consequences. With a 1-degree Celsius 

increase in planetary temperature since the start of the industrial revolution, 

everything is changing fast: increasing extreme weather shocks (droughts, floods, 

wildfires, tornadoes, heat waves), ecosystem collapse, sea level rise, together with 

major stresses on tƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ǎŀŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘŀōƭŜ 

climate is being lost. Our recent drought has taught us that lesson. We are angry 

because our rulers are not listening. The inequality and suffering of our people, 

including during the Covid-19 pandemic, has worsened. Yet, we are hopeful because 

climate science is on our side. Like the science of Covid-19, climate science is calling 

for caring action now. This Charter is a call to all who care about human and non-

human life to act together in advancing a pluri-vision ς ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳǎΣ 

alternatives and desires for a deep just transition. 

Mines, refineries, waste incinerators, airlines, cement industries, and cars have 

brought pollution, illness, poisons and suffering to our communities. Chemical-based 

and export agriculture contributes to various diseases. Yet we have rallied. With 

lessons learned about these harms and the importance of the life enabling commons 

(land, water, biodiversity, energy, earth system and cyber sphere), we continue to 
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advance our commitment to justice, anchored in people's power. Hence, we 

consciously choose to end the war with nature. 

More climate shocks  and ecological crise s will result in more  suffering  

(and more pandemics), for the majority, particularly workers, the poor, people with 

disabilities, landless and the vulnerable. These are not simply natural disasters but 

failures of leadership. As we defend the web of life and live with climate breakdown, 

we seek to end race, class, gender and ecological injustice. We cannot let grassroots 

women and children be the shock absorbers of this crisis, like before and during 

Covid-19. Invisible care work in households and sacrifices by women in poor 

communities contributes to blunting the edge of suffering while male domination 

and violence continues. A carbon free society and effective life supporting systems 

mean emancipation for all, including for future generations, from this eco-cidal 

system. This is the struggle of our time and our historical task as South Africans, as 

humans and as part of the wider living earth community. 

2. Goals of the Charter 

This Charter aims to: 

2.1 Advance an awareness that we thrive and co -exist on one planet.  

Earth is a common home for all species. Thus, we seek to affirm our role and 

responsibilities as guardians of our plŀƴŜǘΩǎ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ delicate web of life 

it supports. 

2.2 Inspire a break with the thinking that caused the crisis and that 

reinforces the obsession with growth, progress and  domination.  The 

power of humanity is constrained by the limits, cycles, tipping points and boundaries 

of all ecosystems. More of the same thinking that harms Earth, is forcing it to react 

with a power we cannot match.  
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2.3 Reconnect with an Earth -centred conception of what it means to be 

human.  Nature is endless, and we are just one small part of it. We have to 

appreciate that every element of an ecosystem has an intrinsic value and must be 

respected. 

2.4 Deepen  cooperation . We thrive most as humans when we express solidarity, 

share, live slowly, are free, affirm our needs and preserve the foundations of our life 

world. The time to challenge and end the selfish, greedy, competitive, violent and 

conquering conception of the human has arrived. 

2.5 Overcome the crisis of corporate -captured political leaders hip,  

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƛƴŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǘŜǊƳΣ ΨōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ǳǎǳŀƭΩ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

which fails to understand the root causes of the problems. We reject their false 

solutions that prolong the use of carbon and perpetuate the unjust life destroying 

system.  

2.6 Strengthen our democracy , constitution and transformative 

constitutionalism, by claiming our rights and building united peopleΩs power, as we 

confront the climate emergency and worsening socio-ecological crises. 

3. Principles for Deep Just Transitions 

Every community, village, town, city and workplace has to advance the deep just 
transition to ensure socio-ecological transformation. The following principles shall 
guide the alternatives, plans and processes towards a deep just transition in our 
society: 

3.1 Climate justice:  Those least responsible must not be harmed or carry the 
cost of climate impacts. Hence the needs of workers, the poor, the landless, 
people with disabilities, grassroots women, children and vulnerable 
communities have to be at the centre of the deep just transition. The benefits 
of socio-ecological transformation must be shared equally. 



 

10 
 

3.2 Social justice:  Climate justice is social justice. Confronting all forms of 
discrimination and oppression as it relates to race, class, gender, sex and age, 
to secure climate and social justice. 

3.3 Eco-centric living:  To live simply, slowly and consciously, in an eco-centric 
way, which recognises the sanctity of all life forms, our inter-connections and 
enables an ethics of respect and care. 

3.4 Participatory democracy:  All climate and deep just transition policies 
must be informed by the voices, consent and needs of all people, especially 
those facing harm. 

3.5 Socialised ownership : In workplaces and communities, ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ 
must express itself through democratic control and ownership, including 
through democratic public utilities, cooperatives, commoning, communal 
ownership and participatory planning, including participatory budgeting, in 
towns and cities, to ensure collective management of the life enabling 
commons and systems. 

3.6 International solidarity : 9ǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴ 
life. In the context of worsening climate shocks, international solidarity is 
central to the deep just transition as it serves to unite all who are struggling 
for emancipation and for a post carbon world.  

3.7 Decoloniality:  Colonial, neo-colonial and imperial domination are driving 
us towards extinction. This is based on the worship of extractivism, 
technology, finance, violence and markets. We will actively delink from this 
system as we affirm an emancipatory relationship between humans and with 
non-human nature rooted in our history, culture, knowledge and the wider 
struggle of the oppressed on planet earth. 

3.8 Intergenerational justic e : Care for our planetary commons and 
ecosystems is crucial for intergenerational justice; to secure a future for our 
children, youth and those not yet born. 
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4. Systemic Alternatives for Transformative Change 

We face many crises but the climate crisis is the most dangerous. Through addressing 
the climate crisis, which affects everything, we can also advance solutions to all 
socio-ecological crises and more generally end the war with nature. Systemic 
alternatives are necessary to address the causes of climate change, its risks and 
pressures for systems collapse. 

There are peopleΩs alternatives to fossil fuels, 
which can meet our basic needs, enhance our 
capacity to deal with climate disasters and 
prepare us to regenerate life-supporting 
systems. Such systemic alternatives have 
been imagined and are part of peopleΩs 
struggles to decarbonise societies now as part 
of the deep just transition. We are committed 
to advancing such alternatives and 
democratic systemic reforms from below.  

 

 

 

 

 

These alternatives are 

grassroots solutions to  

very real challenges 

faced in our world 

now.  
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4.1 Democratic an d Deep Just Transition Plans  

 

Top-down approaches to the deep just 
transition assume people cannot think for 
themselves and do not have answers. 
Together, every community and workplace 
needs to develop a deep just transition plan. 
This should be done in a democratic manner 
to enable an energy transition to decarbonise, 
whilst meeting essential needs, and 
advancing systemic alternatives, goals and 
principles as set out in this Charter. 

Decision making 

processes and policies 

are often taken at the 

state level, without 

sufficient participation 

and consent from the 

people  
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4.2 Socially Owned and Community -Based Renewab le Energy 

through a Rapid Phase-Out of Fossil Fuels 

 

 
Our dependence on coal, oil and gas has to be ended as it is accelerating climate 

breakdown, ultimately leading to an unliveable world. Nuclear energy is dangerous 

and costly. Instead, we will advance socially owned and community based renewable 

energy systems (such as solar, wind, hydro and tidal power), supported by 

participatory budgeting and incentives (such as feed in tariffs) for our workplaces, 

homes and communities. Such energy technologies must be industrialised in South 

Africa, using renewable energy. Efficient use of energy and technology will be crucial 
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in this transition. Divestment from fossil fuels, an end to fossil fuel subsidies and an 

end to extraction (such as fracking, more coal mines and offshore extraction) are 

imperative. All big energy generators such as Eskom and Sasol have to commit to 

deep, just transition plans, to secure the interests of workers, affected communities 

and future generations. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

Fossil fuel burning such as coal, oil and 

gas have been a huge  driver of the 

climate crisis and has caused a 1°C 

increase in global temperatures.  

There have also been a number of 

other impacts 4. The increase in global 

average temperatures has a knock 

on effect and is the cause of 

devastating weather shocks such as 

increased intensity and frequency of 

hurricanes, floods, droughts and other 

extreme weather events.  

The extraction of these fossil 

fuels does not only strip the 

land of its natural nutrients, it 

also affects the delicate 

balance of wildlife in the 

area.  Extraction and burning 

also causes water pollutions 

due to the runoff of 

chemicals into water 

sources. These processes are 

also use a lot of water .5 

 

The pollution from the burning of fossil fuels is also very harmful to peopleõs 

respiratory systems, and  many die from pollution every year. South Africa is 

number 38 on a list of 98 countries, globally ranked for air pollution 6. The 

World Health Organisation estimates that around 20  000 people are killed 

a year by pollution in South Africa 7.  
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4.3 Feed Ourselves through F ood Sovereignty  

 
The current industrial food system produces hunger, uses water inefficiently, 

destroys nature, releases carbon and is generally unhealthy. Commercial fishing has 

destroyed marine ecosystems and undermined the rights of subsistence fishers. 

Every community must prioritise small scale, agroecological farming to meet local 

needs. The right to food must give food producers, small scale subsistence fishers, 

informal traders and consumers the power over their own food commons systems 

to ensure that culturally appropriate and nutritious food is available to all. Moreover, 

biodiversity, control of seeds and resources for production need to affirm the 

importance of indigenous knowledge, local markets, control of the water commons, 

the eco-social function of land, and good health. Big farms need to be 






















































