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AbSTRACT

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 enshrines the right 
of all citizens to an environment that is not detrimental to their health and 
well-being. Furthermore, the Constitution places an obligation on the South 
African government to protect this right through reasonable legislative and 
other measures. Climate change threatens the environmental right which 
everyone is entitled to and South Africa has been experiencing the effects 
caused by changes in the climatic conditions. Therefore, one of the actions 
adopted by South Africa, to protect the environment as stipulated in Section 
24(b) of the Constitution, was the National Climate Change Response 
White Paper, 2011 (NCCR-WP). The Department of Environment, Forestry 
and Fisheries (DEFF), formerly known as the Department of Environmental 
Affairs (DEA) is the facilitating department whose role is to ensure the suc-
cessful implementation of the NCCR-WP. A qualitative research approach in 
terms of a document analysis was used to acquire rich and detailed informa-
tion for the research.

The article examines the state of climate change in South Africa, the role 
of the NCCR-WP as one of South Africa’s climate change responses includ-
ing the two primary objectives of the NCCR-WP, namely: climate change 
mitigation and climate change adaptation and the mitigation strategies out-
lined in the NCCR-WP. It discusses the DEFF’s implementation of the NCCR-
WP as well as the factors that negatively influence the implementation of the 
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INTRODUCTION

For more than a century, climate change has dominated the global agenda. By 
definition, climate change refers to the gradual change in expected weather pat-
terns, this includes rainfall, temperature and wind (Riedy 2016:1). Climate change 
can also be defined as the slow and long-term change of the weather due to 
global warming − the continuous rise in the earth’s temperature as a result of 
greenhouse gas emissions, for example, methane and carbon dioxide (čCO2) 
(Ho 2015:1). In general, the climate changes naturally over extended periods of 
time. However, the climate change referred to in this article is caused by human 
activities. May (2014:1) notes the following contribution of human activities: the 
burning of fossil fuel, oil and gas for energy, as one of the major causes which 
accelerates the process of a changing climate.

Planet earth is facing drastic weather changes, for example, increased temper-
atures (extreme hot and cold weather) as well as unpredictable rainfall patterns. 
Such changes to the climate threaten, among others, biodiversity, food and water 
security. The United Nations, through the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is the cornerstone of the response to climate 
change at the global level. The UNFCCC, established in 1992, aims to inhibit 
human interference on climate change by encouraging countries to reduce green-
house gas (GHG) emissions (UNFCCC 2020:1). South Africa is an active member 
of the UNFCCC and is also a signatory to international climate change agree-
ments, namely, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement – both operational 
accords to the UNFCCC. The Kyoto Protocol is a binding agreement which sets 
targets to reduce GHG emission to its signatories. The protocol acknowledges the 
role played by developed countries such as Russia, the United States of America 
(USA) and France during the industrialisation period. Therefore, targets are set 
based on the level of industrialisation of its signatories (United Nations Climate 
Change 2014:1). South Africa ratified the Kyoto Protocol as an acknowledgement 
of the seriousness of climate change, its threat to sustainable development and to 
curb the emission of GHGs (South Africa 2011:9).

The Paris Agreement, which South Africa signed in 2016, expands on signa-
tories’ commitments to reduce GHG emissions and further underscores the sig-
nificance of capacity building, especially for developing countries to achieve their 
climate change objectives. Both these agreements provide a pathway for South 

NCCR-WP. The article also provides recommendations that may improve 
the overall implementation of the NCCR-WP.
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Africa to implement its own climate change mitigation and adaptation strategies. 
Hence, South Africa’s response to climate change, through the NCCR-WP, is not 
only based on the Constitution, but is majorly influenced by the principles of the 
UNFCCC (South Africa 2011:5).

South Africa’s energy production and economy are heavily reliant on coal, 
due to abundant coal reserves in the country. Thus, it is important for the country 
to have a sound strategy on transitioning from a high to a low carbon economy. 
It is for this reason that the introduction of the NCCR-WP in 2011 was another 
commitment made by the South African government to reduce its impact on the 
environment as well as protect the health and well-being of its citizenry.

As noted above a qualitative research approach was followed in terms of a docu-
ment analysis. This unobtrusive method relates to the examination and exploration 
of existing texts and documents to find meaning and deeper understanding (Braun 
and Clarke 2013:42). Such documentation may include, among others, schol-
arly and newspaper articles, published and unpublished books, online or internet 
sources, journals and case study reports (Braun and Clarke 2013:151–153). In addi-
tion to the above, this study utilised the following official documents: departmental 
reports, strategic documents, action plans, policies and legislation. Furthermore, the 
study examined the NCCR-WP, and conducted a situational analysis of the mandate 
of this White Paper. For this research, an analysis of pre-existing documents granted 
the researcher an opportunity to scrutinise, interpret and understand matters related 
to the topic in question (Braun and Clarke 2013:153).

The data collected from, inter alia, government gazettes, legislation, reports, 
and articles was scrutinised and relevant information from the text was highlight-
ed and notes were taken. The information collected was informed and guided by 
the research questions. Similar trends between the collected information were 
highlighted while meaningful information identified from the documents analysed 
was categorised based on and guided by the research questions of the study. For 
this study, document analysis was advantageous in interpreting texts and it pro-
vided insight into patterns and trends of the information found (Colorado State 
University 2019:1).

This article explores the overall implementation of the NCCR-WP. In this regard, 
the factors that affect the NCCR-WP’s implementation are delved into and poten-
tial strategies that may contribute towards the implementation of the NCCR-WP 
are outlined. The article firstly contextualises the state of climate change in South 
Africa. It then discusses the context of the NCCR-WP as one of South Africa’s cli-
mate change responses and explains the two primary objectives of the NCCR-WP, 
namely: climate change mitigation and climate change adaptation and highlights 
the mitigation strategies outlined in the NCCR-WP. It also highlights the role of the 
Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (DEFF). This is followed by a 
discussion of several challenges which impeded the effective implementation of the 
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NCCR-WP. The article then discusses recommended strategies and the legislative 
framework to enhance policy implementation in terms of the NCCR-WP.

THE STATE OF CLIMATE CHANGE IN SOUTH AFRICA

The main driver of climate change is GHGs. As defined above, climate change 
is the increase in earth’s temperatures due to global warming. The temperature 
increase occurs when there is excess GHGs trapped in the atmosphere, conse-
quently reducing the amount of the sun’s heat that returns back to space (Republic 
of South Africa 2011:8). The role of human activities such as fossil fuel burning 
and deforestation, has exacerbated the amount of GHG emissions in the air and 
has further reduced the otherwise natural absorption of GHGs by the ecosystem. 
At a global level, South Africa contributes 1% of the carbon dioxide emissions 
(Du Toit 2010:47). At a domestic level, the GHG emissions emitted based on the 
sectors are illustrated in Figure 1:

Given the above, South Africa has been experiencing the effects of a chang-
ing climate, recording extreme weather temperatures and rainfall. According to the 

Figure 1: South Africa’s (SA’s) estimated greenhouse gas emissions by sector

Source: (Adapted from Botes 2013:1)
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Long-Term Adaptation Scenarios, between 1960 and 2010, hot and cold extreme 
temperatures were recorded in the country annually (Department of Environmental 
Affairs 2013:2). Rainfall patterns were recorded as extreme trends, where there are 
intense rainfall patterns in some parts of the country and dry spells in other parts of 
the country, depending on the climate of each region. South Africa’s first Annual 
Climate Change Report supports these findings and adds that increased tempera-
tures were recorded in the 1970s, 80s and late 90s, the temperatures rose once 
again from 2011 (Department of Environmental Affairs 2016:15).

In 2015, four provinces, namely: KwaZulu-Natal, North-West, Mpumalanga, 
and Limpopo were pronounced drought disaster areas (Smillie, Wagner and 
Hoske 2016:1). The South African Weather Services (2019:2) notes that 2018 was 
the fourth warmest year recorded between 1981 and 2018. South Africa’s second 
Climate Change Report states that the drought and limited rainfall experienced 
since 2015 led to water scarcity and crop losses (Department of Environmental 
Affairs 2017:7). Evidently, increasing heatwaves and extremely hot weather results 
in droughts while high and low rainfalls result in either floods or water scarcity. 
Given such unpredictable weather patterns, South Africa faces insecurities within 
its health, food, water and biodiversity sectors.

According to the DEA (2018:4), the Draft National Climate Change Response 
Strategy stipulates that South Africa’s economy is dependent on the agriculture 
and mining sectors. Both these sectors require natural resources and energy 
production to thrive. Given this, climate change has a direct negative impact on 
these two sectors. The increasing temperatures as well as unpredictable rainfall 
patterns impede food production and water provision in the country. In terms of 
energy production, 90% of South Africa’s energy is generated through coal (Cock 
2019:1). South Africa is forced to diversify its energy mix by including renewable 
energy sources, in order to reduce the country’s carbon footprint and transition 
to a low carbon economy. Further, it should be noted that while South Africa 
is a developing country, experiencing the intense impact of climate change, the 
country is also considered a significant contributor of GHG emissions (Van der 
Bank and Karsten 2019:2).

Climate change in South Africa has an adverse impact on a number of socio-
economic areas. Table 1 depicts some of the socio-economic areas affected by 
climate change:

The DEA’s (2016:29) first Annual Climate Change Report states that since 2000, 
there has been no evidence proving that climate change trends will improve. South 
Africa is expected to experience little rainfall, drought and high rainfalls in differ-
ent parts of the country depending on regional climate. Unfortunately developing 
countries, such as South Africa, are the most vulnerable to the effects of climate 
change and yet they contributed the least to climate change compared to indus-
trialised and most developed countries such as Russia and France. For developing 
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countries, the lack of adequate resources (human, technology and financial) im-
pedes the countries’ strategies to effectively adapt to climate change, while do-
mestic issues such as addressing poverty and inequality make it almost difficult for 
developing countries to transition from a high to a low carbon economy.

South Africa has a history of inequality that dates back to the era of apartheid 
and with almost 30 years of independence, this inequality is yet to be adequately 
managed. However, the DEA’s third Annual Climate Change Report records that 
pending domestic issues such as poverty, lack of housing and high unemployment 
rates will only worsen with climate change (Department of Environmental Affairs 
2018:17). The main victims in this regard will be the poor, who, for example, rely 
on the agriculture and mining sector for employment and food security and reside 
in squatter camps – where there are water and energy shortages.

Given the above background, climate change is evidently not only an envi-
ronmental issue but a developmental issue as well, capable of undoing the pro-
gress made in built infrastructure, food, health, environmental and water sectors. 

Table 1: Socio-economic areas affected by climate change

Sector Climate trends Consequences

Agriculture

Decreased rainfall
Extreme rainfalls
Heatwaves leading to dry spells/ 
drought

Decrease in crop production, water 
scarcity
Extreme rainfall leading to soil erosion 
and impact other high water-sensitive 
crops
Reduced water supply

Water

Extreme/high rainfalls in some parts of 
South Africa
Reduced water quality and quantity in 
rivers, dams
Increased weather temperatures

Increased rainfalls resulting in flooding
Increased demand of water for 
commercial, industrial and residential 
use
High temperatures resulting in 
evaporation of water from dams/rivers 
– leading to water scarcity

Health

The health sector is sensitive to both 
extreme weather temperatures and 
increased or decrease in rainfall 
patterns

High risk of diseases such as malaria, 
cholera, malnutrition and respiratory 
related illnesses
Risk of new diseases arising due to 
water shortages

Human 
Settlements

Extreme high rainfalls, increased 
temperatures and low rainfalls

The coastal settlements are at risk of 
floods, rise in sea levels and hailstorms 
– leading to the displacement of 
residents
Urban and rural settlements also risk 
facing drought and/or air pollution 

Source: (Adapted from the Department of Environmental Affairs 2018:20)
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However, this article concedes that tackling climate change will not completely 
address the domestic issues currently faced by South Africa. There is still a long 
way to go in terms of managing the political-economic factors such as corruption, 
which are also obstacles to dealing with poverty and unemployment.

As much as it is important for political leaders to advocate for climate 
change, it may be difficult to do so if the population is not well-informed on 
what climate change is and its impact on their everyday livelihood. The agenda 
of climate change is not well-politicised as the focus is placed largely on “bread 
and butter issues” (Obradovich and Zimmerman 2016:296). Therefore, both 
the leadership and the public need to realise the significance of ensuring that 
domestic issues are addressed concurrently and simultaneously with the climate 
change issue.

THE NCCR-WP AS ONE OF SOUTH AFRICA’S 
CLIMATE CHANGE RESPONSES

Climate change is a reality in South Africa and the endorsement of the NCCR-WP 
was a much-needed response to act against this phenomenon. The NCCR-WP 
was established based on the stipulations of the Constitution of the Republic of 
South Africa, 1996; the National Environmental Management Act; the Millennium 
Declaration and the UNFCCC (Republic of South Africa 2011:12). The NCCR-WP 
outlines two primary objectives namely: climate change adaptation and climate 
change mitigation. The former is aimed at inhibiting the adverse effects of climate 
change, while the latter endeavours to limit GHG emissions. Adapting to and miti-
gating climate change will allow South Africa to transition towards a low-carbon 
economy and society as well as build a climate resilient thereto (Republic South 
Africa 2011:11).

Additionally, South Africa aims to contribute towards mitigating its GHG 
emissions as a responsible citizenry in the global community. In this regard, a 
fair contribution by South Africa, as well as the African continent, is based on 
the least GHG emissions (Republic of South Africa 2011:8). However, the South 
African government recognises that the effects of a changing climate have the 
potential of regressing the developmental progress that the country has made thus 
far. Therefore, as a developing country, with limited financial and technological 
resources, the need to adapt to climate change remains vital.

NCCR-WP’s climate change objectives

The NCCR-WP has two primary objectives of the NCCR-WP, namely: climate 
change mitigation and climate change adaptation.
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Climate change mitigation

As mentioned previously, climate change mitigation refers to efforts taken to limit 
GHG emissions. The mitigation approach is based on two primary factors: first, 
making a fair contribution to limiting GHG emissions and second, considering 
South Africa’s developmental and domestic priorities such as job creation and 
poverty reduction (Republic of South Africa 2011:25).

South Africa’s economy is energy and emissions intensive, as its economy 
thrives on energy production as well as mining and minerals (Republic of South 
Africa 2011:26). In this regard, South Africa is ranked the 14th largest emitter of 
GHG emissions on a global scale. This ranking is due to the significant reliance 
on coal as a source of energy (McSweeney and Timperley 2018:1). Cock (2019:1) 
highlights the dependency on coal by asserting that 90% of South Africa’s energy 
is produced through coal. Furthermore, the NCCR-WP (Republic of South Africa 
2011:26) as well as Climate Transparency (2017:35) acknowledge that South 
Africa is the largest GHG emitter compared to other fast-growing economies such 
as China and India.

In addition to the above, South Africa is ranked the fifth largest coal producer 
as well as the third largest coal exporting country. Eskom, South Africa’s largest 
energy generator, is ranked the seventh largest electricity producer in the world, 
while Sasol is considered the largest coal to chemicals producer (Eskom 2020:1). 
Given the above, Eskom (2020:1) provides a view that the dominance of coal 
over the energy industry is likely to remain for the forthcoming decades. The 
dependency on coal in South Africa is expected to remain unchanged because 
coal reserves are abundant, cost-effective and the infrastructure for coal-based 
electricity is well-established. Hence, it is difficult to find an equally competitive 
alternative to replace coal.

Though Eskom is South Africa’s largest energy producer, the entity has also 
been embattled in mismanagement of state funds and corruption deals ranging 
from coal supply deals, coal mines purchasing deals and unlawful payments to 
contractors (Businesstech 2020:1). The success of South Africa’s GHG emissions 
reduction rests mostly on Eskom and until the ongoing corrupt activities are 
resolved, it will be difficult for South Africa to fully realise its climate change ob-
jective. The transition to a low carbon economy requires the effective and effi-
cient use of the state’s already limited resources and equally important, requires 
openness to change and innovation. The introduction of renewable resources 
(and gradual reduction of coal use) into South Africa’s energy mix will only 
be possible if the relevant actors (for example, the government, state entities, 
private sector, unions, employees) are willing to cooperate, compromise and 
accept the need for the shift. Figure 2 illustrates the top GHG emitting entities 
in South Africa.
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MITIGATION STRATEGIES OUTLINED IN THE NCCR-WP

In an effort to shift from a high to a low carbon economy and society, South 
Africa needs to focus on reducing its emissions specifically from the energy sec-
tor, by managing energy supply and demand, promoting energy efficiency and 
introducing renewable energy sources. The mitigation strategies outlined in the 
NCCR-WP (South Africa 2011:27–29) include, inter alia:

National GHG Emissions Trajectory Range as benchmark

The National GHG Emissions Trajectory Range is a target period that South 
Africa set to measure the effectiveness of its mitigation strategy. This bench-
mark is utilised to monitor the country’s GHG emissions according to the 
anticipated peak (from 2020–2025), plateau (2025–2035) and decline (from 
2036 onwards) periods of GHG emissions. This benchmark further reveals 
the contribution and effort that South Africa is making towards reducing its 
carbon footprint.

Figure 2: GHG emitters in South Africa

Source: (Adapted from Burkhardt 2019)
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The introduction of carbon budgets

According to the World-Wide Fund South Africa (2014:2), a carbon budget 
is an acceptable amount of GHG that can be emitted during a given period. 
The carbon budget approach requires energy consumers, for example, the 
mining and transport sectors including energy suppliers such as electricity and 
fuel sectors, to adhere to a set GHG emissions limit. The adherence to these 
carbon budgets will further assist in maintaining the National GHG Emissions 
Trajectory Range.

Establishing a GHG inventory

The introduction of a GHG Inventory allows the DEFF and the South African 
Weather Service (SAWS) to maintain an accurate, complete and updated record 
of the country’s GHG emissions. The inventory provides a system of checks and 
balances to monitor and evaluate mitigation outcomes.

Climate change adaptation

The South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) (2020:1) defines cli-
mate change adaptation as “looking for ways to live with the consequences of a 
turbulent climate”. Unlike climate change mitigation, climate change adaptation 
focuses primarily on the local level, that is, adaptation strategies accentuate both 
the economy and society (Republic of South Africa 2011:16). Adaptation strate-
gies in South Africa are mainstreamed in the following sectors: water, agriculture 
and commercial forestry, human settlements – including coastal, rural and urban 
areas, health, biodiversity and ecosystems as well as disaster risk reduction and 
management (Republic of South Africa 2011:17–24). Although this list of sectors 
is not exclusive, it focuses on the most vulnerable sectors to the effects of climate 
change. The aim of adaptation is to ensure that all sectors mainstream and plan 
climate change to create a climate resilient society.

Table 2 summarises climate change adaptation strategies in place thus far.
The Draft National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (Draft NAS), 

guided by the NCCR-WP, was published for public comment in 2019. Upon 
endorsement, the Draft NAS will guide South Africa towards a common vision 
of creating a climate resilient economy and society. Astoundingly, the DEA’s 
Draft NAS (2018:1) adopts a multi-sectorial and intergovernmental approach to 
climate change adaptation. In this regard, the Draft NAS acknowledges the sig-
nificance of a bottom-up approach in adaptation interventions, the role of the 
local government as a leading body, and the inclusion and cooperation of busi-
nesses, civil societies, academia and technological organisations in building a 
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climate resilient economy and society (Department of Environmental Affairs 
2017:10, 23–30).

THE ROLE OF THE DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENT, 
FORESTRY AND FISHERIES (DEFF)

The reconfiguration of government departments in 2019 led to a change in the 
functions of departments responsible for climate change as well as food secu-
rity. Prior to this reconfiguration, climate change was under the leadership of the 
DEA. Currently, the responsibility for climate change is vested in the DEFF. The 
DEFF facilitates, coordinates and implements the NCCR-WP in South Africa. 
In doing so, the DEFF upholds and promotes Section 24 of the Constitution of 
the Republic of South Africa, 1996. The DEFF’s vision statement is to create “a 
prosperous and equitable society living in harmony with our natural resources”. 
The mission of the department is to play a leading role in the management, 
conservation and protection of the environment for the benefit of the South 
African citizenry and the global community. Furthermore, the DEFF’s mandate 
is to ensure an environment that is not harmful to the citizens’ health and 
the protection of the environment for the benefit of present and future gen-
erations (Department of Environmental Affairs 2020:1). In order to achieve the 
above, the DEFF has a Branch: Climate Change, Air Quality and Sustainable 
Development, which focuses on climate change and any environmental related 
matters. The branch monitors, reports and leads all climate change responses at 
an international level as well as in the three spheres of government (National, 
Provincial and Local) in South Africa.

Table 2: Climate change adaptation plans by prioritised sector

Key sector Plan Responsible department 

Water
National Climate Change Response Strategy 
for the Water Sector 2015 [Department 
of Water Services (DWS) 2015]

Department of Water 
and Sanitation

Health National Climate Change and Health 
Adaptation Plan 2014–2019 Department of Health

Biodiversity Climate Change Adaptation Plans for South 
Africa’s Nine Major Biomes 2015a DEFF

Human 
Settlements

Draft Climate Change Adaption Sector 
Strategy for Rural Human Settlements 2013b

Department of Human 
Settlements

Source: (Adapted from Department of Environmental Affairs 2016:13)
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CHALLENGES IN CLIMATE CHANGE 
POLICY IMPLEMENTATION

According to Anderson (2015:225), policy implementation refers to “what is done 
to carry a law into effect, apply to the targeted population and achieve set goals”. 
Furthermore, policy implementation focuses on the day-to-day activities under-
taken by government officials. Cloete, de Coning, Wissink and Rabie (2018:197) 
postulate that policy implementation is the “conversion of physical and financial 
resources into service delivery outputs…aimed at achieving policy objectives”.

Policy implementation, though a critical element of policymaking, has become 
overly complex, because the process involves too many actors, both at a domes-
tic and international level (Cloete et al. 2018:205). Environmental policies such as 
the NCCR-WP, are influenced both by the national and international factors. The 
NCCR-WP functions at a domestic level to promote and safeguard the health and 
well-being of the public as well as protect the environment. At an international 
level, the NCCR-WP is a regulatory policy which seeks to uphold commitments 
stated under the UNFCCC to mitigate the effects of climate change. Below, sev-
eral challenges which impeded the effective implementation of the NCCR-WP 
are discussed:

Policy misalignment, contradictions and indistinctness

The successful implementation of the NCCR-WP requires all policies to share one 
vision to achieve its objectives. However, there are issues of policy misalignment 
and contradictions between the NCCR-WP and other governmental policies. For 
example, the first objective of the National Energy Act (NEA), (34 of 2008:6) 
makes provision for an “uninterrupted supply of energy to the Republic”. This 
NEA objective, in terms of energy supply, is ambiguous and is open to misinter-
pretation, because the country depends largely on coal for energy production. 
Furthermore, the National Planning Commission (2012) established the National 
Development Plan (NDP) 2030, which acknowledges the need to incorporate re-
newables such as solar and wind to the energy mix. However, the same NDP also 
states that renewable energy is too expensive, especially for mining industries, a 
crucial sector in uplifting the country’s economy (National Planning Commission 
2012:198). Nonetheless, the NDP still calls for renewables to be harnessed in par-
allel with fossil fuels.

Moreover, applications to postpone and be exempt from climate change 
mitigating strategies by the two largest GHG emitters, Eskom and Sasol diverts 
the implementation of the NCCR-WP. For example, according to the Centre for 
Environmental Rights (CER 2014:1), Eskom applied for postponement to comply 
with minimum air pollution emissions standards for 16 of its power stations in 2014. 
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Eskom was exempt from complying with the National Environment Management 
Air Quality Act (NEMAQA), (39 of 2004), following its application for an extension 
under Section 59 of the NEMAQA (Kings and Wild 2015:3). The utility has a history 
of postponing applications. Currently, it is on its fifth such application for postpone-
ment. The latest application in 2020, requests a delay in meeting the April 2020 
pollution limits for its coal power plants (CER 2020:1). Furthermore, the government 
historically approved the construction of another Sasol coal-to-liquids (CTL) plant 
(Earthlife and Oxfam 2009:32). Given South Africa’s struggle to limit its carbon 
footprint, the government’s approval of these postponement requests, provides an 
avenue for the country’s largest air polluters to use economic and social develop-
ment as justification to delay compliance (Du Toit 2010:107).

Moreover, the issue of ambiguity in the NCCR-WP ought to be addressed. It 
has been nine years since the NCRR-WP was endorsed; however, there are as-
pects in the White Paper which remain pending and unclear. The issue of policy 
review and alignment was supposed to have been addressed within two years of 
the publication of the NCCR-WP (Republic of South Africa 2011:6) but to date, 
policies review and alignment challenges are still raised. Furthermore, the NCCR-
WP (Republic of South Africa 2011:29) also states that for the purposes of keeping 
an updated and accurate GHG emissions inventory, reporting this data by emit-
ters will become mandatory. However, to date, the inventory is incomplete owing 
to the unavailability of data and timeous submission of the emissions information 
from the relevant entities. Given the above challenges, the implementation of the 
NCCR-WP is delayed due to the lack of conformity in policies.

Inadequate climate change education and communication

The NCCR-WP is based on principles of equity, informed participation, behav-
ioural change and communication (Republic of South Africa 2011:6). However, 
Smith (2013:49, 57) posits that the NCCR-WP does neither provide measures 
of how the government will incorporate climate change in training and educa-
tion nor state ways through which it will raise awareness among the public. 
Furthermore, the NCCR-WP does not accentuate and address the role of the 
media in the provision and dissemination of information on climate change to 
address the behavioural mindset and promote awareness. Moreover, there is a 
need to address the tone, type and simplicity of language utilised to communicate 
matters pertaining to climate change. South Africa, although a leading developing 
country in Africa with the second-best economy has a mere 41% of its citizenry 
who have an idea of what “climate change” is (Selormey, Dome, Osse and Logan 
2019:2). Furthermore, the inclusion of climate change in pre-school education 
has been neglected (Letheko 2014:79). There is also a lack of elaboration of how 
to enhance teaching climate change at tertiary and sector training level.
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Compliance and enforcement challenges

Absolute compliance to climate change and environmental related regulations 
and legislation is vital to enhance the implementation of the NCCR-WP. However, 
there are several instances which reveal that NCCR-WP compliance and enforce-
ment is a major concern. As mentioned above, there have been a number of 
instances of requests for postponements by Eskom to adhere to standards of 
air pollution. Furthermore, submission of information, for example, GHG emis-
sions data is conducted primarily on a voluntary basis. This results in inaccurate 
and delayed climate change related reports. For example, compliance with the 
carbon budgets was voluntary until the end of 2020 (Szabo 2018:1). Unlike 
the Environmental Management Inspectorate formulated under the National 
Environmental Management Amendment Act, (62 of 2008), the NCCR-WP does 
not have an inspectorate to oversee its implementation measures (Department of 
Environmental Affairs 2019:1).

Other noteworthy challenges include the lack of adequate financial resources 
to execute projects related to achieving the identified climate change objec-
tives. Most funding for climate change in South Africa is lobbied from bilateral 
relationships such as that with Germany. South Africa’s political and economic 
environment is deemed unfavourable for investors, owning to the negative credit 
downgrades from the credit agency, Fitch (Mahlaka 2019:1). A negative credit 
worthiness increases borrowing, interest rates, and lowers economic growth. 
Moreover, there is a lack of climate change champions, a calibre of personnel 
who are academically qualified, adequately skilled and equally important, dedi-
cated and committed to address climate change.

RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE POLICY 
IMPLEMENTATION IN TERMS OF THE NCCR-WP

There are several strategies which can be utilised to address the abovementioned 
challenges facing the overall implementation of the NCCR-WP.

Policy review and alignment

For proper policy implementation, it is imperative that the policy is clear on 
the what and how aspects of implementation. Bhuyan, Jorgensen and Sharma 
(2010:5) identify seven dimensions which influence the successful implemen-
tation of policies. One of these dimensions is: goals, objectives, strategies and 
the target population of the policy should be clear. The implementation of poli-
cies phase has to contend with several challenges, regardless of how the policy 
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content has been formulated. Therefore, to avoid the problems which the NCCR-
WP is facing, there is a need to review the policy thoroughly based on the chal-
lenges mentioned above. Policy implementers rely on the clarity and unambiguity 
of the policy content. Therefore, any confusion or misunderstanding will lead to 
the incorrect or non-implementation of the NCCR-WP. Furthermore, during the 
policy review phase, it is important to clearly outline which as well as how the 
activities should be executed. This is especially concerning climate change educa-
tion, communication and media.

Policy alignment at this stage is equally important. Climate change is a cross-
cutting issue which stretches across various sectors and boundaries such as ener-
gy, health, agriculture, water and transport. Therefore, government departments’ 
policies and regulations need to reflect a common goal and a shared vision. There 
is a need for coordination among government departments and state entities to 
implement the NCCR-WP effectively. This is possible once the policies which 
form the foundation and mandates of government departments and state entities 
are aligned properly to the NCCR-WP.

Sound education and communication system

The dissemination of climate change related information to the public plays a ma-
jor role in explaining and informing the target population about matters that affect 
their daily lives. However, since only 41% of South Africans are knowledgeable 
about the term climate change, there is a need to rethink the simplicity of the 
language used to disseminate information. South Africa is a diverse, multicultural 
and multilingual country. Therefore, it is important that it considers the utilisation 
of its indigenous languages to reach its target population and explain the impact 
of climate change on everyday living. Furthermore, the climate change language 
needs to be simplified and exclude scientific terms which would disadvantage the 
population’s understanding of the phenomenon.

In terms of the education system, the NCCR-WP acknowledges the need 
to incorporate aspects of climate change from pre-school level. In this way, 
values of the significance of the environment are taught at a young age and 
better decision-making will be fostered in adulthood. In this instance, laying a 
foundation that allows for climate change and environmental learning is equally 
important. Furthermore, South Africa should not only ensure mainstreaming 
climate change in Sector Educational Training Authorities (SETAs) but also con-
sider establishing a SETA which focuses on the environment and climate change 
related matters. All of the above will work efficiently if the NCCR-WP reviews 
its policy to ensure the inclusion and elaboration of education, communica-
tion and media as tools of behavioural change, raise awareness and informed 
participation by the citizenry.
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Legislative framework for climate change

The NCCR-WP is currently the pillar of South Africa’s response to climate 
change. However, the NCCR-WP is a regulatory document, which lacks en-
forcement to implement its measures. The NCCR-WP has been in place since 
2011, that is, almost a decade with certain noticeable progress. However, it is 
time South Africa provides a legal basis to expedite the country’s climate change 
objectives and its implementation process. A legislative framework is required 
to guide the country’s response to climate change. Once signed into law, the 
Climate Change Bill will enhance the implementation of climate change objec-
tives. Furthermore, the establishment of a climate change enforcement body 
should be considered, namely: an Environmental Management Inspectorate re-
sponsible for overseeing, investigating and inspecting all climate change related 
measures.

Equally important the successful implementation of a policy depends substan-
tially on the availability of resources, which may include: technology, finance as 
well as human resources. In terms of adequate personnel, the DEFF is responsible 
to ensure that implementing officials are adequately qualified, knowledgeable, 
skilled, and constantly trained on policies to inhibit any confusion when imple-
menting the NCCR-WP. However, the implementation of the NCCR-WP also re-
quires climate change champions, personnel who do not only possess the above 
qualities but bring with them qualities such as dedication and commitment to 
the cause. The policy implementers’ own judgement of its requirements and un-
derstanding thereof plays a major role in which implementers’ skills and practice 
are required. Financially, South Africa needs to maintain a conducive and stable 
political, social and economic environment to attract investors and lobby more 
funds to address the climate change related projects.

CONCLUSION

Climate change is evidently one of the fast-growing threats defining this cen-
tury. The effects of climate change are felt by both developed and developing 
countries. However, more so the latter countries due to inadequate resources 
to respond to the impact of climate change proactively and reactively. South 
Africa, through the NCCR-WP has adopted measures to adapt to and mitigate 
the effects of a changing climate. This article examined the implementation of 
the NCCR-WP by the DEFF. The factors that influence the implementation of 
the NCCR-WP were outlined. The article further provided recommendations 
that may contribute to the overall improvement of the implementation of the 
NCCR-WP.



Administratio Publica | Vol 29 No 2 June 2021 203

NOTE

* This article is based on an unpublished Master’s dissertation by Martha Madondo under 
the supervision of Dr Hunadi Mapula Nkwana completed at the University of Pretoria. 
The dissertation is titled: Analysing the Department of Environmental Affairs, Fisheries and 
Forestry’s implementation of the National Climate Change White Paper, 2011.
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