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What does this image signify for Wits?

B. Financial returns

A. Climate crisis and despair

C. A call to act early and 
ethically

D. All of the above
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Climate change: 
Hazards and Hope



Ice core 
data





Marine heat waves



Climate change threatens order and social cohesion

Water wars

Mass migration
Syrian war



Temperature and pre-eclampsia

Maternal health outcomes and temperature in Johannesburg 

Season and labour duration
Summer = median 7.7 hours

Winter = median 6.42 hours (p<0.001)



There is no ‘safe’ amount of carbon that can still be 
added to the atmosphere 



South Africa also plans to build new coal and gas power units 



Good news



In 2100, n days >35°C

Act now!
’Rapid, far-reaching 
and unprecedented 

changes in all aspects 
of society’
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Leadership that acts early and 
ethically

Perspectives of a group of Wits staff and 
students, not those of Wits University 



To show leadership on the climate crisis, Wits needs 
to do the following:

Core 
commitments

Consistent with 
its history, vision 
and character

Constructive 
engagement 
with industry

Perspectives of a group of Wits staff and 
students, not those of Wits University 



Core commitments

1. To dramatically reduce carbon emissions on campus, with time-bound goals 
towards ‘Net Zero’ 

2. To intensify teaching activities on climate change, including encouraging 
departments to integrate climate change topics into all relevant curricula 

3. To manage the University’s resources ethically

4. To amplify the university’s capacity to address critical research gaps in Africa, 
and to access new global financing mechanisms for climate change research and 
programmes



Knowledge, attitudes and impacts of climate change in secondary school learners in South Africa.

Word count: 4000

Authors: Alison Kutywayo,*, 1 Matthew Chersich,*, 1 Nicolette Naidoo,1 Fiona Scorgie,1 Likho Bottoman, 2 Saiqa Mullick1

Commitment 1: Wits at ‘Net Zero’

Showcase Wits’s work on campus
Solar charging stations for electric cars in Braamfontein 



Knowledge, attitudes and impacts of climate change in secondary school learners in South Africa.

Word count: 4000

Authors: Alison Kutywayo,*, 1 Matthew Chersich,*, 1 Nicolette Naidoo,1 Fiona Scorgie,1 Likho Bottoman, 2 Saiqa Mullick1

Knowledge, attitudes and impacts of climate change in secondary school learners in South Africa

Alison Kutywayo, Matthew Chersich, Nicolette Naidoo, Fiona Scorgie, Likho Bottoman,  Saiqa Mullick. Jàmbá: Journal of Disaster Risk Studies (submitted)

Commitment 2: To intensify teaching activities on 
climate change 

Indicator % agree 

Climate change causes temperatures to rise 72.0

Human activity is a cause of climate change 59.7

Climate change is a serious issue 68.7

Action should be taken to prevent climate change 65.9

It is hard to concentrate in school when it is too hot 72.9

Girls Achieve Power (GAP) Year project: 
924 secondary school learners in 14 public schools in the Western Cape



Commitment 3: To manage the University’s resources 
ethically: Divest from fossil fuel assets

Divestment of financial assets and policies about receiving 
research funding from industry are two distinct issues

Definitions matter:
• Institutional divestment of assets such as stocks and investment funds 

that are connected to companies involved in extracting fossil fuels 
• Includes offering staff options for pension funds that exclude fossil fuel 

companies
• Divest brown, reinvest green



To manage the University’s resources ethically: 
An in principal commitment to divest

Globally, divestment is the 
benchmark of a University’s 
commitment to resolving the 
climate crisis

Investment in fossil fuels can be a 
major source of friction between 
staff, student and University leaders

Divestment from fossil fuels is The line in the sand





“We salute the state of California for 
having such a powerful, principled 

stand on divestment…”

– Nelson Mandela, Oakland-Alameda 
County Coliseum, 1990



Divestment from fossil fuels takes many forms

1. Divestment from all companies involved in fossil fuel extraction

2. Divestment only from companies involved in coal extraction

3. Divestment from companies that are not meeting their emission targets; 
aiming to incentivize compliance

Universities and institutions generally first make an ‘’in principal’’ commitment 
to divest, and then gradually implement the decision over 5-10 years



Scale of divestment from fossil fuels



Snapshot of institutions which have divested from fossil fuels 

eThekwini municipality

South Africa divestments

Only two universities in low- and middle-income countries 
- Catholic University of Eastern Africa, Kenya 
- Full College of the Marshall Islands, Republic of the Marshall Islands 



Weighing up the decision to divest

Financial 
prudence?

Concerns about 
jobs in fossil fuel 

companies

Concerns about 
relations with 

industry

Financial 
prudence?

Desire to promote 
social change

Ethical principles

Divest Invest



Weighing up the decision to divest

Financial 
prudence?

Concerns about 
jobs in fossil fuel 

companies

Concerns about 
relations with 

industry

Financial 
prudence?

Desire to promote 
social change

Ethical principles

Divest Invest



1. Climate change denial and distortion of science

2. Collusion with politicians to suppress competition

3. Avoiding the hidden or external costs of its business

4. Directly and indirectly harming the poorest, while securing large 
profits for the richest

5. A product that shortens lives through air pollution, destroys the 
natural environment, and drives irreversible climate change

Ethical principles: Is this an ethical business model?

If a business model is considered unethical, is it 
ethical to benefit from its profits?



Ethical principles: Distortion of science



[Large SA coal company] ‘’acknowledges the findings of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 
We agree that the negative impacts of climate change on our host 
communities, operations and society at large  could be significant’’ [2021]

Ethical principles: Doubt is all you need



Ethical principles: Climate change denialists funded by the 
coal industry



Ethical principles: Denialists have no place



Ethical Principles: ‘First do no harm’ 



Ethical Principles: 
Polluter pays



Divestment is consistent with Wits’s
history, vision and character



‘Wits’s mission is to build on [its] foundation[s] in a way that 
takes account of its responsibilities within South Africa today’ 

‘The distinctive character of Wits includes our value system and 
legacy of visibly committed academics, and a socially engaged 
and independent-minded institution’

‘Strengthen Wits’s role as a leading knowledge platform for 
social engagement with contemporary issues’

Wits’s VISION 2022 Strategic framework

Wits’s Mission



‘Wits has the opportunity to transcend many latitudes and ultimately to 
impact on society for good’
Professor Zeblon Vilakazi during installation as Vice Chancellor and Principal of Wits

New Wits leadership and 2030 Strategic Plan

‘As a leading university in Africa, 
Wits must lead by example and 
use its influence to transform 
society through its leadership, 
education, and research.’



Section 24
Everyone has the right:
(a) to an environment that is not harmful to their health or wellbeing; and
(b) to have the environment protected, for the benefit of present and future
generations, through reasonable legislative and other measures that –

(i) prevent pollution and ecological degradation;
(ii) promote conservation; and
(iii) secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural
resources while promoting justifiable economic and social development

South African Constitution
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Promoting social change

Divestment:

1. Changes the social discourse around the industry

2. Decreases investors’ confidence in the long-term prospects of the 
industry

3. Draws attention to communities most affected by air pollution and 
climate change

As fossil fuel companies lose their ‘social license’, it becomes easier to implement 
tougher regulations and to unblock barriers to renewable energy production



At no point during the South African divestment or in the fossil fuel movement does anyone care 
about the stock price of these companies. If you look at it through finance, you see no effect and 
therefore you conclude that there’s been no impact. But if you look at it through the discipline of 
history, you see that it’s incontrovertible that step by step by step it was the South African 
divestment movement that changed the public discourse, that transformed the decisions of 
corporations to get out of South Africa and our government, led by a Republican Senate, to pass a 
comprehensive sanctions bill. Well, one of the things that’s fascinating about it is that climate change 
has been one of those problems where we’ve been hoping that someone else would do something 
about it. But divestment has the impact of saying, what are your direct responsibilities? If you own 
stock in Exxon, if you’re receiving dividends from Exxon whose business model is to destroy the 
planet, do you feel comfortable with that? Do you endorse what they’re doing? Normally, when 
you own a stock, you’re endorsing their business plan. 

Robert Massie, senior advisor from Boston Common Asset Management, 2015

Change the social discourse and thus change
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Financial prudence: An industry in crisis financially?



Financial prudence: An industry in crisis legally?

What did fossil fuel companies know and when? 

Did they deliberately mislead the public?

South African Constitutional Court case: Air pollution violates our right to clean air



Is it ethical to be financially prudent?

• Returns from fossil fuel companies 

are in sharp decline globally 

• Fossil fuel reserves are becoming 

‘unburnable’, or stranded assets

But, in South Africa profits remain 

high as corruption and government 

subsidies distort the market
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1. The fossil fuel industry, through climate change, is destroying jobs 
and livelihoods

2. Jobs in renewable energy are more, better, safer than in the fossil 
fuel industry

3. Divestment impacts on industry are slow

4. Evidence about how to do a ‘Just transition’ growing

Will divestment create unemployment in fossil fuel sector?

A robust ecology is necessary for a robust economy
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Will divestment affect research funding from industry? 

• Industry draws major benefits from its relationship with Wits, 
through the findings from the research it funds and through 
engagement with academics 

• Industry is seeking support from academics to decarbonise

• Industry is itself ‘divesting’ fast 

We could not locate any 
evidence that divestment 
has resulted in a loss of 
research funding

Divestment of financial assets and receipt of research 
funding from industry are two distinct issues
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Opportunity for Wits: 

To take center stage in the climate change response 
on the African continent through socially-engaged 
leadership, teaching and research



Opportunity for Wits to lead on a major global issue: 
climate change in Africa

• Large research (and teaching) opportunities on the unique vulnerabilities, 
adaptation and mitigation measures around climate change in Africa

• To be the first university in South Africa to commit to the principal of 
divestment, the first large university in low- and middle-income countries

• Divestment will catalyze debates around climate change in South Africa, 
with Wits shaping the discourse



Green Climate Fund: ’critical element of the Paris Agreement’

• High-income countries pledged $100 billion/year (UK COP26 in Nov 2021)

• Half for adaptation 

• Half for mitigation (e.g. renewable energy)

• About $1 billion on ‘health’ projects in LMICs so far

• Complex grants systems and accreditation

• ‘Simplified Approval Process Grants’ for a project on heat and maternal 
health 
($10 million project with potential for transformation). 20 page proposal

• Queue system for grants!



Opportunity for WHC: offer staff ‘green’ pension funds

Must declare anything that ‘could.. give the appearance of potentially
influencing what was written in the submitted work’ [ICJME]



• The University must decide whether the ethics of the fossil fuel 
industry are consistent with Wits’s history, vision and character

•Wits is uniquely placed to lead knowledge generation on 
climate change in Africa, and to impact globally

•With early and ethical actions, we as individuals, research 
institutes and the University can make a major difference!

Key messages: Act early and ethically



What does this image signify for us as staff and academics?

B. Solid financial returns

A. Climate crisis and despair

C. A call to social engagement

E. All of the above

D. Research for action



https://fossilfreesa.org.za
/our-campaigns-2/divest-
wits/

https://fossilfreesa.org.za/our-campaigns-2/divest-wits/
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