
‘Fossil Free SA’s Climate Reporting Guide is the go-to place for
any journalist reporting on climate.’

– Leonie Joubert, author, science journalist and National Geographic
correspondent

‘Half of humanity is in the danger zone, from floods, droughts,
extreme storms and wildfires. No nation is immune. Yet we
continue to feed our fossil fuel addiction. We have a choice.
Collective action or collective suicide. It is in our hands.’

– UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres, 18 July 2018

Produced by Fossil Free South Africa. 1st edition September 2022. Revised edition 2023.
Contact: david@fossilfreesa.org.za.

1

mailto:david@fossilfreesa.org.za


Contents

Contents 2

Introduction 3
Why South Africans need to know about the climate crisis 3
Climate myths and misconceptions slowing our collective response 4

The climate crisis and South Africa 4
The cause of climate change 4
Our warming world: useful statistics 5
The climate crisis in South Africa 5
South Africa’s climate-energy challenge 6
Rich nations flourished on the back of fossil fuels. Why can’t South Africa play catch-up? 6
Just Transition? Will it cause job losses? 7
Renewables with storage can deliver a stable electricity supply for South Africa 7
Rethinking baseload: Not big power stations, but the minimum power the grid can supply 8
Which path would cost more – a transition to renewables, or business as usual? 9

Climate journalism 9
Climate journalism: The challenge in South Africa 9
Some good editorial practices for climate journalism 10
Climate journalism best practice: Case study: The Guardian 11
Media climate errors: How the SA media sometimes misreports the climate crisis 11
Who to interview 11
The deeper stories: Underlying causes of and solutions for climate change 12
Climate journalism resources 14
Reliable general news sources on climate change 14
Reputable specialised climate news and resources 15
Learning through play and literature 15
Resolving confusion 15
How fossil fuel companies have worked to delay climate action 15
Getting comment: NPOs and CBOs addressing climate issues 15
Getting comment: SA climate scientists 17
Getting comment: Economists and finance experts with climate expertise 18
Getting comment: Renewable energy and the energy transition 18

Fossil fuel divestment 18
Divestment: Why fossil fuel divestment is important 18
Divestment in South Africa 19
Divestment: Frequently asked questions 19
Fossil fuel divestment resources 19

2



Introduction

This guide is intended for South African journalists who are covering climate, environment
and energy-related stories. It contains information on how the global climate emergency
affects South Africa, tips for journalists on how to report accurately on global heating, tips for
editors on how to give the issue due prominence, a list of contact organisations and people
for comment, and some information on fossil-fuel divestment.

The guide has been written by experienced journalists under the auspices of Fossil Free SA,
and reviewed by partners and experts. It is a working document and we welcome feedback.

If you are time-stressed in writing a story, feel free to skip to the relevant section.

This guide includes:

● An introduction to the climate crisis in the South African context: what climate
change is, what South Africans need to know about it, and how it relates to our energy
system challenges.

● An overview of resources, links, case studies and sources for climate journalism
● A brief explanation of fossil fuel divestment as a global and South African social

movement in response to the climate emergency

Why South Africans need to know about the climate crisis

Given that we are a country with a host of urgent, visible and apparently intractable
problems, it’s important to understand why climate issues deserve special attention:

The problems:
● Climate change is already worsening all our existing problems including hunger,

poverty, violence, inequality and environmental degradation..
● Much of South Africa is warming at twice the global average, and is on track to warm

by 5-6C in this century.
● The Africa chapter of the April 2022 IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change) report states that even under high levels of adaptation, Africa could face very
high risk levels at a mean global temperature increase of 2C. At 4C, the risks for Africa’s
food security are very high, with limited potential for reducing this risk through
adaptation. Many climate scientists believe humanity overall will be unable to adapt to
a global temperature increase of 4C.

● Climate change is widely agreed to be an inevitable threat to the sustainability of our
entire global civilisation, and to much other life on Earth.

● Climate change is a particular threat to African countries, as we are both likely to
experience more change than most inhabited regions, and are already less resilient
than more developed countries.

● Africa’s vulnerability to climate change is likely to accelerate migration pressure on

3

https://fossilfreesa.org.za/contact/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_Chapter09.pdf


South Africa from even more climate-vulnerable regions.

The opportunities:
● The apparent intractability of the climate problem reveals many other weak spots in

the way humanity has developed. Slowing climate breakdown can be a guide to
solving many of our other problems.

● Ending uneconomic growth: The main cause of climate change is fossil fuel use. But
fossil fuels have also become extremely problematic in many other ways. Their net
costs to society – in climate destabilisation, air and water pollution, corruption, warfare,
economic instability, plastic pollution – now exceed their benefits.

● Eliminating fossil fuels in favour of less destructively sourced energy and material
inputs therefore offers the promise of greater social and economic stability and
prosperity.

Climate myths and misconceptions slowing our collective response

Myths and misconceptions Reality

Protecting the environment is
an expensive luxury

The environment is the real foundation of the
economy, the only home for our global society

Climate change will be slow,
predictable: we still have time
to fix it.

Climate breakdown is disorderly, accelerating
nearly out of control; we need very urgent and
dramatic emissions cuts of 50% by 2030 to have a
hope of stabilising the climate again.

Net zero greenhouse gas
emissions by 2050 will be
enough to avert disaster.

‘There is no more carbon budget left to burn.’ –
Climate Change Advisory Group

Our people are poor and need
jobs from the fossil fuel
industry

Our extractive economic model of digging stuff out
of the ground to enrich executives and
shareholders destroys lives and jobs around the
world via climate damage, causes air and water
pollution, land degradation, corruption, warfare,
unstable energy costs on multiple generations
around the world. This model will probably not now
magically eliminate poverty and inequality in South
Africa.

There is still no real alternative
to fossil fuels.

The energy transition is challenging but technically
feasible, cheaper than sticking with fossil fuels, and
there is no alternative. There are many co-benefits
to moving away from fossil fuels, stabilising energy
costs, reducing deadly air and water pollution and
land degradation, reducing corruption, warfare and
inequality.

The climate-energy crisis in South Africa

The cause of climate change
● Earth’s surface temperature is determined by the balance between heat from the sun

that reaches the planet and the proportion that leaks back into space. Some of this
heat is kept in the atmosphere by naturally occurring heat-trapping gases such as
water vapour, methane and carbon dioxide (the greenhouse effect).

● Human activities are releasing additional heat-trapping gases into the atmosphere,
especially carbon dioxide, and methane, nitrous oxide and others.
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● These additional heat-trapping gases are leading to global warming, which is
changing existing climate patterns, drying soils faster, worsening droughts,
supercharging storms, increasing the chances of wildfires, amongst many other
effects.

● The main human source of additional heat-trapping gas is carbon dioxide released
when we mine and use fossil fuels such as coal, oil and ‘natural’/fossil gas to produce
electricity, petroleum products and burn as fuel. Cement production and land use
change (forest loss and soil erosion) are additional human sources of additional
atmospheric carbon.

● Other human activities also contribute to emissions of warming gases; these include
land degradation, deforestation, intensive animal agriculture, metal and cement
production, and escaped refrigerant gases.

Our warming world: useful statistics
How the world is warming, and the scale of greenhouse gas emissions cuts needed to limit
that warming:

● The world has warmed by an average of 1C above pre-industrial (1880) levels, as of 2021.
● Average temperatures in some areas of South Africa have risen by two degrees or

more.
● By the end of the century, temperature increases of more than 4C are expected in

South Africa, on current greenhouse gas emission trends. Increases of greater than 6C
are possible in the western, central and northern interior.

● To avoid what most scientists are calling the ‘catastrophic’ likely consequences of
climate change, there will need to be a 50% reduction in global carbon emissions by
2030, and the world will have to eliminate most greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 –
although the latest report by the IPCC says this date needs to be brought forward, as
the world is heating faster than previously thought.

● So-called ‘net zero’ targets for 2050 are widely used but also highly problematic as
they can be misused to conceal present-day emissions and often depend on
speculative future carbon removal mechanisms.

The climate crisis in South Africa
South Africa is warming at more than the global average rate. This means that on current
emissions trends, South Africa faces a 5–6C temperature increase by 2100 or sooner.

In South Africa, people are already experiencing the consequences in many ways, including:

● Increasing extreme weather events such as floods and runaway fires made more likely
by climate change are damaging property, infrastructure and livelihoods.

● Water supplies are threatened1 in many areas of South Africa including Makhanda,
and scientists say Gauteng, the economic powerhouse of South Africa, could well
experience Day Zero in the next two decades.

Agriculture will suffer as temperatures increase, diminishing food security. Maize and wheat –
staple crops in South Africa – are under threat, as are the country’s prime agricultural exports,
fruit and wine.

There are about two million smallholder or household farmers in South Africa, who depend
on their own production to feed their families. Smallholders are considered particularly
vulnerable to climate change as they have less access than commercial farmers to finance,
reliable water supplies, resilient seed stock and technological tools for adaptation.

World Weather Attribution has drawn up a useful guide for journalists reporting on extreme
weather and climate change. This guide explains recent advances that allow scientists to
evaluate whether an extreme weather event can be attributed to climate change or not.

1 Mismanagement is compounding the effects of drought in some areas.
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The guide also links to a database at Carbon Brief of extreme weather events – more than
400, to date, including the near-Day Zero in Cape Town – and a brief explanation of whether,
and to what extent, climate change made these events more likely.

Page 17 of the guide provides a handy one-page checklist of recommendations for journalists
on whether various weather events can be attributed to global warming. The most
unequivocal type of event is heatweaves, which, across the world, are unilaterally linked to
global warming:

● Droughts are becoming more common and severe due to climate change in some
areas, including southern Africa.

● Flooding is linked to heavy rain, which is becoming more common and intense due to
climate change across most of the world. For example, scientists deduced that
climate change was at least in part responsible for the devastating floods in eastern
South Africa in early 2022. Flooding is also influenced by human factors such as poor
water management, weak infrastructure and defences, and building in flood zones.
Flooding on coastlines is unrelated to rainfall and is generally increasing due to storm
surges and sea-level rise.

● Fire weather is increasing in parts of all continents. Clearly attributable increases in
probability and in total area burnt have been found in regions including southern
Europe and northern Eurasia. However, data records of fires are limited, making
attribution challenging, and human activities such as forest management and
sources of ignition are also important factors.

South Africa’s climate-energy challenge
South Africa is the world’s 12th or 13th largest emitter of total greenhouse gas emissions,
emitting an estimated total of 470 million tons of CO2-equivalent gases in 2019. This high
total is in large part due to its energy systems relying very heavily on coal and oil; the country
is believed to be the 38th largest emitter when per-capita emissions are considered.

South Africa has, in theory, committed itself to the global goal of the Paris Agreement on
Climate Change to hold average global warming well below 2C, and ideally 1.5C at most.
However, South Africa’s stated targets do not meet these thresholds; neither do its actual
emissions reductions, and it is unclear how the stated targets will be achieved.

Government gives mixed messages on climate. In theory, South Africa supports the
objectives of the Paris climate agreement. However, Minister of Energy and Mineral
Resources Gwede Mantashe has continued to defend the coal industry. His premises are that
South Africa is highly endowed with coal, is highly dependent on coal for its energy security,
and that coal brings in massive revenue for South Africa, also employing thousands of people.

We believe these benefits are now entirely outweighed by their many costs, both financial
and non-financial, so it makes no sense to delay South Africa’s energy transition. Just one
example: in 2019, Sasol’s earnings were R6 billion – but the projected cost of the climate
damage done by their emissions for that year was at least R60 billion.2

Rich nations flourished on the back of fossil fuels. Why can’t South Africa play
catch-up?
When the non-financial, but all too real, external costs of using fossil fuels are factored in, the
use of fossil fuels now costs us more than it benefits us. This is what the former World Bank
economist Herman Daly termed ‘uneconomic growth’. South Africa has been suffering
uneconomic growth since the 1970s – our energy technology choices and other forms of

2 This comparison is based on the concept of the social cost of carbon, sometimes called ‘the most important number you’ve never heard
of: ‘the dollar value of the total damages from emitting one ton of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere’. R60 billion is an approximate rand
value for the total social cost of carbon of the roughly 60 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide emitted annually by Sasol. This calculation
assumes a relatively low value for the social cost of carbon – there are much higher estimates. The longer climate action is delayed, the
more the social cost of carbon increases, as probable  future damages compound.
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environmental neglect are now constantly undermining our efforts to build genuine
prosperity.

The lead authors of the April 2022 report by the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) state that fossil-fuels – coal, oil and gas – must be phased out urgently
and no new fossil fuel infrastructure should be developed anywhere in the world, if it is to stay
less than 1.5C warmer by the end of the century.

‘There can be no new fossil fuel infrastructure … We cannot afford to lock in the use of fossil
fuels,’ the group of the Least Developed Countries has said in international climate
negotiations.

It is true that the structure of global climate agreements gives developing countries the right
to continue using fossil fuels longer than developed countries. But this structure evolved
before renewable energy technology had become as inexpensive as it now is. The
deployment of renewable energy creates more jobs than fossil fuels, (mostly semi-skilled and
skilled) and without the economic destruction that is now the inevitable consequence of
using fossil fuels.

Rich countries achieved most of their developmental gains before the global external costs of
using fossil fuels became unsustainable and before renewable energy technologies matured
into being a viable alternative.

The only sustainable path forward is for least developed countries to leapfrog over the
outdated technologies that developed countries used to build their current prosperity.

Just Transition? Will it cause job losses?
It’s important to understand the difference between the energy transition and a just
transition.

The energy transition is the economically inevitable long-term shift from fossil energy to
renewable energy.

The Just Transition is a globally acknowledged framework for managing the social and
economic impacts of doing away with fossil fuels. It is being adapted by the South African
government and a wide range of social actors to manage our energy transition to a
low-carbon economy and climate-resilient society.

The Just Transition concept was introduced to government by civil society bodies like Cosatu
and AIDC. The aim of a just transition is that the change to renewables should enhance the
prosperity of coal-dependent communities and bring jobs and prosperity to many others.

The transition away from coal, as envisaged by government, includes support for workers and
communities and enables the creation of ‘quality green jobs’.

The International Labour Organisation said in 2020: ‘Uncontrolled climate impacts will cause
damage to infrastructure, disrupt business activities and destroy jobs and livelihoods on an
unprecedented scale. On the other hand, the transition to low-carbon, environmentally
sustainable economies and societies could become a strong driver of employment creation,
skills upgrading, social justice and poverty eradication … There is growing evidence that such
employment creation potential will offset the risk of job losses.’

In November 2021, the South Africa Presidency announced a partnership with the
governments of France, Germany, the United Kingdom, the United States and the European
Union, to support such a transition. The countries in this partnership declared they would
raise $8.5bn over the following three to five years to support the transition, boosting
investment, growth and jobs by developing new sectors such as electric vehicles and green
hydrogen.
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Climate change may not bring the global economy to its knees in the next few decades, but
every year of continued carbon emissions locks in ever greater future damage.

Renewables with storage can deliver a stable electricity supply for South Africa

‘First and foremost, we must triple the speed of the shift to renewable energy. That
means moving investments and subsidies from fossil fuels to renewables – now. In most
cases, renewables are already far cheaper. It means governments ending the funding of
coal, not just abroad, but at home.’ – UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres

There is a common misconception that fossil fuels cannot be entirely replaced as a source of
electricity and energy (e.g. industrial heat) that South Africa and other countries need due to
limited storage capacity..

This is incorrect. Many scientists and energy experts believe it is feasible for countries to
replace their fossil-fuel dependent electricity and energy systems with renewable energy
sources.

UCT researcher Hilton Trollip told the Mail and Guardian in July 2022 that models have proven
that large-scale renewable power is the core of the solution for South Africa, and the country
is “quite capable of implementing it.”

The efficiency of modern energy storage capacity was demonstrated by the grid-scale Tesla
battery deployed at the Hornsdale Power Reserve in South Australia in 2017, which helped
lower some prices in South Australia’s wholesale electricity market by 90 per cent. These cost
benefits were passed on to consumers.

In the US, similar utility-scale battery storage facilities are being built at a pace that exceeds
even the growth rate of the solar energy boom, with the US Energy Information
Administration projecting 20.8 GW of battery storage capacity to be added from 2023 to 2025.

These developments show how renewable energy is in most instances cheaper and more
practical than dirty fuel sources such as coal, oil and gas; and would be the quickest way of
addressing South Africa’s energy shortfall.

Eskom intends to close most of its coal-fired power plants by 2050, and replace these with
renewable energy plants. Outgoing Eskom CEO Andre de Ruyter has said that the
partnership with the US, EU and several countries will help it to achieve these aims. While this
is a positive step, it is still not enough to reduce emissions at the rate required by the Paris
climate agreement.

A report produced by Meridian Economics in June 2022 showed that just 5GW of additional
wind and solar capacity – equivalent to two of SA’s renewable energy bidding rounds – would
have allowed Eskom to eliminate 96.5% of load shedding in 2021.

There is a substantial expert consensus that all the world’s energy needs – electricity,
transport, heating and industrial processes – can ultimately be met using renewable energy
technology.

Rethinking baseload: Not big power stations, but the minimum power the grid
can supply

The old definition of baseload power use was “the steady, on-all-the-time electricity
generators that supply the constant on-all-the-time base electricity demand”.

Two parallel trends in South Africa force a re-think of the “baseload” concept.

Firstly, our coal fleet is now so unreliable that it is questionable whether the term “baseload”

8

https://www.un.org/press/en/2022/sgsm21228.doc.htm
https://www.sciencealert.com/these-climate-experts-say-100-renewable-energy-is-completely-feasible-for-entire-countries
https://mg.co.za/environment/2022-07-08-civil-society-groups-call-on-mantashe-for-new-renewable-energy-to-be-built-immediately-to-address-energy-crisis/
https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2021-06-30-eskom-seeks-r140bn-for-shift-to-renewable-energy/
https://meridianeconomics.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Resolving-Load-Shedding-Part-A-2021-analysis-01.pdf
https://gizmodo.com/could-the-world-ever-run-entirely-on-renewable-energy-1846619089
https://stockhead.com.au/resources/heres-how-new-technology-could-remove-a-major-road-block-for-green-steel/
https://ecos.csiro.au/baseload-power/


is still an appropriate description for these facilities. The Koeberg Nuclear Plant, which
historically had a good track record, is now suffering “mishandling of the Koeberg life
extension project [that] raises serious questions about the capacity of South Africa’s nuclear
sector.”

Secondly, the emergence and deployment of renewable energy and storage technology has
led to a new definition of baseload: the ability of the electrical grid taken as a whole to supply
a minimum and reliable amount of energy.

To put it another way, baseload used to be provided by a few big power stations. These days,
it is best seen as an emergent function of a diverse and decentralised grid.

Of course, individual wind and solar facilities are intermittent, as fossil fuel advocates often
point out, but when combined over a large geographical area, different renewable energy
facilities complement each other, and can provide a more flexible, reliable and cost-effective
response to real-time demand than can a few large power stations.

Which path would cost more – a transition to renewables, or business as usual?
The evidence of cost benefits and for the overall advantages of the transition to renewables is
growing fast.

Ignoring the impacts of climate change may cost the global economy 25% of gross domestic
product over the next couple of decades, said Philipp Hildebrand, the vice-chairman of
BlackRock Inc, the world’s biggest asset manager. .

Thinktank CarbonTracker advises that, ‘A rapid energy transition would likely mean a net
capital saving of over $5 trillion relative to business as usual, without even considering the
costs of climate change, more extreme weather events and pollution.’

Far from being a brake on economic development and human well-being, the switch away
from fossil fuels is proving to be beneficial to societies in a multitude of ways, including
reduced air and water pollution, reduced economic instability, reduced conflict, reduced
corruption and reduced mortality.

Climate journalism

Climate journalism: The challenge in South Africa
Climate change poses some problems for South African journalists. It is probably a phrase so
familiar to many, that seeing it yet again immediately reduces interest; and yet few people
fully understand it.
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The available evidence3 suggests that while public awareness of the phrase ‘climate change’
is high in South Africa, proper understanding of the nature and seriousness of the problem is
in fact extremely low. Most South Africans do not really know what climate change is, or just
how much of a threat it poses. Amongst formally educated people, misinformation and
denial is still rife.

Some good editorial practices for climate journalism

● Foregrounding the background: Climate change is a pervasive and usually
slow-moving story by news standards. The issue demands careful and deliberate
attention to what may often read like niche science stories – because these ‘niche’
science stories have massive implications. Editors and journalists must now train
themselves to hunt for climate news and actively and routinely push it into the
mainstream.

● Integrate climate coverage everywhere: Even publications that publish solid articles
on climate all too often silo them into environmental sections. Climate reporting
should rather be integrated into mainstream news and business reporting wherever
possible. Note that the BBC now includes ‘climate’ as a leading news section label.

● Terminology: The term climate change should often be replaced by the terms
‘climate breakdown’ or ‘climate crisis’ or ‘climate emergency’, to more accurately
reflect the nature of the geophysical changes being imposed on Earth systems. This is
now standard practice for The Guardian and many other publications abroad. ‘Climate
change’ can be a misleadingly neutral-sounding term for an unwanted phenomenon.
‘Global warming’, the phenomenon causing the climate crisis, is now more accurately
referred to as ‘global heating’.

● Natural disaster reporting: Any reporting of natural disasters should include scientific
analysis of the extent, if any, of the influence of global heating/climate change. If this is
unknown, it is now always reasonable to say something along the lines of ‘the precise

3 There is, unfortunately, abundant evidence of poor public understanding of climate change in South Africa. For example:
A. ‘Most South Africans are aware of the phenomenon of global climate change but their understanding of the science is patchy...

Many South Africans use climate change as an umbrella term to refer to [environmental] destruction... Many South Africans do
not see climate change as having any special relevance to South Africa or the rest of the African continent... They are less aware
of the potentially far-reaching social and economic consequences... citizens express reluctance to moderate their lifestyles to
reduce carbon emissions, especially as they see little government or private sector leadership on the issue... While many South
Africans are aware of climate change, they see it as a remote threat and are yet to realise the dramatic impact it could have on
their livelihoods in the future... Some also see changes in the weather as the will of God.’ ( Lucy Neville, Emily LeRoux-Rutledge
and Anna Godfrey (2010, January). South Africa Talks Climate: The public understanding of climate change. BBC Media Action.
DOI:10.13140/RG.2.1.2431.2807.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281861207_South_Africa_Talks_Climate_The_public_understanding_of_climate_chang
e)

B. More recent research by the HSRC (SA Social Attitudes Survey 2021) found that only 20% of South Africans understand that the
climate crisis is caused by human actions. 44% of South Africans are effectively climate change denialists: 16% believe that
climate change is not happening, while 28% believe that it is a completely natural phenomenon.
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/13/global-heating-more-accurate-to-describe-risks-to-planet-says-key-scientist
https://www.carbonbrief.org/mapped-how-climate-change-affects-extreme-weather-around-the-world/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281861207_South_Africa_Talks_Climate_The_public_understanding_of_climate_change
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281861207_South_Africa_Talks_Climate_The_public_understanding_of_climate_change


impact of human activity on this event is not known, but climate breakdown caused
by humanity’s greenhouse gas emissions is increasing rates of natural disasters
around the world.’

● Fossil fuel industry reporting: All reporting on the fossil fuel industry should mention
three key points of context: 1) that emissions from fossil fuels are contributing to
dangerous global heating, 2) that this is now considered a matter of ‘unequivocal’ fact
by the overwhelming majority of scientists, and 3) that an extremely rapid transition
away from fossil fuels is now considered to be technically possible, financially viable
and absolutely essential for all regions on Earth.

● Integrating climate context into weather reporting: The current average global
temperature increase, regional temperature increase and atmospheric carbon
concentration should be published alongside weather reports.

● Integrating climate context into market reporting: The current average global
temperature increase, regional temperature increase and atmospheric carbon
concentration should be published alongside market updates on exchange rates and
commodity prices.

● Climate in every beat: This article, ‘How the weather took over everything’, from the
Guardian, outlines further ideas for how climate journalism can be embedded in every
beat rather than being stuck in its own niche.

Climate journalism best practice: Case study: The Guardian

● 2015: The Guardian Media Group divested from fossil fuels: ‘It is a hard-nosed business
decision, but it is influenced by the values of our organisation. It is a holistic decision
taking into account all of those things.’

● In 2019, the Guardian updated its style guide ‘to introduce terms that more accurately
describe the environmental crises facing the world’... instead of “climate change” the
preferred terms are “climate emergency, crisis or breakdown” and “global heating” is
favoured over “global warming”, although the original terms are not banned.’

● 2019: Guardian editor Katharine Viner pledges to ‘give the climate crisis the attention it
deserves’.

● 2020: The Guardian bans advertising from fossil fuel companies.
● 2021: The media group renews its climate pledge.
● 2021: It supports Covering Climate Now, an initiative founded in 2019 by Columbia

Journalism Review and the Nation, with the Guardian as the lead partner, to address
the urgent need for stronger climate coverage. (Subscribe to the Covering Climate
Now newsletter for journalists here; see some best practice tips here.)

Media climate errors: How the SA media sometimes misreports the climate crisis
SA media coverage of the climate crisis has improved notably in recent years. Outright
denialism is now rarely if ever given a platform, and overall coverage is improving. However,
there remains much scope for improvement:

● Missing the biggest story of our time: The SA media, as a whole, still does not give
audiences a full view of the extent and severity of the climate crisis. This problem has
been described in-depth by Professor Steven Friedman.

● Failing to properly scrutinise the claims of fossil fuel companies that they are
working for the good of society and aim to end their contributions to climate change.
Fossil fuel companies have a very long and dark history of creating doubt and
confusion on climate issues.

● Insufficient reporting on climate change: XR captures this problem with their
demand for ‘climate news every day’.

● Omitting crucial climate context: Reporting on the fossil fuel industry usually omits
the climate context. But we believe it’s now highly irresponsible and a breach of press
codes for any story on coal, gas or oil to omit explaining the human, climate and
environmental damage that would inevitably result from these activities.
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https://www.ted.com/talks/yuval_noah_harari_the_actual_cost_of_preventing_climate_breakdown?language=en
https://www.theguardian.com/membership/2021/oct/25/were-all-climate-journalists-now-how-the-weather-took-over-everything
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/apr/01/guardian-media-group-to-divest-its-800m-fund-from-fossil-fuels
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/oct/16/today-we-pledge-to-give-the-climate-crisis-the-attention-it-demands
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/jan/29/guardian-to-ban-advertising-from-fossil-fuel-firms-climate-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/25/the-guardians-climate-pledge
https://coveringclimatenow.org/climate-beat/
https://coveringclimatenow.org/newsletter/
https://coveringclimatenow.org/resource/climate-reporting-best-practices/
https://www.newframe.com/mainstream-media-ignore-the-end-of-the-world/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/18/the-forgotten-oil-ads-that-told-us-climate-change-was-nothing
https://twitter.com/CtxRebellion/status/1519720304247033857


● Economic inaccuracy: Reporting on the fossil fuel industry invariably focuses on the
jobs and profit opportunities for a select number of people, but omits to account for
the greater economic destruction caused by emissions.

● Siloed coverage: Even when publishing otherwise excellent articles on climate
change, these tend to be stuck away in the ‘environment section’ and do not make it
to the top of home and front pages.

● False ‘balance’ in reporting: This is less of a problem than it used to be, but news
outlets have at times resorted to ‘balancing’ climate facts with opinions from sceptics.
This is akin to ‘balancing’ HIV science with the opinions of HIV deniers. News outlets in
US and Europe now have guidelines that when there is overwhelming evidence on a
matter, there is no need to cite lone voices saying otherwise.

Who to interview
For accurate scientific information and a proper understanding of the social and human
rights dimensions of climate issues, please prioritise (see tables with contact details in section
below):

● Climate scientists
● Non-profit organisations
● Economists who are climate-competent
● People in affected communities

The views of business and government are important but need to be contextualised by
human rights, science and community perspectives from reputable sources.

Please see the links at the end of this guide for a list of contacts for interviews.

The deeper stories: Underlying causes of and solutions for climate change
‘The solutions are clear. Inclusive and green economies, prosperity, cleaner air and
better health are possible for all if we respond to this crisis with solidarity and
courage.’
– UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres, 18 July 2018

The problem Popular solutions
(Sometimes
insufficient,
misguided or
misleading)

Further solutions

Fossil
fuel-dominated
energy system

- Corporate-owned
renewable energy
technology
(insufficient)
- Net-zero targets
(insufficient and
misleading)
- Carbon tax
(insufficient)

- Eliminating fossil fuels entirely,
moving to zero-greenhouse gas
industrial and agricultural economies
- Sustainable agriculture
- Circular economy
- Municipal and community-owned
renewable energy and microgrids
(also an alternative to gas peakers)
- For a comprehensive catalogue of
impact-ranked climate solutions,
please see Project Drawdown.

Extractive
agricultural
model that
degrades
forests and soils,

- Reduction of
chemical
dependence

- Regenerative agriculture
- Permaculture (integrating
regenerative agriculture with human
systems)
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https://fair.org/home/journalistic-balance-as-global-warming-bias/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/mar/03/global-oil-companies-have-committed-to-net-zero-emissions-its-a-sham
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/topics/circular-economy-introduction/overview
https://clean-coalition.org/community-microgrid-alternatives-to-gas-peaker-plants/
https://drawdown.org/
https://www.regenagsa.org.za
https://www.thestar.com.my/lifestyle/living/2022/07/17/sustainable-gardens-why-permaculture-makes-so-much-sense
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327568666_Permaculture-Scientific_Evidence_of_Principles_for_the_Agroecological_Design_of_Farming_Systems


relies on
intensive fossil
fuel inputs,
exploits people.

- Organic
agriculture
(insufficient)
- Conservation
(focus on animals
often excludes
humans)
- Veganism (good
but insufficient and
potentially harmful
for health and for
environments
where vegan
substitutes can
have a higher
impact, for example
on water extraction-
e.g. almond milk)

- Indigenous and community
stewardship of carbon sinks like
forests and peatlands, and nature
reserves
- Agroecology

Toxic social
dynamics that
marginalise
‘environmental’
issues: war,
poverty, gender
inequality,
colonialism,
dispossession,
extractivism.

- Elite feminism
- Corporate social
investment
- Philanthropy

- Deeper democracy and social
agency
- Demilitarisation
- Inclusive feminism
- Ending poverty drivers through
building inclusive institutions
- Basic Income Grants or universal
basic income.
- Common cause
- Renewed perception of
interconnection
- Embracing diversity
- Imaginative empathy

- Tattered
democracies
that (amongst
many other
failings) cannot
effectively
regulate GHG
emissions.
- Autocratic
petrostates

- Populism
- Authoritarianism
- Cynicism

Democratic renewal:
- Political pluralism
- Accurate news and information
- Representative electoral systems
- Ending elite dominance of politics
via big money.
- Transparency
- Inclusive institutions
- Recognised autonomy of indigenous
peoples

Profit-led
financial
services sector
with excessively
short risk
horizons (3-5
years) that do
not price in
probable
long-term
catastrophic
risks.

- ESG investment
(insufficient)
- Focus on
emissions

- Renewal of robust government-led
regulation of financial services.
- Ethical investment and divestment
that goes beyond inscrutable
reweighting of ESG risk to
withdrawing investment completely
from especially harmful sectors: fossil
fuels, tobacco, human rights abusers.
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https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200211-why-the-vegan-diet-is-not-always-green
https://www.iucn.org/content/indigenous-peoples-and-redd-plus
https://www.ipacc.org.za
https://www.ipacc.org.za
https://www.thegef.org/newsroom/feature-stories/working-together-conserve-irreplaceable-peat-forests-borneo
https://www.agroecology-europe.org/the-13-principles-of-agroecology/
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/politics/a22717725/what-is-toxic-white-feminism/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/problem-with-corporate-social-responsibility/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/problem-with-corporate-social-responsibility/
https://fossilfreesa.org.za/our-campaigns-2/sa-philanthropies-divest/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/jul/06/power-wealthy-earth-politics-democracy-plutocracy
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/explainer/2022/02/explainer-how-gender-inequality-and-climate-change-are-interconnected
https://www.amazon.com/Balance-Universal-Income-Africa-Beyond-ebook/dp/B09K4YDW1B
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-12-13-a-basic-income-grant-in-south-africa-will-help-combat-poverty-but-wont-do-much-to-create-jobs-expert-panel-report/
https://mg.co.za/opinion/2022-06-17-basic-income-grant-can-stimulate-south-africas-economy/#:~:text=With%20a%20GDP%20growth%20target,would%20be%20affordable%20and%20sustainable.
https://www.thebalance.com/universal-basic-income-4160668
https://www.thebalance.com/universal-basic-income-4160668
https://commoncausefoundation.org
https://theconversation.com/virtual-reality-may-help-us-develop-empathy-for-oceans-and-marine-life-168172
https://www.thisismatter.com/insights/russias-war-in-ukraine-exposes-the-esg-industry-as-reactive-not-proactive
https://fossilfreesa.org.za/


Dominant
global culture
of extractivism:
abuse of
people, animals,
land and
biodiversity for
profit

- Technological fixes
for technological
problems.
- Corporate social
investment
- Philanthropy

- Restorative economy: moving from
managing ecosystem decline to
rebuilding and enhancing
ecosystems; and
- Comprehensive social investment in
food security, health, housing,
education and culture.

Media
dominated by:
- Short-termism
- Corporate PR
- Personality
reporting
- Advertiser
norms and
priorities
- Social media
trends

- Media regulation
and diversity of
voices
- Regulation of
social media giants

- Ethical advertising and PR industry.
- Media ethics and education
- Institutionalising non-financial
indicators.
- Fighting fake news
- Media diversity

Indiscriminate
economic
growth

- Green growth
- Smart growth

- Post-growth (economics focused on
human needs, not hedonism)
- Degrowth (allowing destructive
areas of economy to decline)

Excessive
resource use

- Population control
- Minimalism

- Rebuilding economic equality
through deeper democracy and
democratic regulation
- Making ‘sufficiency’ a pillar of
economic decision-making.
- Circular economy
- Post-growth mindset
- ‘Doughnut economics’ that
prioritises real social and
environmental needs over crack
consumerism.

Individual
over-consumpti
on

- Recycling (often a
front for plastic
industry failures)
- Electric cars
(needed, but often
too
resource-intensive
and distract from
cycling, public
transport, walkable
cities)
- Green gadgets

- Less driving, flying and meat-eating
- Free public transport
- Decent cycling infrastructure
- Walkable cities
- Sustainable housing
- Robust food sector regulation to
reassert interests of citizens and
public health over industry.
- Right-to-repair / ending built-in
obsolescence

Climate journalism resources
● Covering Climate Now provides a wealth of resources for journalists world-wide.
● GIJN’s Guide to Investigating Sea Level Rise
● World Weather Attribution: Reporting extreme weather and climate change: A guide

for journalists
● Carbon Brief: An extremely detailed and authoritative guide to the latest information

on climate change
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https://cleancreatives.org/southafrica
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/28/fact-from-fiction-finlands-new-lessons-in-combating-fake-news
https://lorenzofioramonti.org/books/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/joshuacohen/2018/10/15/measuring-well-being-its-more-than-gdp/?sh=6ec24acb4eaa
https://theconversation.com/degrowth-why-some-economists-think-abandoning-growth-is-the-only-way-to-save-the-planet-podcast-170748
https://phys.org/news/2020-01-issue-population.html
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/more-than-just-sdg-12-how-circular-economy-can-bring-holistic-wellbeing/
https://www.postgrowth.org/about-post-growth-economics
https://www.kateraworth.com/
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/11/897692090/how-big-oil-misled-the-public-into-believing-plastic-would-be-recycled
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/11/897692090/how-big-oil-misled-the-public-into-believing-plastic-would-be-recycled
https://www.inverse.com/culture/free-public-transportation-scientific-studies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_to_repair
https://coveringclimatenow.org/
https://gijn.org/2022/07/13/gijns-guide-to-investigating-sea-level-rise/
https://www.worldweatherattribution.org/reporting-extreme-weather-and-climate-change-a-guide-for-journalists/
https://www.worldweatherattribution.org/reporting-extreme-weather-and-climate-change-a-guide-for-journalists/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/


● The CDP, a not-for-profit charity that runs the global disclosure system for investors,
companies, cities, states and regions.

● Climate Action Tracker: Tracks the gap between countries’ claimed commitments to
greenhouse gas emissions reductions and their actual actions.

● SA government: South Africa's Second National Climate Change Report
● UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
● UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
● UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 2022 report
● Africa chapter (Chapter 9) of the latest IPCC report
● Fossil Free SA guide to climate change and South Africa
● Climate Visuals: A climate photography resource that is science-based and

impact-focused
●

Reliable general news sources on climate change
● The Guardian
● New York Times
● Vox
● Think Progress
● New Scientist
● Nature
● BBC News
● National Geographic
● Scientific American

Reputable specialised climate news and resources
● Climate Home News
● Climate Crisis Advisory Committee
● NASA
● Climate Central
● Centre for Climate and Energy Solutions
● Climate Reality Project
● Union of Concerned Scientists
● Worldwatch Institute
● Communicating Climate Risk: A Toolkit
● Voices from the Frontlines

Learning through play and literature
Climate scientists have collaborated on games and stories enabling us to understand the
present better and experience various climate futures:

● Game: Survive the Century
● The Climate Game: Can you reach Net Zero?
● More climate games
● For examples of how climate change affects families and communities across the

world, read this comic aimed at high schools produced by the African Climate and
Development Initiative at UCT.

Resolving confusion
If you’re ever confused about a particular climate change issue, start here (or ask us):

● Skeptical Science is a site hosting a systematic takedown of all the false arguments
and misconceptions used by deniers to muddy the waters on climate change.

● Desmogblog is dedicated to ‘clearing the PR pollution that clouds climate science’; it
is an ongoing exposé of the efforts of some leading fossil fuel companies to create
confusion about the nature of climate change.
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https://www.cdp.net/en
https://climateactiontracker.org
https://www.dffe.gov.za/otherdocuments/reports/southafricas_secondnational_climatechange
https://unfccc.int/
https://www.ipcc.ch/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-working-group-ii/#:~:text=The%20IPCC%20has%20finalized%20the,55th%20Session%20of%20the%20IPCC.
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_Chapter09.pdf
https://fossilfreesa.org.za/climate-change-and-south-africa/
https://climatevisuals.org
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-change
https://www.nytimes.com/section/climate
https://www.vox.com/climate-change
https://thinkprogress.org/climate/
https://www.newscientist.com/article-topic/climate-change/
https://www.nature.com/nclimate/
https://www.bbc.com/news/science_and_environment
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/climate-change/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/sustainability/
https://www.climatechangenews.com/
https://www.ccag.earth
https://climate.nasa.gov/
https://www.climatecentral.org/
https://www.c2es.org/
https://www.climaterealityproject.org/
https://www.ucsusa.org/global-warming
http://www.worldwatch.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yD_VWtI4MdsCH4Yh104mW7f2f4XrjVIu/view
https://africa.climatemobility.org
https://survivethecentury.net/
https://ig.ft.com/climate-game/
https://www.climatecentre.org/priority_areas/innovation/innovation_tools/climate-games/
http://www.acdi.uct.ac.za/comic-everyday-stories-of-climate-change
https://www.skepticalscience.com/
https://www.desmogblog.com/
https://www.bbc.com/news/stories-53640382


● Real Climate is home to discussions amongst practising climate scientists. Extremely
technical at times, but interesting if you have the time.

How fossil fuel companies have worked to delay climate action
● The Guardian: ‘The forgotten oil ads that told us climate change was nothing’
● BBC: ‘The audacious PR plot that seeded doubt about climate change’

Getting comment: NPOs and CBOs addressing climate issues
If you are suitably qualified, you are welcome to send us your details, or email us, and we will
consider adding you to the lists below.

Organisation Name Context Contact email

350 Africa

Grassroots action
for rapid
decarbonisation
and climate justice.

African Climate
Alliance Youth

Centre for
Environmental
Rights

Activist lawyers,
environmental
rights

lbalendran@cer.
org.za

Climate Justice
Coalition

Electricity system
transition, just
transition

Climate Justice
Charter
Movement

Deep social
transformation for a
just and sustainable
SA

cjcm@mweb.co.
za

Earthlife Africa

Extinction
Rebellion Direct action cassi@extinction

rebellion.org.za

Fossil Free South
Africa David Le Page Fossil fuel

divestment, ESG
david@fossilfrees
a.org.za

Green Connection

Greenpeace Africa

groundWork
Community
impacts, just
transition

Just Share Shareholder
engagement, ESG

MACUA Mining-affected
communities

info@macua.org.
za
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http://www.realclimate.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/18/the-forgotten-oil-ads-that-told-us-climate-change-was-nothing
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-62225696
https://350africa.org/
https://africanclimatealliance.org/
https://africanclimatealliance.org/
https://cer.org.za/
https://cer.org.za/
https://cer.org.za/
https://350africa.org/the-climate-justice-coalition/
https://350africa.org/the-climate-justice-coalition/
https://cjcm.org.za/
https://cjcm.org.za/
https://cjcm.org.za/
https://earthlife.org.za/
https://rebellion.global/
https://rebellion.global/
https://fossilfreesa.org.za/
https://fossilfreesa.org.za/
https://thegreenconnection.org.za/
https://www.greenpeace.org/africa/en/
https://www.groundwork.org.za/
https://justshare.org.za/
https://macua.org.za/


Natural Justice
Africa-wide legal
empowerment
NGO

Oceans Not Oil

Offshore
exploration,
impacts on marine
life.

Project 90 by 2030

SA Climate Action
Network

International
climate
negotiations, just
transition

SAFCEI
Faith-based
responses to
climate crisis

SDCEA

Community and
health impacts of
extractive industries
in Durban/KZN

Sustaining the
Wild Coast

Treasure the
Karoo Action
Group (TKAG)

Fracking

Trade and
Industrial Policy
Strategies

Renewable energy,
just transition

WWF South Africa

‘world's leading
independent
conservation
organisation’

Getting comment: SA climate scientists

Affiliation Name Special context, ie,
just transition

Contact email

University of Cape Town

Climate System
Analysis Group
(CSAG), UCT

Peter
Johnston

Science,
impacts-agriculture
/water

peter@csag.uct.ac.z
a

ACDI Michelle
Blanckenberg

Coordinating hub
for climate and
development

michelle.blanckenb
erg@uct.ac.za
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https://naturaljustice.org
https://oceansnotoil.org/
https://90by2030.org.za/
https://sacan.africa/
https://sacan.africa/
https://safcei.org/
https://sdcea.co.za/
https://swc.org.za
https://swc.org.za
https://www.treasurethekaroo.co.za
https://www.treasurethekaroo.co.za
https://www.treasurethekaroo.co.za
https://tips.org.za/contact-us
https://tips.org.za/contact-us
https://tips.org.za/contact-us
https://www.wwf.org.za/our_people/get_in_touch/


research at UCT,
with an in-house list
of expertise across
UCT that journalists
can draw on

Climate Risk Lab,
African Climate
and
Development
Initiative (ACDI),
UCT

Actionable research
on climate change
risks

Contact form

University of Witwatersrand

Global Change
Institute, Wits

Francois
Engelbrecht,
Coleen Vogel

Expertise on
physical climate
science base,
regional climate
models as well as
adaptation and
disaster risk
reduction

Francois.Engelbrech
t@wits.ac.za

Coleen.Vogel@wits.
ac.za

laura.pereira@wits.a
c.za

Getting comment: Economists and finance experts with climate expertise

Affiliation Name Special context, ie,
just transition

Contact email

African Centre for
Cities, UCT

Anton
Cartwright

Interface of
development and
ecological
economics, IPCC
lead author

anton@econolog
ic.co.za

Jeremy
Wakeford

Inclusive green
economies; energy
and resources and
associated
transitions;
sustainable
development (incl.
SDGs);
energy-food-water
nexus and
resilience; impact
investing in private
markets; especially
in developing and
emerging
economies.

jjwakeford@gmai
l.com

Efficient Group Diaan Janse
Van Rensburg

ESG trends in
finance and SA

diaan@naviga.co.
za
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https://climaterisklab.com
https://climaterisklab.com/contact/
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mailto:Coleen.Vogel@wits.ac.za


collective
investments

Getting comment: Renewable energy and the energy transition

Affiliation Name Special context Contact email

Fossil fuel divestment

Divestment: Why fossil fuel divestment is important
Divestment refers to the switching of investments away from the fossil fuel industry and into
restorative, clean-energy funds. It is one of six key ‘nudges’ identified by scientists that could
help tip humanity towards rapid decarbonisation.

It is based on the premise that investments in fossil fuels are not only funding a climate
catastrophe but are also no longer smart, due to the falling price of renewable energy and
global commitments to reduce emissions, and continued inadequate investment in climate
solutions.

As noted above, ‘There can be no new fossil fuel infrastructure … We cannot afford to lock in
the use of fossil fuels,’ said the group of the Least Developed Countries in international
climate negotiations .

Fossil fuels are a finite resource. They are often increasingly costly to find and extract, and
they will run out. Even if the full exploitation of this resource did not amount to being a
fundamental threat to global society, replacements for fossil fuels will be needed within
decades.

If global society succeeds in winning the battle for the adequate regulation of carbon
emissions – and this regulation is likely to occur at some point as the climate emergency
intensifies – then trillions of dollars of investment in fossil fuel companies and infrastructure
could become ‘stranded assets’ that, overnight, are no longer able to generate a return on
investment.

Fossil fuel companies have very systematically undermined climate action for decades, so
direct challenges to their power are vital.

Divestment in South Africa
The South African divestment movement is part of a global movement originally inspired by
350.org, which now spans more than 1500 institutions worth more than $40 trillion.
Institutions which have divested from fossil fuels include churches, philanthropies, retirement
funds, universities including Oxford, Cambridge, Yale and Harvard and Cape Town, and cities
including New York, London, Paris, Melbourne, Cape Town and eThekwini.

The South African movement is not as advanced as that in some other countries, but
important progress has been made. The cities of Cape Town and Durban have committed to
divestment, and in March 2022, Africa’s top-rated university, the University of Cape Town,
resolved to divest from fossil fuels, after lobbying from Fossil Free South Africa and the Green
Campus Initiative, supported by the late Archbishop Desmond Tutu. Fossil Free SA will soon
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https://www.pnas.org/content/117/5/2354
https://twitter.com/LDCChairUNFCCC/status/1511010947636215808
https://mahb.stanford.edu/library-item/fossil-fuels-run/
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/global-warmings-terrifying-new-math-188550/
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https://divestmentdatabase.org


be publishing its first annual survey of divesting South Africa institutions.

‘People of conscience need to break their ties with corporations financing the
injustice of climate change.’ – Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 2014

Divestment: Frequently asked questions

Fossil Free South Africa – FAQ on fossil fuel divestment.

Fossil fuel divestment resources
● Global Divestment Database: Lists and tracks the over 1500 institutions, from cities to

whole countries, that have made substantial commitments to fossil fuel divestment
● Fossil Free SA
● Go Fossil Free: Global resource for divestment campaigners
● FFSA guide to myths about divestment and the energy transition.
● BBC: How the oil industry made us doubt climate change
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