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From the Smoke Stack
by groundWork Director, Bobby Peek
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Dear Friends

This final quarter of 2019 has been a challenging 
one for us. As I write this we are all packing up 
our stuff and moving out of the groundWork 
House, which has been our home since 2007. We 
are leaving after three burglaries in October, which 
brought the tally to four in one year. It is a sad time 
for us. We have spent twelve years in this house, 
and many people have spent time here and shaped 
the future of groundWork and environmental 
justice in South Africa and indeed globally.

As we plan our move, we also have to say good-
bye to Luqman. He will be moving with his wife 
Zainab and their two bundles of joy to become 
Edmontonians, in Alberta, Canada. Zainab will be 
working for the provincial government. But Luqman 
does not get to vanish so suddenly. We would never 
allow that. He will be away on his sabbatical, due 
to him after six years of building the Global Green 
and Healthy Hospital campaign across Africa, from 
December to mid-March. During this time all the 
groundWorkers will divvy up his work. Upon his 
return he will be with us for another three months 
till mid-June – working remotely from Canada – 
while we induct a new campaigner to fill his very 
large boots. We are very saddened by this sudden 
news, but we know that the foundation he has 
built will stand us in good stead going forward. We 
will not say any farewells now; we leave this till a 
later newsletter.

While we lose Luqman, we have also had the 
opportunity to bring on board new staff. Lorraine 
Chiponda joined the groundWork team in October, 
as the African Coal Coordinator. While employed 
by groundWork, her mandate is from a working 
group of organizations across the African continent 
who are championing a move away from coal – and 

other fossil fuels – to a coal phase out and a Just 
Transition. groundWork works with 350.org, Friends 
of the Earth International, Justiça Ambiental, the 
International Trade Union Confederation - Africa, 
Oilchange, the Pan African Climate Justice Alliance 
and WoMin in guiding Lorraine’s work as she 
attempts to thread and connect African resistance 
to coal on the continent.

Lorraine has spent time with our ally in the coal 
struggle – Natural Justice – who has assisted on the 
Save Lamu campaign, so she comes in prepared. 
Her first assignment was joining the Save Lamu 
campaigners who visited South Africa in October 
to witness the damage coal has done to the 
Mpumalanga province, and to meet with South 
African organizations challenging coal and planning 
life after coal. Lorraine is based out of the Centre 
for Natural Resource Governance, in Harare, 
Zimbabwe. So for a period of time next year we 
are going to have Luqman in Canada, Lorraine in 
Zimbabwe joining the three spaces groundWork 
finds itself in South Africa: Pietermaritzburg, 
Durban and Middelburg. Having people in various 
spaces does present a challenge to groundWork, 
as we have always sought to have a strong central 
core around which we have coalesced. But hey, the 
world is changing.

We are also very excited to announce that Avena 
Bhika will join groundWork as our Climate and 
Energy Justice campaigner. Avena has a distant 
history with the environmental justice movement. 
Between 2002 and 2004 she worked for our 
longtime partner, the South Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance, as their coordinator, where 
she spent time challenging Shell and building 
relationships between south Durban and Danish 
civil society challenging the oil industry. In the time 
since then, she has done farming using the concepts 
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of agro-ecology, and then recently working as a 
consultant doing environmental compliance work 
within the mining sector. We are excited to have 
her join us with her experience. Since we live in a 
world were climate change is an emergency, her 
knowledge of agro-ecology and food systems will 
be of benefit to us as we work on a Just Transition.

So, as you can see, lots of changes in groundWork. 
In the new year we will seek to find a replacement 
for Luqman, and we also have to do a hire for a 
regional facilitator for Friends of the Earth Africa 
and coordinator for our Environmental Justice 
School. This is going to be a 50/50 job share. We 
have chosen to support the Friends of the Earth 
Africa initiative in order that we can strengthen 
the Friends of the Earth Africa-wide Sustainability 
Schools initiative and our Environmental Justice 
School initiative in South Africa.

December is the 35th anniversary of the Bhopal 
tragedy. As we reflect upon this, we have our own 
mini Bhopal in the form of the Thor Chemical saga. 
Following on from the August warehouse fire, we 
have met with the local community and the ex-
workers to plot a way forward on this long overdue 
issue. Working together, we organized a meeting to 
get various authorities to speak to us about what is 
going on. None chose to attend. There is a blatantly 
arrogant disregard for engaging the public. The 
only glimmer of hope in this saga is that Minister 
Creecy has remained steadfast in her decision 
that the waste must leave South Africa. But in the 
meantime various ‘snake oil’ salesmen are trying 
to convince the local councilors that they have an 
in situ clean up option. In all the recent hype on 
this problem, what is still missing is government’s 
response to the worker issues. Worker justice is still 
a distant reality.

In October, the Integrated Resource Plan 2019 – 
aka the electricity plan – was finally released. On 
the day of release it was mayhem. The wrong plan 
was released and then there was a shuffle for a 
couple of hours then the ‘real’ plan was released. 
Coal is in – an increase to 1500MW – and there 

is a constraint on renewable energy (RE). The Life 
After Coal campaign – of which groundWork is a 
part, together with the Centre for Environmental 
Rights and Earthlife – and Greenpeace are planning 
to challenge this. There is a focus on the Just 
Transition in the IRP, which is a victory we must 
claim. But Minister Samson Gwede Mantashe 
clearly forgot who actually is government. Rather 
than taking control over the Just Transition, the 
Minister seemingly out sources it to the RE industry 
by stating that the current annual build limits 
on renewables (wind and PV) will be retained 
pending the finalization of a Just Transition plan. 
The question is, why does the minister think the 
RE industry must deliver on the IRP? But this is not 
unusual. Outsourcing development to the private 
sector is the usual side step government takes to 
duck out of their responsibility.

Finally, the African Ministerial Conference on the 
Environment (AMCEN) was held in Durban in 
November. Together with the ex-workers of Thor 
Chemicals, various peoples’ organizations marched 
on the venue and demanded that: our ministers do 
not sell Africa to corporate interests and the elite; 
mechanisms be developed across Africa that will 
protect those who protect the earth; leaders be bold 
and lead from an environmental justice perspective 
and ensure that Africa develops resilience to secure 
the livelihoods of the millions as climate change 
devastates the continent. It was the first such 
protest against AMCEN calling for accountability. 
Minister Creecy, the new president of AMCEN, 
referenced the memorandum from environmental 
justice organizations and promised to keep the 
issues of human rights defenders on the agenda. 
We look forward to working with AMCEN to make 
their commitment a reality.

So, it has been, as always, an exciting year with all 
the not unexpected challenges. But the work and 
the results we have achieved keep us motivated 
to continue building an environmental justice 
movement in South Africa and beyond.

Till 2020! 
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by Musa Chamane

Thor Chemicals
groundWork has been approached by the Cato 
Ridge community to come and assist them in 
making sure that the old Thor Chemicals factory, 
which contains more than 300 tons of mercury, 
be removed and the ex-workers are properly 
compensated. Thor Chemicals is a British chemical 
factory that was processing mercury in the 1980s. 
The workers were badly impacted by exposure to 
the mercury. Employees were diagnosed as being 
poisoned  and law suits followed, which compelled 
the chemical giant to pay a lot of money to the 
workers. The workers nonetheless feel that justice 
was never done. Thor closed down but it is still one 
of the biggest environmental scandals South Africa 
has ever seen. One ex-employee mentioned that 
out of 108 ex-workers, 48 have passed on. The 
cause of their deaths cannot exclude the possibility 
of the poison that they have been exposed to. 
In 1995, the Davies Commission into Thor made 
recommendations but those recommendations 

were never implemented. In the past, and since the 
fire that burned the toxic waste stockpile in August 
2019, there has been an almost complete failure 
by the relevant authorities to monitor the site to 
inform communities about what is planned to 
remediate the site, or what happened on the day of 
the fire and the effect this has had and will continue 
to have on the communities and the environment.

Alliance is driving the process
The Alliance has been formed by a group of local 
leaders from ANC, ANC youth League, SACP, 
COSATU, SAWMU, ex-Thor workers and ex-Chief 
Mlaba. This is out of concern for the community of 
Cato Ridge. They feel that they have been left in 
the dark regarding the issue of Thor and requested 
groundWork to coordinate a meeting. Different 
stakeholders during this meeting voiced what they 
think should happen and others updated young 
ones on what happened at Thor. Inkosi Mlaba, 
chief at the time of the scandals at Thor, shared 
with us about the plant for more than a quarter 

Environmental Scandal

The Thor mercury waste scandal is yet to be resolved but it is clear 
that Thor should clean up and pay up

Top left: Ex-
Thor Chemicals’ 
worker 
protesting at 
AMCEN.

Left: The 
aftermath of 
the fire at Thor 
Chemicals.

Credit: 
groundWork
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of an hour and told about the justice he has never 
seen. He also thanked the organizers of the meeting 
and he requested that we strengthen the bond so 
that this plant is held accountable once and for 
all. He even suggested that we involve British 
government because their company has messed 
up our environment. The Alliance agreed to put 
politics aside and make sure this issue is worked on 
and put to rest.

Ex-deputy minister misled the community
In the past, then Deputy Minister Mabudafatsi 
held a wider community meeting and she promised 
that the plant would be moved. Since the promise 
nothing has moved and the only thing that has 
happened is that the new minister visited the site 
in August and – within a month of her visit and 
statement that she was going to make sure that the 
mercury waste would be sent to Europe – the plant 
went up in flames, burning the mercury and thus 
releasing it into the atmosphere and further risking 
the lives of the people and the environment in the 
area. There were claims that some of the community 
people’s livestock died due to contamination.

Ex-workers are crying foul
There were five ex-workers who spoke up during 
the meeting, saying they felt betrayed by the 

South African government. A few workers were 
compensated, although they argue that it was not 
adequate, but the majority did not receive anything. 
They claimed that there is mercury in their bodies 
and that they could die anytime, considering that 
almost half of their colleagues have died and none 
of the deaths were accidents. It is believed that 
their deaths were due to historical exposure to 
mercury. The ex-workers demand justice and this 
was even echoed by a COSATU representative. 
The workers just want justice and they want full 
compensation so that they can treat themselves for 
mercury exposure.

Open meeting
The meeting resolved to hold an open meeting 
and invite relevant authorities such as the Green 
Scorpions, Department of Waste and Sanitation, 
eThekwini Metro, and Umgeni Water. None of the 
invited authorities have confirmed attendance. This 
is a disgrace because communities require answers 
from different stakeholders but these are not willing 
to come to the party. This is not putting people first 
and it is a shame that the meeting might only be 
attended by community people and not by people 
who should provide answers. 

On this page: 
Views of the 

charred remains 
of the mercury 

warehouse

Credit: 
groundWork
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Communities affected by environmental injustices 
are increasingly being visited by NGOs, academics, 
researchers and media people, who flock to these 
areas with the intention of assisting communities 
with their environmental and social justice issues. 
The Highveld, where coal mining and power 
generation wreaks havoc on the community’s 
livelihoods, health and environment, is one 
such area, particularly in the eMalehleni area in 
Mpumalanga, where there are twelve Eskom coal 
power plants and hundreds of coal mines and 
other polluting industries. The area has a dreadful 

NGO’s forging working platform in Newcastle

by Robby Mokgalaka

legacy of coal impacts. Well-meaning researchers, 
academics, NGOs and media people – both local 
and from abroad – move into the area to dig out 
information and news on the impacts of coal. This 
sometimes breeds undesirable consequences as 
community members gradually tend to feel the 
burden of giving attention to the visitors, while they 
also have to take care of their own personal lives. 
The communities are inundated with requests to 
accommodate visitors in their journey to investigate 
coal impacts.

Mining affected 
community 
in northern 
KwaZulu-Natal

Credit: 
groundWork
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NGOs also sometimes work separately within the 
same community, inadvertently overburdening the 
communities as they need their attention in the 
process of assisting them. Now, this calls for thought 
on how we work as a collective in approaching 
similar situations by applying some level of empathy 
with community members in terms of considering 
that they have other commitments in their lives.

In that vein, groundWork, through the Coal 
Campaign, decided to call upon all organizations 
working in the Newcastle area to try and coordinate 
working together in answering various calls for 
assistance from the communities. The objective 
of this move is to build a platform upon which 
organizations and the community work together 
through a joint communication system to foster 
transparency and avoid duplication of resources. 
Newcastle is the area where people were forcefully 
removed to make way for the Ikwezi coal mine, 
which led to a highly charged situation between the 
coal-affected communities and the coal mine, with 
the Department of Mineral Resources and Energy 
failing to assume a refereeing position despite calls 
to do so from the communities.

The proposed initiative of working together as 
organizations and communities started with a 
meeting held on the 18th of November 2019, 

attended by organizations such as the Church Land 
Programme, Oxfam and groundWork, together 
with various community formations based in 
Newcastle. The meeting proceeded well, with both 
organizations and communities identifying lacunas 
that need to be addressed. This led to both groups 
committing to actions in order to address the gaps.

The main aim was to start on common ground, and 
have consensus that we were all working towards 
a common desired goal or outcome. In the process, 
we also wanted to map out a working relationship 
and system that would be effective for all the 
organizations involved.

Starting this initiative in Newcastle is a test to explore 
how to make it work in order to implement similar 
approaches in other coal-affected communities 
such as Somkhele, Fuleni, Newcastle and Highveld, 
where organizations are working in the same 
community. In 2020, when the process is showing 
some signs of progress, the idea will be expanded 
to other coal-affected communities and could be 
adopted for other environmental justice issues. 
This is a good point of departure in our efforts to 
promote organizational cohesion and solidarity 
within the NGO sector and relevant communities. 

Mining affected 
community 
in northern 

KwaZulu-Natal

Credit: 
groundWork
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Envisage that you are very ill and end up in a 
hospital. Would you want to wait for hours, days, 
weeks or months before getting treatment, or you 
would want to be attended to immediately to avoid 
losing your life?

Most people would want treatment immediately 
and most doctors would treat immediately because 
they are aware of the risk of not doing so and 
because, most importantly, they have a mandate to 
prevent illness and provide care for their patients. 
This type of decision making, familiar to all health 
professionals, is what is required by all of us if we 
are to prevent catastrophic climate change, which 
has been described by a renowned medical journal 
as the biggest global health threat of the 21st 
century. Climate change is a global emergency.

In Africa, climate change impacts are already upon 
us. We have witnessed the impacts of Cyclone Idai, 
one of the most devastating tropical cyclones on 
record to affect Africa and the southern hemisphere. 
The long-lived storm caused catastrophic damage 
across three countries – Mozambique, Zimbabwe 
and Malawi – leaving more than a million people 
displaced, 1300 people confirmed dead and 
many more missing. It was followed shortly after 
by Cyclone Kenneth. Months later, people from 
affected regions are still struggling to recover from 
these disasters. Closer to home in South Africa, we 
have witnessed an extreme drought affecting seven 
provinces, including KwaZulu-Natal, Western 
Cape and Limpopo. We have also witnessed the 
changing patterns of disease that have resulted in 
malaria cases being identified among patients who 
have never travelled to malaria-endemic regions of 
Africa. We are living in an era of climate change 
emergency.

The World Health Organization (WHO) Global 
Burden of Disease Assessment estimated that almost 
one-fourth (23%) of diseases and deaths globally 
can be attributed to preventable environmental 
factors. Among these environmental factors are air 
pollution and climate change, which are directly 
interlinked with the WHO declaring air pollution a 

Healthcare and the climate emergency
by Luqman Yesufu

“global public health emergency” contributing to an 
increase in cardio-pulmonary and cerebral-vascular 
disease worldwide. We should pay attention to 
this and act right away. This was the call made by 
many of the delegates as there is so much empirical 
evidence to support that we are in an existential 
crisis at the moment. Health institutions and their 
leaders have a role to play in curbing this crisis.

groundWork has long recognized that a key 
element in response to the climate emergency 
must include health sector partnerships. On the 
7th and 8th of November 2019, groundWork and 
its international partner Health Care Without 
Harm hosted the first African region Global 
Green and Healthy Hospital  and Sustainable 
Health in Procurement Project conference. This 
gathering brought together health sector Global 
Green and Healthy Hospital members from seven 
African countries – South Africa, Ghana, Zambia, 
Madagascar, Tanzania, Nigeria and Cameroon – to 
discuss, innovate and collaborate on strategies to 
foster climate-smart and sustainable health care 
practices. These health leaders have recognized the 
enormous threat of climate change and are taking 
meaningful actions to reduce their environmental 
footprint and promote best environmental health 
practices within and outside their health institutions.

Furthermore, it was quite fascinating to observe the 
interaction and engagement amongst various health 
care professionals, which included chief executive 
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officers, doctors, nurses, engineers, architects, 
environmental health practitioners, support service 
managers, procurement directors and waste 
managers, all in one room and speaking in one voice 
by recognizing that their health provision activities 
generate significant environmental impacts both up 
and downstream. These range from service delivery 
to the use of natural resources in the products health 
systems procure and consume, and the waste they 
generate.

Even the supply chain managers in hospitals 
recognized that the major point of impact in 
health care delivery is all along the supply chain 
because the health sector purchases a broad array 
of products including chemicals, plastics, medical 
devices, energy generation technologies, laboratory 
reagents, anaesthetic gases, pharmaceuticals and 
food. The production, packaging, transportation, 
use and disposal of these products makes a 
significant contribution to climate change and 
impacts the health of people and the environment 
along this value chain. There is therefore an urgency 
to create and implement sustainable procurement 
policies at both National and provincial levels.

Finally, this gathering provided a platform for these 
health sector leaders, who consistently rank among 
the most trusted professionals globally, to become 
a beacon of hope and centre of the solution to this 
climate crisis. Professor Bob Mash, who is a family 
medicine physician by training and the head of 
family and emergency medicine at Stellenbosch 
University, said, “As a medical practitioner, the 

issue of climate change is invisible in our training, 
research and practice in South Africa, but we 
have an important voice to add to the dialogue 
of environmental justice and health. We need to 
speak out, take cognizance of our environmental 
footprint and reduce it, and then finally we need to 
be prepared for the health impacts of climate change 
when they get to our doorstep.” As part of ongoing 
Global Green and Healthy Hospital initiatives at 
Stellenbosch University, environmental stewardship 
has been introduced in all undergraduate program 
curricula. This is to ensure that medical students get 
the basics of environmental health during their pre-
service training.

Commendably, health professionals made 
commitments to play leadership roles in trans-
forming their own institutions and becomeing 
advocates for policies and practices that promote 
sound public environmental health while saving 
financial resources. This is what we need if we are 
to get to healthier spaces and work meaningfully 
for a sustainable future for years to come. 

Top right: Gill 
Addison and 
Bobby Peek 

at the GGHH/
Health Care 

Without 
Harm Africa 

conference in 
Durban 

Right: Delegates 
at the GGHH/

Health Care 
Without 

Harm Africa 
Conference 

Credit: 
groundWork
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At the beginning of the year, there was a lot of hope 
when the National Planning Commission started to 
convene consultative meetings with all stakeholders, 
business, labour, NGOs and communities around 
the Pathway to a Just Transition. It turned out to 
be an interesting process, as we have always been 
pushing for a public dialogue on a Just Transition. 
By May, the final consultation had been held and 
we waited for the final report and wondered how it 
would influence government to act.

The process was not without challenges, as we 
had minimal participation from labour unions and 
government departments. Some blamed labour 
for the delay in holding an open dialogue that 
will inform the need for urgent action. Is labour 
really delaying the Just Transition? What is the 
relationship between labour and coal financing? 
But what I want to explore is how export-import 
finance plays a role in this.

Most European countries have their own export-
import banks and these are used to finance huge 
infrastructure projects globally. The mandate of 
these banks is to create jobs for their own countries. 
The US EXIM Bank provides financing to create jobs 
for Americans, even if those jobs are in another 
country, like for instance in the financing of Medupi 
and Kusile, to keep the coal assets working to repay 
the debt.

But this is the tip of the iceberg and can always be 
traced and the funds followed. What we need to 
understand is what kind of incentives are provided 
to Multi-National Corporations (MNCs) in order 
for them to operate or sell their equipment in the 
coal sector. Most European countries have made a 
commitment to phase out coal, but in the process 
they use taxpayers’ money to subsidize MNCs 
that are operating in the coal sector. How many 
European MNCs are working in Medupi and Kusile 
and what kind of incentives are they getting in 
their countries? What kind of equipment is being 
used in the coal-fired power plants and where is it 
manufactured? Companies like Volvo, Terex, ABB, 
Babcock, Steinmuller and Hitachi are all foreign 

Delaying the Just Transition
by Thomas Mnguni

companies operating in the different coal sectors 
in the country. Are they being paid to do business 
in South Africa? What about the coal mines and 
transporting of coal? How many of the trucks are 
manufactured in South Africa? Do we own Volvo, 
Scania, Mercedes, Iveco? The answer is no, but 
how do we link them to the coal sector, and is it a 
surprise that we had the shutdown in Pretoria from 
the trucking drivers protesting against the signing 
of the twenty-seven REIPPS? Why are there more 
trucks transporting coal than there were ten years 
ago? Who supplies the earth moving equipment 
used in coal mining? It is difficult to know the 
answers, but what is clear is that EU countries, 
through the sale of their equipment, machinery and 
trucks to the mining sector and the incentives they 
provide, are delaying the Just Transition.

What are the people doing about it? This process 
of providing incentives is not only risking taxpayers’ 
money in Europe, but it also affects South African 
citizens in different ways. Our government is using 
workers’ pension money to provide guarantees 
for loans provided to state owned enterprises. 
Secondly, with regards to services, people are 
paying more for them as SOEs need to raise more 
revenue to service the debt. Therefore, it ends up 
affecting everyone. Irrespective of where you are, 
we are all subsidising the profits of MNCs. All of 
us need to call on our respective governments to 
stop incentivizing the coal industry and to put more 
resources into planning a Just Transition.

Caswel Pokwane 
showcasing 
the renewable 
energy project 
in Doornskop, 
Middleberg

Credit: 
grroundWork
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Year in and year out, environmental ministers from 
different countries on the African continent gather 
at some predetermined location on the continent to 
tackle environmental challenges faced by Africa – or 
perhaps to pretend to be doing something about it. 
The real world developments point to the fact that 
little if anything is being done to curb the current 
situation or divert what could be the biggest threat 
to our existence.

Africa has experienced the output of climate 
change at first-hand. The poorest of the poor 
have experienced the floods, water shortages, 
hunger and health risks and are the ones who have 
been impacted the most. Environmental activists 
continue to be at the receiving end of threats and 
harassment without any protection from their 
governments. The pollution of air, the abuse of 
scarce water resources and the destruction of land 
have become common practices on the continent 
under the deceitful veil of development.

The 2019 AMCEN (African Ministerial Conference 
on Environment) was hosted in Durban, South 

Africa. The conference was hosted in the same 
week that marked twenty-four years since the 
murder of Ken Saro-Wiwa and his eight colleagues – 
Baribor Bera, Saturday Dobee, Nordu Eawo, Daniel 
Gbokoo, Barinem Kiobel, John Kpuinen, Paul Levura 
and Felix Nuate – by the Nigerian government 
of Sani Abacha, for organizing resistance and 
confronting those responsible for the devastation 
of the Niger Delta by oil companies, including 
Shell. Here at home, the murder of activist Bazooka 
Radebe remains an unsolved mystery. Radebe was 
an outspoken activist against a proposed mining 
operation in Xolobeni in the Eastern Cape.

AMCEN - more talk than action
by Tsepang Molefe and Rico Euripidou

We need African leaders to walk their talk

Top right: 
An activist 

protesting at the 
AMCEN 2019 
conference in 

Durban 

Right: 
Environmental 
affairs minister 
Barbara Creecy 

and AMCEN 
president Lee 

White meeting 
the protesters

Credit: 
groundWork
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groundWork, together with Abahlali baseMjondolo, 
Amadiba Crisis Committee, Cato Ridge Community, 
South African Waste Pickers Association, South 
Durban Community Environmental Alliance, Thor 
Ex-workers and Ubunye bamaHostela, took to the 
streets of Durban to make their voices heard and 
raise concerns on a number of issues related to the 
environmental justice struggle.

Community people and people’s organizations from 
throughout Durban and KwaZulu-Natal marched 
to the conference venue to deliver a memorandum 
to the Ministers of Environment demanding that 
they protect those who protect the earth.

The march commenced from the beach front. 
Activists and ordinary citizens were in solidarity 
as they carried placards with clear messaging 
directed at the leaders who were meeting at the 
Olive Convention Centre. South Africa’s minister 
of Environmental, Forestry and Fisheries, Barbara 
Creecy, and the president of AMCEN Lee White, 
received the memorandum of grievances.

Amongst other calls, the people demanded that 
leaders develop mechanisms across Africa that will 
protect those who protect the earth. “Be bold and 

lead from an environmental justice perspective and 
ensure that Africa develops resilience to secure 
the livelihoods of millions as climate devastate the 
continent,” read the memorandum.

According to a recent report by The Guardian, 
the killings of environmental defenders globally 
have doubled in the past fifteen years and can 
be directly linked to corruption, abuse of power 
and weak laws. The year 2016 saw a record 200 
killings of people defending their land, forests and 
rivers against destructive industries. African leaders 
have failed to denounce the assassination and 
intimidation of environmental rights defenders on 
the continent. The organizations called for ministers 
to actively seek to develop legal and practical 
protection mechanisms for those defending their 
communities.

The message was clear: African governments need 
to accelerate the implementation of environmental 
reform and treat the climate crisis with a sense of 
urgency, and African leaders need to be tough in 
their act by holding big industry polluters to account 
while making sure that the rights of environmental 
defenders are recognized and protected. 

Protesting 
activists 
approaching 
the AMCEN 
gathering venue 
in Durban

credit: 
groundWork
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Chile is hosting the annual climate negotiations and 
everyone thought they were headed for Santiago.

Unfortunately, those unpredictable bodies known 
as people were on the streets. Banging pots. 
Demanding that President Piñera and his entire crew 
vacate office. The crew includes several ministers 
with a strong sense of nostalgia for the Pinochet 
dictatorship. And Piñera himself learnt a thing or 
two at that time about the economic virtues of 
taking from the poor to give to the rich. He himself 
is jolly rich. And he won’t be letting anything like 
environmental catastrophe stand in the way of any 
of his mates. So he’s buried a proposed law to ban 
mining near Chile’s melting glaciers.

Meanwhile, the sound of pots banging has become 
something of a headache. Particularly since a 
massive majority of Chilean people now want him 
gone. So he recalled another of Pinochet’s virtues, 
declared an emergency and sent in the troops and 
riot police to silence them. They too were feeling a 
little nostalgic and promptly shot tear gas bombs 
and rubber bullets at people. So far, they’ve killed 
twenty-six and blinded many more.

Chile’s glaciers are melting because the climate 
is heating. And despoiling the local environment 
doesn’t help which is why the ban on mining 
was proposed. But if you are screwing the 
environment on the one hand, it’s good to pretend 
to environmental virtue on the other. And there’s 
nothing like hosting a climate CoP to promote those 
happy feelings. But since the proper happy feelings 
were not there to be promoted on the streets of 
Santiago, Piñera looked for another country. Chile 
will therefore host the climate negotiations in 
Madrid. The old imperial mother city. Half a world 
away from the pots.

So then, everyone headed for Madrid. Of course, 
there’s a proudly South African team there. And 
they are proudly supported by Exxaro and Sasol. 

Exxaro digs coal, and lots of it, for Eskom to burn 
– whenever Eskom has a power station that works. 
Sasol’s Secunda plant – also known as the inner 
circle of hell – is proudly the world leader in carbon 
emissions. Just days before setting up the South 
African pavilion in Madrid, Sasol had its AGM in 
Jo’burg. There it refused to table a resolution that it 
should do anything much about reducing emissions. 
So now they all are together proudly pretending to 
climate virtue at the CoP.

There definitely is, as Trump might say, a quid pro 
quo for Sasol. There’s a proudly false solution to 
halve its carbon problem. It’s called carbon capture 
and storage. Which means diverting carbon dioxide 
down a long pipe and pumping it beneath the 
ocean bed off KwaZulu-Natal. Which is all very 
good. Except that it won’t work as advertised. And 
it does nothing for the other half of Sasol’s carbon 
problem. And it will cost a lot. So the South African 
government has put in a bid, on Sasol’s behalf, for 
international climate funding to pay for it. Team 
work!

And they might just get it since there’s great good 
will in the international community for anything that 
pretends to action – and particularly for anything a 
bit technical with bright shiny pipes and things and 
PowerPoint charts with bullet points and numbers 
enough to numb the mind. Meanwhile, Sasol is 
drilling for oil beneath the same ocean bed off 
KZN. Proudly supported of course by the minister 
for mining coal, who wants to be the minister for 
pumping oil too. This is now known as the blue 
economy. Sell off the fish in the deep blue sea. And 
get the black stuff below.

However that goes, they’ll be popping the 
champaign corks at the pavilion in Madrid. South 
Africa has just edged out Brazil to take the proudly 
13th spot, up from 14th, in the global rankings of top 
carbon emitters. 

All wrong at the CoP
by Greenfly
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Hello friends

Yesterday, after a long and protracted process, the 
Scottish Government announced its  final position 
of no support for fracking This comes a good eight 
years after communities on the frontline of fracking 
in Scotland first started fighting the industry, 
and a little under five years since ministers put a 
moratorium in place.

While it’s not the full legal ban we and communities 
opposing fracking across the country wanted, it 
is a welcome relief to have reached this hugely 
important milestone. And we have some much 
needed clarity around the fact that this is NOT a 
legislative ban, but an indefinite moratorium upheld 
by policy levers, that will be strengthened – and will 
be almost as good as a legislative ban – if and when 
it goes into the National Planning Framework.

It wouldn’t have happened without the groundswell 
of opposition to the industry that saw thousands 
of people take to the streets demonstrating, 
running public meetings and street stalls. A 
record 60  000 people responded to the “Talking 
Fracking’”consultation in 2017, calling for the 
industry to be prevented from going ahead. This 
was the largest number of people to respond to a 
government consultation in a single voice in the 
history of devolution.

There are a few important things that still need to 
be tied up before we will feel fracking has truly 
been defeated in Scotland, but we are confident 

that we are very close to it. These include getting 
the position of no support on fracking into the next 
National Planning Framework as noted above, 
and of course getting to a final decision on the 
Airth coalbed methane planning application, the 
development that kicked off the campaign against 
fracking in Scotland. Clearly, this application must 
now be refused – and swiftly. 

You can read more about these ‘loose ends’ in my 
blog. And of course, INEOS is still importing fracked 
gas from the US, an issue we are now trying to 
tackle through our work on Plastics and Circular 
Economy, which will be kicking off shortly.

People Power has won this victory, through 
persistent, creative, intelligent and collaborative 
campaigning and activism. It shows that together 
we can make big changes happen. And there’s an 
awful lot more change we need to make happen, 
but that’s for another day!

HUGE thanks to you in the network who played 
some part, big or small, in supporting us to get this 
far.

With best wishes & much love

Mary Chuch

FoE Scotland 

by Mary Church

Scotland does not support fracking
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https://foe.scot/press-release/scottish-government-confirm-no-support-for-fracking/
https://foe.scot/press-release/scottish-government-confirm-no-support-for-fracking/
https://foe.scot/the-end-of-the-road-for-fracking-in-scotland/
https://foe.scot/the-end-of-the-road-for-fracking-in-scotland/


Life After Coal/Impilo Ngaphandle Kwamalahle is 
a joint campaign by Earthlife Africa Johannesburg, 
groundWork, and the Centre for Environmental 
Rights. 

We aim to: discourage the development of new coal-
fired power stations and mines; reduce emissions 

from existing coal infrastructure and encourage 
a coal phase-out; and enable a just transition to 
sustainable energy systems for the people. 

https://lifeaftercoal.org.za/
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