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groundWork is a non-profit environmental justice 
organization working primarily in South Africa, but 
increasingly in Southern Africa. groundWork seeks 
to improve the quality of life of vulnerable people 
in Southern Africa through assisting civil society to 
have a greater impact on environmental governanace. 
groundWork places particular emphasis on assisting 
vulnerable and previously disadvantaged people who 
are most affected by environmental injustices.
groundWork’s current campaign areas are: Climate 
Justice and Energy, Coal, Waste and Environmental 
Health. These campaigns are supported by the Media, 
Information and Publications Campaign and the 

Environmental Justice Education Campaign.
groundWork is constituted as a trust. 
The Acting Chairperson of the Board of Trustees is 
Judy Bell. The other trustees are: Farid Esack, Patrick 
Kulati and Richard Lyster.

AFFILIATIONS:
groundWork is affiliated to the following international 
organizations: Health Care Without Harm; 
International POPs Elimination Network; Basel 
Action Network; Oilwatch International; Global Anti-
Incineration Alliance; groundWork is the South African 
member of Friends of the Earth International
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Like many of us, at the end of the year I feel 
exhausted. But, generally happy, for it is 
time to sit back and relax in the craziness 

of a sweltering, southern Christmas. We spend time 
with our families and we touch base with friends we 
have not seen during the year. Long, warm summer 
evenings, watching flying ants gather below yellow 
streetlights, bring my childhood back to me.

This year, however, I write this with an intense 
feeling of loss and a deep hollowness in my gut, as I 
reflect on the recent murder of MaFikile Ntshangase. 
COVID-19 has made this an unforgettable year – no 
more COVID-19 talk – but 2020 will remain with me 
forever because of MaFikile.

Life is made up of a collection of memories, and we 
all hope that they will be comforting, good memories. 
But the reality is that often these reminiscences are 
invaded by the recollection of painful experiences 
– memories we would rather forget. Sadly, our 
neurological systems do not allow us the comfort 
of forgetting, and this is a bitter-sweet blessing in 
disguise.

Our painful memories remind us of just how 
pathetic, morally corrupt and inherently dishonest 
(most) business leaders and politicians are. It is this 
absence of integrity that led to the murder of MaFikile 
and ‘Bazooka’ Radebe, from Somkhele, Mpumalanga 
and Xolobeni, Eastern Cape, respectively; as well as 
the murders of Berta Cáceres of Honduras, and Ken 
Saro-Wiwa and eight others from the Movement 
for the Survival of the Ogoni People, in Nigeria. 
The brutality of corporate impunity and the abuse 
of political power is summed up by Sifiso Dladla of 
ActionAid SA, who has reflected that “all over the 
world, pro-mining activists have been gunned down”. 
And because of this, MaFikile’s family will have a sad 
Christmas in 2020, and their memories of this time, 
ever after, will be sad.

As I write this, neither President Ramaphosa nor 
the Minister of Police have responded to our letter 
calling for a speedy investigation into MaFikile’s 
murder. However, it must be noted that, a day after 
groundWork sent its letter to the president and the 
minister of police, Human Rights Watch delivered a 
similar letter, sent from New York, to the same two 
officials. Their letter moved up the ranks speedily, 
while a letter from just down the road in KwaZulu-
Natal remains ignored. How sick is our ‘democracy’?

This year will also be remembered for the heightened 
response to the call for a just transition. From the United 
Nations, to aid packages from Germany and the UK  
to South Africa, the just transition has been ramped 
up on all fronts. Community people, the media, NGOs 
and movements have all swung into overdrive. But, as 
I have mentioned before in other writing, groundWork 
has been in overdrive on this issue for quite some 
time. As far back as 2005, we warned that we must 
organise for a post-fossil-fuel world, based upon on 
self-reliance and local democracy. Renewable energy 
must be connected to how movements challenge for 
a ‘deep transformation of the way the world works’.

We are on the cusp of something great in the world, 
and in South Africa. The debate on a just transition is 
embedded in movements and people’s organisations, 
and together we can make a new world. However, we 
must be careful of large donor agencies, corporates 
and foreign governments, who may enter this space 
and seek to influence how our just transition happens, 
and how the process could be corrupted. If we are 
going to have a just transition and a new industrial plan 
based on renewable energy opportunities, we need to 
challenge the foundation on which the mineral and 
energy complex was developed. We have to put people 
first, not potential profits for corporates and political 
elites. This means we will have to challenge the very 
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paradigm within which South Africa continues to 
operate, even after the demise of apartheid.

Now, here is a conundrum: while we are all talking 
about a just transition, it will be as if we are at the 
same train station, at the same time, discussing the 
same ideas; but once our trains arrive, most of us will 
depart for different destinations and objectives. For a 
short while, we will be in one place at one time, with 
the same destination in mind – then we will travel in 
different directions, to separate destinations, wanting 
different things from a just transition. A just transition 
cannot happen without an open democracy. And I fear 
that government is not going to provide us with an 
open democracy, because it means our politicians will 
have to answer to the people.

Big things will happen in groundWork in 2021. We 
will start with strategic planning for our focus over 
the next five-year period, from 2022 to 2026. At the 
same time, the work we have been doing for the last 
few years will be evaluated. Once these two processes 
have been completed, we will prepare the long-term 
proposals that we hope our present funding partners 
will support.

There is also going to be an increase of warm 
bodies in the groundWork family. We will be seeking 
four new people in the first half of the new year, 
despite having added four women to our campaign 
staff in 2020. In the beginning we were just three 
people, now we are 21, and growing. To the various 
funders who may read this, do not be surprised when 
groundWork comes knocking on your door for extra 
support to improve our institutional capacity. Exciting 
times are ahead.

I want to close with two positive news stories. 
In November 2020, the South Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance (SDCEA) celebrated 25 years 
since its launch, in Diakonia, in 1995. And, at the same 
time, we have seen several reports in the media that 
closure of the Engen oil refinery is imminent. Engen 
has been a focus of resistance by the SDCEA since 
it was launched. Engen is a rusty bucket and should 
have been jettisoned many years ago. 

While we are finally saying farewell to the refinery, 
we demand that Engen pay for their environmental 
legacy and injustice. Engen owes a massive ecological 
debt to the people of south Durban, who have been 
poisoned by the refinery, daily, for many years. Engen 
reaped profits while our friends and family members 
died of cancer and suffered from stunted growth, all 
due to the respiratory problems caused by Engen. 

The land on which the refinery sits is a toxic time-
bomb and Engen must clean it up; it must return the 
land to its pre-refinery condition. Further, it must 
deconstruct the rusting and oil-clogged infrastructure, 
and compensate local society, which slaved over its 
construction. These ex-workers and their children 
must play a central role in the just transition that will 
make south Durban a home to many, rather than a 
deserted, decaying, post-apocalyptic nightmare. We 
can make south Durban a case study for a people’s 
just transition.

We must also congratulate Abahlali for 15 years 
of deep and relentless movement building, for forcing 
politicians and the state to respond to poor people 
who have hoped, for years, that our democracy would 
deliver a new South Africa. What Abahlali has taught 
us is that our South African democracy does not 
deliver – you have to make it deliver.

Finally, my thanks to the board of the groundWork 
Trust, all the groundWorkers based in Durban, 
Pietermaritzburg, Johannesburg, Middelburg, Harare 
(Zimbabwe) and Edmonton (Canada); and to the 
communities, people’s organisations and waste pickers 
with whom we work, throughout South Africa; and to 
the very many NGOs with whom we engage, globally 
and especially in Africa. And thank you to the various 
health sector people (in government and the private 
sector) who continue to believe in groundWork’s 
advice and support. 

A luta continua!

Bobby
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Activist
Fikile Ntshangase

gunned down
by Tsepang Molefe

Another environmental activist has been 
violently silenced

We pen this reflection with a hollowness 
deep inside our beings. Some of the groundWorkers 
met MaFikile, others only heard her stories, but as we 
write this sadness overwhelms us.

I still remember my first encounter with Fikile 
Ntshangase. It was two years back, at a gathering in 
Somkhele where Minister Gwede Mantashe, as part of 
his mining road-show, visited the area and also made 
an unwelcome attempt to avoid engaging directly with 
the community. Inside a fully-packed marquee, the heat 
was oppressive and the community’s years 
of frustration and anger seemed to have 
reached a boiling point. But what drew 
the media’s attention was Ntshangase 
and the two water bottles in her arms. 
“These samples are from my water 
tank at home, look,” she said. On 
closer inspection, visible to the naked 
eye, the water had tiny coal dust 
particles in it. Ntshangase was 
not only speaking from a 
lived experience, but she 
had brought the evidence 
for all to see. Here 
was a representation 
of an everyday life 
struggle that was 
true and real. For her, 
this was environmental 
and climate injustice, 
an experience now 
because of a coal 
company – not an 
experience in the future.

On Thursday the 22nd of October, Ntshangase was 
brutally assassinated by unknown men at her home in 
the village of Phondweni, in Somkhele in the north 
of KwaZulu-Natal. She was gunned down in the 
presence of her grandchild. She was a former teacher 
and the vice-chair of MCEJO (Mfolozi Community 
Environmental Justice Organisation), a community 
organisation that is resisting the expansion of the 
Tendele Coal mine. A few days before the attack, she 
had complained to some of her fellow activists of her 
dogs barking constantly at night.

On Friday the 23rd, various civil society 
organisations issued a joint statement on the incident, 

and by that evening it had made headline news. 
On Tuesday the 27th of October, groundWork, 

Friends of the Earth South Africa, addressed a 
letter to President Cyril Ramaphosa and Police 
Minister Bheki Cele, requesting a “speedy and 

urgent investigation to arrest and put on 
trial those responsible for the murder 

of Mama Fikile Ntshangase”. 
As I write this, more than 
a week later, groundWork 

has yet to receive an 
acknowledgement of 
the correspondence. 
Eventually, we had 
to hand-deliver the 

correspondence 
to the KwaZulu-
Natal Provincial 

Commissioner, on 
Tuesday the 3rd of 

November.
The murder of MaFikile 

was foretold. In August 2018, 
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the South African Human Rights Commission released 
a scathing report, titled “National Hearing on the 
Underlying Socio-economic Challenges of Mining-
affected Communities in South Africa, stating that 
the government is responsible for the harm done to 
mining-affected communities because of its “failure to 
monitor compliance, poor enforcement, and a severe 
lack of coordination’. This report also focused on the 
Somkhele area.

This was followed by another report in 2019 by the 
Human Rights Watch, the Centre for Environmental 
Rights, Earthjustice and groundWork, calling on all 
National Government Agencies, including the Office 
of the President, to “ensure that law enforcement 
authorities impartially, promptly and thoroughly 
investigate any allegations or incidents of attacks, 
threats and harassment against community rights 
defenders and the wider community, for exercise of 
their rights to freedom of expression, assembly and 
protest, and adopt a plan that would address the failure 

to adequately investigate such cases”. Sadly, we reflect 
and come to the painful realisation that the country 
was warned, and yet we allowed the death of MaFikile 
to be the inevitable outcome.

When the Tendele coal mine arrived in Somkhele 
in 2007, the community believed that their lives were 
going to change for the better. Little did they know 
the truth about how mines treat communities. When 
families were relocated to make way for the mine, 
small and poor-quality houses were built for them, with 
small yards, making it difficult for them to do small-
scale farming, a very important source of livelihood. 

The situation drove them into desperate poverty. 
Lack of water – most of it was used by the mine to 
wash coal – compounded their desperation. But it 
didn’t end there. Graves were relocated by the mine 
with insufficient compensation made to the families. 
It became even more heartbreaking when some graves 
were not marked, which made it hard for families to 
identify where their loved ones had been laid to rest. 

Fikile Ntshangase with fellow activists at a groundWork workshop in Mpumalanga. Credit: groundWork
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This made it difficult for families to perform their 
rituals for their ancestors. According to their beliefs, 
this will affect their lives as their future relies on their 
connections with their ancestors.

Around 2013, the Somkhele community started 
protesting against the mine and the local traditional 
leadership about their problems related to the mine. 
In 2016, the same year Bazooka Rhadebe was 
assassinated, and one of the Somkhele activists’ cars 
was burnt when he protested against the mine. The 
mine also employed a counter-strategy by making half 
payment to the families who had signed and agreed to 
be relocated and promising to pay them the balance as 
soon as the other resisting families agree. This was a 
mechanism designed to divide the people, and incite 
and perpetuate violence in the community. 

After this move by the mine, people who challenged 
the mine started receiving threats and intimidation 
through phone calls and SMSes. In April this year, 
one activist was held at gunpoint in his house in front 
of his family. In the same month, another family that 
refused to sign the relocation agreement was riddled 
with about nineteen bullets at night. Fortunately, no-
one died.

The situation in Somkhele needs to 
be closely monitored and observed, 
as it seems to be increasingly 
volatile. Activists have previously 
complained about the threats and 
violence they face to suppress or 
silence them. 

At her memorial service 
in Somkhele, MaFikile was 
remembered as an active 
educator and a firm and fierce 
environmental activist, who 
stood by her people and their 
rights until her last breath.

It has now become even 
more clear that mining in 
communities like Somkhele 
does not only bring with it 
water supply shortages, water 

and air pollution, land and soil destruction, but also 
violence, death and abuse.

Just as Ken Saro-Wiwa and his friends, who died 
at the hands of Sonny Abacha and Shell in the Niger 
Delta, ‘Bazooka’ Radebe, who was killed in Xolebeni, 
in the Eastern Cape, and Berta Caceres of Honduras, 
who lost her life in defence of her family and 
neighbourly, Ntshangase’s life will serve to reinforce 
community resistance and inspire other communities 
around the country too.

MaFikile is today with the ancestors, not only from 
this area, but with the many who have died because 
they have tried to defend their land, livelihoods and 
their environments. Global Witness, an organisation 
that monitors human rights, land and environmental 
defenders globally, gives us the sad hard evidence that 
MaFikile was not alone. In July, they released their 
Annual Report, which stated that, in 2019, 212 people 
were murdered globally for peacefully defending their 
homes and standing up to the destruction of nature. 
This is four people every week.

The question that was asked at the memorial – 
“Why are pro-mining advocates never murdered” 
– is what needs to be answered by the State and the 
people. 
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Waste pickers have been promised by the 
minister, Barbara Creecy, Department of 
Environment, Forestry and Fisheries, that 

they will receive their once-off relief payout before 
Christmas, as long as they fit the criteria. The relief 
funding is a compensation for loss of income incurred 
during Level 5 lockdown in South Africa back in April 
2020. More than 10 000 forms have been filled and the 
delay is as a result of the Department’s online system 
that is going to be used when applying for the relief. 
Despite the good intentions, the system has resulted 
in a number of frustrations, exclusion and xenophobic 
outcomes.

The application needs all the applicants to have 
bank accounts, which the majority do not have. 
Then there is the need for a municipal letter for each 
applicant, confirming that she or he is indeed a waste 
picker. The majority of non-South African waste 
pickers are struggling to get the letters from Home 
Affairs, confirming their presence in the country. 
There is a big outcry when it comes to the stringent 
requirements that are needed by the application. Some 
have even given up trying to apply for the relief.

It is difficult to explain all the criteria needed. It 
is hard to explain that they cannot share cellphone 
numbers because the system is going to reject the 
application if the numbers are the same. Trying to 
explain that to waste pickers becomes very difficult 
and I am crossing my fingers that, come the time 
when the information is being fed into the system, it 
won’t reject too many applications. There was a worry 
as well whether those who receive other grants will 
qualify, but it was made clear that this is not issued 
by the Social Development Department. These are 
separate processes, so an applicant can benefit from 
both departments.

Intergovernmental relations still leave much to 
be desired in South Africa. The national government 
has good intentions in providing relief, but the local 

municipality is failing us again and again. One goes 
to a municipality, trying to find out about the process 
of application, but officials are clueless. Some were 
sent emails about the programme, but they have not 
lifted a pen, let alone reached out to waste pickers. 
Failure in linking the two spheres might undermine 
any good intentions. In some instances, waste pickers 
will see lists that include people who are not actually 
waste pickers but are instead family members of a 
responsible government official, or related in some 
other way. 

This is a bad habit we have in this country – stealing 
from the poor. I have shared with some officials that 
they will be evaluated once stains are found and 
responsible people will face the music. Hopefully that 
will be enough to discourage unfairness.

The other challenge that is being encountered is 
that each coordinator has to stop work to assist fellow 
workers in applying for the relief. There have been 
complaints from coordinators because sometimes 
they have to take applicants to the banks to open 
accounts. All this is happening without any support 
from government or municipalities, although some 
progressive municipalities have assisted waste pickers 
in terms of filling the forms in and explaining the 
application process, and that is appreciated a lot.

The main challenge encountered now is the online 
system, which should have been running six weeks 
ago but even now the system is not yet ready. I have 
been receiving calls, asking about payments from 
the process, and it is very difficult to make workers 
understand the issues. We should not lose hope that 
the system will be up and running in the near future, 
and hopefully many waste pickers will benefit. There 
are those who did not even receive food relief in April, 
and they have given up on any government process. I 
hope they will be proven wrong and that people will 
receive their relief funds. 

COVID-19 relief for 
waste pickers

by Musa Chamane
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The South African Human Rights 
Commission (SAHRC) could not fold their 
hands after they’d witnessed an inhumane 

event in Pietermaritzburg. They have seen at least five 
schools temporarily shutting down for days due to the 
injustice emanating from New England Road Landfill 
fires. The commission received a number of complaints 
from the residents. A petition against the dump was 
also handed over to the commission. The commission 
then decided to talk to the stakeholders based on 
what they heard and read. On the 15th of September 
2020, groundWork, South African Waste Pickers 
Association (SAWPA) and Shepstone and Wylie met 
with the commission to give more information.

The commission’s instructed attorney gave the 
history and background on New England Road 
Landfill and they raised concerns about a number 
of mishaps. Sobantu residents, Save PMB and the 
ratepayers association have embarked on a campaign 
to call for proper management of the site by qualified 
personnel. We are well aware that COVID-19 has 
impacted on people’s lives and victims were battling 
to get oxygen into their system and the smoke makes it 
worse. A family has even evacuated their house due to 
prolonged exposure to smoke that led to a baby failing 
to breathe properly.

Due to the outcry, and as a Chapter 9 institution, 
they had to investigate the incidents at this landfill. As 
a result, they have engaged a number of people and a 
number of organisations. There have been shocking 
discoveries by the commission, including corruption 
and unqualified service providers getting deals and 
equipment mishandling or improper use of equipment. 
The schools have also raised their concerns and they 
suggested that the landfill be moved to a far-flung area 
and not be in the middle of communities.

The commission was not impressed with the 
municipality’s lack of urgency as far as these issues are 
concerned. The commission was very concerned that 

there were directives that were issued by Department 
of Environmental Affairs provincial office in trying 
to make sure that the landfill issue is resolved. They 
talked about two directives from the provincial 
department but the department has never followed 
through enough and that is why the challenges persist.

It was clear that the commission intends taking 
the municipality to court due to these transgressions. 
They have confirmed that they have collected 
enough information to warrant litigation. We, as a 
public interest organisation will appreciate it if the 
municipality would finally be taken to task, considering 
that there are so many people who have lost their 
lives due to their carelessness. There are many people 
who have been affected by fires, and there is also an 
environmental crime being committed by Msunduzi 
local municipality. SAWPA and groundWork intend to 
be witnesses once the case resumes.

We Demand Justice! 

SAHRC comes to the party

SAHRC has joined forces with gW and 
SAWPA on  the PMB landfill issues.

by Musa Chamane

9groundWork - Vol 22 No 4 - December 2020



COVID-19 showing us how unsustainable 
the normal economy is!

Poor air quality from industrial pollution 
makes us more vulnerable to a variety of health 
problems, including pandemics such as COVID-19. 
That is why improving air pollution must be central to 
a post-corona just transition.

The satellite imagery showing massive declines in 
air pollution across Europe, China and the Highveld 
in South Africa during our national lockdowns is 
a testament to just how unsustainable to health our 
“normal economies” really are. Similarly, they also 
demonstrated to us how quickly it is possible to 
achieve massive global reductions in air pollution 
(and, by association, climate change gases) if there is 
a political will to do so. Sadly, more recent satellite 
imagery shows us how quickly we can bounce back 
to a dirty reality if air pollution emissions are not 
meaningfully addressed.

As more research investigating the link between 
air pollution and the spread of COVID-19 becomes 
available, there appears to be growing evidence that 
people living in polluted cities are more at risk from 

the coronavirus. There are good reasons to suspect 
that air pollution worsens COVID-19. Many health 
studies investigating the impacts of air pollution on 
health conclusively find that air pollution is known 
to cause and exacerbate a variety of long term health 
conditions affecting the respiratory system (the lungs) 
– impairing our capacity to fight off lung infections 
– the cardiovascular systems (the heart and blood 
systems) and also many other cancer health outcomes.

A recent study hot off the press, published in 
the health science journal Cardiovascular Research, 
takes a step further and estimates the proportion of 
COVID-19 deaths due to air pollution. The authors 
estimate that long-term exposure to air pollution 
generated by human activity is linked to about 27% 
of COVID-19-related deaths in East Asia and 15% 
mortality worldwide. They state that these deaths 
could largely have been prevented if better air quality 
regulations were in place.

One of the study co-authors, Prof. Münzel from 
Johannes Gutenberg University and the German Centre 
for Cardiovascular Research, was quoted as saying: 
“When people inhale polluted air, the very small 

“Normal” is not sustainable
by Rico Euripidou
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polluting particles, the PM2.5, migrate from the lungs 
to the blood and blood vessels, causing inflammation 
and severe oxidative stress, which is an imbalance 
between free radicals and oxidants in the body that 
normally repair damage to cells. This causes damage 
to the inner lining of arteries, the endothelium, and 
leads to the narrowing and stiffening of the arteries. 
The COVID-19 virus also enters the body via the 
lungs, causing similar damage to blood vessels, and it 
is now considered to be an endothelial disease.”

He goes on to say that, “If both long-term exposure 
to air pollution and infection with the COVID-19 virus 
come together, then we have an additive adverse effect 
on health, particularly with respect to the heart and 
blood vessels, which leads to greater vulnerability and 
less resilience to COVID-19. If you already have heart 
disease, then air pollution and coronavirus infection 
will cause trouble that can lead to heart attacks, heart 
failure and stroke.”

The results suggest that reducing air pollution 
exposure, even at relatively low levels, has substantial 
benefits and concludes that… “A lesson from 
our environmental perspective of the COVID-19 
pandemic is that the quest for effective policies to 
reduce anthropogenic emissions, which cause both air 
pollution and climate change, needs to be accelerated. 
The pandemic ends with the vaccination of the 
population or with herd immunity through extensive 
infection of the population. However, there are no 
vaccines against poor air quality and climate change. 
The remedy is to mitigate emissions. The transition to 
a green economy with clean, renewable energy sources 
will further both environmental and public health 
locally through improved air quality and globally by 
limiting climate change.”

What is the relevance for us here in South 
Africa? Eskom, our biggest industrial polluter, has 
just submitted another round of applications to the 
National Air Quality Officer (NAQO), to further delay 
compliance with the air quality laws that govern their 

emissions, the Minimum Emission Standards (MES), 
and in some cases avoid compliance altogether, for 14 
of their 15 coal-fired power stations. Over 10 years 
ago, groundWork warned the environment ministry 
(the DEFF) that this would happen!

Worryingly, this erosion of our weak regulatory 
governance is not happening in isolation. Other mega-
polluting industries such as SASOL, the oil refineries 
(ENGEN, SAPREF, NATREF and CALTEX) have 
submitted similar applications to be exempt from 
these air quality laws, as have other large industries 
such as cement plants and pulp and paper mills.

Although we may not feel empowered to do 
so, we do effectively have a choice to make as we 
formulate our national response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, along with the intertwined social, political 
and economic crisis it has spawned. We can choose 
the path we have already come on, and prop up the old 
structures and systems that have caused the crisis in the 
first place and have led us to massive inequality in our 
health systems as well as systemic unemployment and 
labour exploitation in our country. Or, we can decide to 
choose a different path. The different path we choose 
can lead to an unprecedented set of opportunities to 
forge a just transition to equitable, resilient societies 
that provide decent work for all and universal health 
care, and contribute to a sustainable and clean energy 
system and ultimately a healthy climate.

For our civilisation to survive and thrive, we must 
choose this second path and change systems that place 
profit over ecological sustainability, health and well-
being. We must build structures that benefit all people, 
especially the vulnerable and the poor. As part of this 
effort, we must recognise and address the political, 
social and economic factors that govern how health 
or illnesses move through our communities. As many 
around the world rise up against systemic racism 
and discrimination, we must also forge a broad, 
interconnected agenda for change that fosters health 
equity, ecological sustainability, and social justice.  

11groundWork - Vol 22 No 4 - December 2020



A number of African countries’ economies 
have contracted as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic precautionary measures that 

saw several countries go under lockdown. Nigeria 
and South Africa, for example, had contractions of 
5.4% and 8%  respectively. Other countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa are said to be faring worse. Because 
of increased energy deficit, rising unemployment, 
diminished livelihoods, food insecurity and other 
challenges, lockdown measures have been relaxed 
and it is to be seen whether the rebuilding process will 
support a green recovery. Various demands have been 
made to governments by a number of CSOs on the 
continent that COVID-19 recovery processes should 
drive towards a green recovery, which will feed into 
a just energy transition to renewable energy and low 
carbon economies.

The past few weeks saw the Africa Coal 
Network members participate in actions to ensure 
that multilateral financial institutions withdraw their 
support for fossil fuel projects in Africa. The just 
transition process is not an easy one, but lessons can 
be learnt from countries that are undertaking a coal 
phase-out. In Europe, after extensive work through 
a multi-stakeholder Coal Exit Commission, the 
German parliament adopted an Act on the Phase-out 
of coal-fired power plants. They went on to ensure 
that settlements will not be affected by renewable 
energy projects by enforcing, through amendment to 
the Federal Building Code, which sets the minimum 
distance between wind turbines and settlements. They 
also lifted the cap on photovoltaics. 

African countries could take both positive and 
negative lessons from the German coal phase-out. 
Setting up a multi-stakeholder commission ensured 
that extensive debates and negotiations were carried 
out and supported the making of resolutions that will 
shape the coal phase-out In Germany. Whilst the set 
date, 2038, is further away than anticipated, setting a 
date will allow civil groups to track the progress of 
the phase-out and ensure that by the set date there 
will be no coal in Germany, in line with the set legal 
instrument.

However, the massive funds to compensate 
corporations, €14 billion in financial aid, may not be 
accessible to all African countries, which may deem 
a coal phaseout an expensive venture and thus not 
engage in the coal phase-out. 

It has been reported by the AfDB that Africa as 
a whole will need about $US44 to US$69 billion 
to support the renewable energy infrastructure, an 
amount that may not be accessible without the support 
of multilateral and bilateral financial institutions. The 
AfDB and the World Bank, along with other bilateral 
and private financiers, still have their hands in fossil 
fuel projects. For example, the African Development 
Bank concluded its bid to co-finance the construction 
of Mozambique’s integrated Liquefied Natural Gas 
(LNG) plant by signing a senior loan of $400 million 
for the fossil project. General Electric (GE), with 14 
coal projects across the globe, said in a statement that 
they will no longer be involved in the new build coal 
power and will instead focus on renewable energy. 
GE, however, still has four coal projects in Africa: in 
South Africa, Mozambique, Kenya and Tanzania.

The Africa Coal Network will continue to take part 
in actions that apply pressure to financial institutions to 
divest from coal and invest in renewable energy future 
for Africa. The network will push for a just transition 
process which supports the tenets of just development 
where vulnerable and poorer populations have access 
and control of energy and actions that respond to the 
climate crisis. The process should be sure to: develop 
structures that facilitate meaningful and deliberative 
discussions with all stakeholders and affected groups; 
provide financial resources to support renewable 
energy infrastructure and the transition for workers and 
communities; support environmental rehabilitation 
and eradicate the energy poverty in Africa.

The Africa Coal Network is clear that public 
financial institutions should present solid plans to 
support a coal phase-out and support renewable 
energy. COVID recovery packages should support a 
green recovery and build climate resilience amongst 
vulnerable and poor groups. 

Calling for a just transition
by Lorraine Chiponda
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Living in the Somkhele community is no 
longer peaceful for those who are fighting for the 
environmental rights entrenched in the South African 
constitution. People are now living in fear as one 
of their fellow community members got killed and 
others were threatened with guns for allegedly for 
opposing the mine. Opposing the Somkhele mine is 
now becoming equivalent to signing a death sentence.

The Somkhele community was living well with 
nature and nature was providing subsistence for them 
until 2007, when the Somkhele coal mine moved into 
the community. Most families within the community 
depended on small-scale agricultural crop and cattle 
farming to support their loved ones. They had enough 
land to use for farming until the mine “stole” it from 
them. The relocated families were allocated small 
pieces of land and small houses were built for them. 
This made it hard to do farming and, as a result, drove 
them into a desperation of hunger and transformed 
them to seeing the mine as an opportunity for their 
survival.

The mine brought tears and fear to the people, 
instead of bringing positive change. When the mine 
moved into the area in 2007, it promised people 
jobs, a better life and economic development in 
the community. This is, unsurprisingly, a common 
shenanigan applied by the mining companies to trick 
vulnerable people into buying into their idea. The 
Somkhele community were no exception and fell for 
the tricks.

Through assistance from groundWork, in 2016 the 
South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) 
conducted an investigation about the mine impacts 
and other related issues in the community. Later in 
the year, the commission conducted a hearing, calling 
upon various stakeholders, including the mine, to 
respond to the challenges the community is facing in 
relation to the mine. Subsequent to the hearing, the 
commission released a report in which they indicated 
lack of involvement by the government department to 
help resolve the issues and also that the mine violated 
human rights in many ways through their mining 
activities.

In 2018, joint research (We know Our Lives 
Are in Danger) by groundWork (gW), Centre for 
Environmental Rights (CER), Earthjustice and Human 
Rights Watch (HRW) was also conducted in the same 
area. This found that there was an element of violence 
perpetrated against activists who challenge the mine.

The resistance against the mine started 
gaining momentum when the Fuleni community 
organisation, Mfolozi Community Environmental 
Justice Organisation (MCEJO), decided to move 
into Somkhele to support the community’s quest for 
justice. Its movement was further strengthened by 
the involvement of lawyers in their struggle. The 
community started gaining confidence to fight back 
against the expansion of the mine.

The mine employed a counter-strategy by making 
half payment to the families who signed and agreed 
to be relocated, and promised to pay them the balance 
as soon as the other resisting families agreed too. This 
was a mechanism designed to incite and perpetuate 
violence in the community. After this move by 
the mine, people who challenged the mine started 
receiving threats and intimidation through phone calls 
and SMSes. In April this year, one activist was held 
at gunpoint in his house in front of his family. In the 
same month, another family who refused to sign the 
relocation agreement was shot at.

The mine persuaded some MCEJO subcommittee 
members to sign an MOU in an agreement that MCEJO 
would withdraw its stand in the court case against the 
mine. Two of the subcommittee members refused to 
sign; this included the late MamFikile Ntshangase.

In the early evening of the 22nd of October 2020, 
Mam Ntshangase was gunned down, allegedly by four 
men, in front of her 13-year-old nephew at her own 
house. The community, more particularly those who 
are resisting the mine, is shaken by the incident and 
now live in fear that they could be next. The area is 
gradually becoming a no-go zone to the outsiders who 
are helping the families in their resistance against the 
mine. 

Somkhele a war zone
by Robby Mokgalaka
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What happened during lockdown has 
taught many people the importance of 
being self-sufficient. This came as most 

people realised that relying on big industry and mines 
for sustainable livelihoods isn’t working. Most people 
became desperate to have access to government grants 
to sustain a living, and had to make other means, even 
if it meant breaking the law.

Life wasn’t all doom and gloom, as some started 
planning how they will recover afterwards or during 
the process.

The president has been speaking of a Just Recovery 
Plan, which mainly is still focused on promoting big 
business with the assumption that jobs will be created. 
More finances are still being pumped in to save the 
ailing SOEs, even though they keep shedding jobs. The 
minister of mineral resources and energy continues to 
promote coal and gas, irrespective of its impacts on 
the environment and people’s health. But these sectors 
have failed to create jobs over the past few decades.

In the meantime, everyone is talking about a Just 
Transition as if it is something for the future. The Just 
Transition is currently portrayed as a plan that can wait 
for 10 more years or so. What needs to be acknowledged 
is that a transition is already happening, but it is not 
just. The coal miners of Optimum and Arnot Mines 
not only lost their jobs, but their livelihood too. Some 
of them had to use the little money they got for paying 
their medical bills, as they left the mine with several 
health problems. To this day, most of them have not 
got their pensions or unemployment benefits. There 
are more mines that have closed over the past few 
years and this not only affected the employees but the 
entire community. Children had to drop out of school, 
public health institutions were flooded with former 
mineworkers, and some lost their property as well.

This is the kind of transition that is not needed, 
hence the urgency to develop a plan now, so that it can 
address many of these perceived social ills.

What is most interesting are the people who never 
waited for anyone, be it government or any private 

funder, to define their lives. In the Vaal, Phola, 
Witbank, Ermelo and Mabola, people have decided to 
grow their own food to distribute amongst themselves. 
This is a very important development, as it gives them 
the power to decide what they want to consume and 
how it is being produced.

In Coronation, an informal settlement of 
Emalahleni, people got tired of the lack of service 
delivery and started dealing with the basics themselves. 
They collected money to buy pipes and connect to 
both the sewer and water networks owned by the 
municipality, thereby dealing with the issue of water 
and proper sanitation.

Other communities are supporting schools with 
solar panels for lighting and other energy needs of the 
school, thereby saving thousands of Rand which can 
be used for educational purposes.

The current system of development does not 
address people’s needs or provide them with the 
security to sustain themselves. Importantly, it points 
in one direction: that of ensuring that communities are 
properly resourced and supported to deal with their 
own issues. It also points to how food and energy 
distribution could work when people are leading their 
ow process. 

DIY community solutions
by Thomas Mguni
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Fossil Fuels displace communities and their 
livelihoods

Proposed fossil fuels developments – from 
new coal mines in Lepalahle in the Limpopo Province, 
to the national gas pipeline corridors, to emergency 
power procurement plans favouring only gas and 
prospecting for onshore and offshore gas – will impact 
on people’s lives and livelihoods. By claiming to boost 
the economy through the fast tracking of fossil fuels 
developments, governments are denying people long-
term sustainable jobs in the renewable energy sector 
and the promised transition to a low carbon economy. 
The heavily subsidised fossil fuels sector has a 
devastating impact on our precious life-sustaining 
water reserves and will escalate climate change 
impacts. Such developments impact on communities’ 
livelihoods and threaten people’s access to land and 
water.

The reality regarding employment creation is that 
very few jobs are created in the fossil fuels sector, 
and that those that are created are mainly specialised. 
The proposed Richard’s Bay 450MW Gas to Power 
project, for example, will only make ten unskilled job 
posts available over a period of twenty years. Globally, 
employment numbers in the fossil fuels sector is in 
decline. Coal is being pushed out, and in the oil and 
gas sector booms are inevitably followed by busts. 

There is a direct link between the collapse of fossil 
fuels, unemployment and epidemic despair. Over 
2000 oil rigs in the Unites States ceased to operate 
since 2011 and in the past year declined from 868 to 
255. According to Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 
Report (24 January 2020) the mining, quarrying 
and oil and gas extraction sector suicide rates are 
significantly higher than any other sector, mainly 
attributable to loss of jobs. On the of 5th of November 
2020, skilled workers from Mossel Bay in the Western 
Cape protested against petroleum giant Total for not 
giving them a chance to work on the gas rig drilling in 

the area. Mainly foreign nationals are working on the 
Deep-Sea Stavanger, 182 kilometres offshore.

Rhino Oil and Gas is applying for prospecting 
rights in the heart of our water factories in the Free 
State and KwaZulu-Natal. At the recent National 
Water Caucus held in Vanderbijlpark from the 9th to 
the 11th of November, community representatives 
from across the country expressed their concern about 
fossil fuel developments threatening people’s access 
to water, contamination of water and their livelihoods. 

Fossil fuel developments are heavy water users and 
impact on groundwater reserves and water availability 
for existing land users. The proposed coal-driven mega 
projects in the Limpopo Province will affect mainly 
poor, small scale, female and subsistence farmers, 
particularly with water pipelines diverting water to 
these developments. 

Canadian company Recon Africa’s gas drilling 
project in the Okavango Delta is a threat to Africa’s 
most sensitive protected area. This is situated within 
the Sampriet Transboundary Aquifer System, the only 
permanent and dependable water resource spanning 
South Africa, Namibia and Botswana, which is also 
part of a joint UNESCO cooperation to manage and 
protect this shared water resource. About 200 million 
people living in Southern Africa rely on groundwater 
as their primary source of water. Fossil fuels extractive 
industries are often prioritised as water users, which 
will impact directly on communities depending 
on this water for their survival and livelihoods. 
Contamination from drilling waste and pollution of 
surface and groundwater will add to this burden.

Social impacts of displacement and resettlement 
is a serious worry related to onshore prospecting and 
extraction rights. Land acquisition for the Total E&P 
project in Uganda will have major social impacts on 
the lives and livelihoods of affected communities. 
Additional infrastructure needed for oil production and 
distribution will also necessitate vast land acquisition, 

Displaced by fossil fuels
by Avena Jacklin
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leading to the displacement of more communities 
because of projects such as the East African Crude 
Oil Pipeline (EACOP) and the Kampala Petroleum 
Products Pipeline (HKPPP). Persons most affected by 
the developments are peasants engaged in agriculture, 
grazing and fishing. The Kabaale Industrial Park led 
to the displacement of over 7000 people.

South Africa’s proposed national gas pipeline 
corridor runs through nine provinces and, with 
proposed fast tracking of authorisations within these 
corridors, the threat of displacement is a reality. Fear 
of migrant influx into areas also gives rise to tensions, 
as we have seen with insurgents in Mozambique not 
only threatening livelihoods but bringing terrorism 
and violence.

Fossil fuel development is costly, not only in 
relation to social, environmental and climate change 
impacts, but on governments and public funds. 
Globally, governments provide almost $1-trillion 
annually in fossil fuel subsidies. Oil Change 
International is calling on global leaders to end all fossil 
fuel handouts by 2020. Every dollar spent subsidising 
fossil fuel production pushes us further away from 
achieving internationally agreed temperature goals 
and combating global warming. Climate change will 
lead to higher food and water prices, widening the 
inequality gap. 

CURRENT FOSSIL FUEL DEVELOPMENTS

Communities can get involved, ask questions, raise 
their concerns and speak out against the impacts of 
fossil fuel developments in their areas.

• Karoo fracking re-emergence
• KZN-FS Water factories – Rhino Oil & Gas 

350 ER prospecting right application
• KZN offshore Sasol/ENI application – appeal 

process
• Agulhas Banks TEPSA (Total) offshore 

prospecting right: 10 wells authorized, 
application for 10 additional wells

• Coal-driven mega projects Limpopo Province
• South African National Gas Pipeline corridors: 

SEA complete
• Emergency power procurement: Gas to Power: 

Karpowerships (Saldanha Bay, Ngquga, 
Richard’s Bay), Newlyns 450MW, Richards 
Bay 400MW

• Mozambique Pemba, Total, Shell
• Namibia, Okavango Basin: Recon Africa 

prospecting right approved
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Everyone is relieved that the result is bad. 
Real bad. But so much better than the only 
other option: the truly bloody awful prospect 

of another four years of Donald Trump’s rule by tweet. 
Well, not quite everyone. Seventy million Americans 
voted for Trump.

Being an immodest fly, Greenfly briefly imagined 
that he coined ‘mendocracy’ as a brand-new word 
for the rule of Jacob Zuma. Rule by liars being the 
necessary accompaniment to kleptocracy, rule by 
thieves. And then came Trump.

But the mendocracy didn’t start with Trump. US 
historian Rick Perlstein invented the word in 2011, at 
least five years before Greenfly thought of it. It’s not 
that politicians, presidents, kings and governments 
never lied before. They always did. Perlstein gives a 
brief history of US wars justified with a lie.

But the difference with a mendocracy is that the lie 
doesn’t stop with being found out. The lie is knowingly 
picked up by “a network of media enablers”, says 
Perlstein, who broadcast it until enough people believe 
it “to make the lie an operative part of our political 
discourse”. There is no consequence to the liar and, 
indeed, the lie can be circulated long after it has been 
refuted.

Trump took mendocracy to a whole new level. 
No-one actually has to believe it anymore. It’s like a 
line in a crappy movie. Or an even crappier reality 
TV show. After The Apprentice, Donald Trump plays 
Donald Trump playing The President. Loutish, sexist, 
racist, aggressive, puerile, authoritarian. Seventy 
million Americans liked the movie. They can even get 
a drive-on part in a squad of supersized bakkies, flying 
flags and toting guns. Trying to look like ISIS.

They don’t need to believe Sleepy Joe is stealing 
the election. They just know that the line works for 
Trump to steal it. We win. Except he didn’t. Seventy-
four million Americans don’t like that movie.

On the other side of lying, truth is an awkward 
thing – always already framed one way or another. It 

didn’t drop from heaven but was made by people on 
earth: make a series of big bangs and you get to listen 
to deep geological strata; construct a history of the 
earth over the last billion years or so; work out where 
oil lies buried.

Fill a supersized bakkie’s tank and scorch down the 
road at five kilometres to the litre. Burn a few billion 
tonnes of coal. Emit 100 million tonnes of CO2 a day. 
Heat the earth. Pump out sulphur and particulates. Kill 
a few million people every year. Make a big pile of 
money.

Big oil knew all that in the 1970s already and 
decided for the big pile of money. Keeping it quiet was 
one lie. They stepped it up by running misinformation 
to discredit what they knew to be true. An industrial-
scale lie. On which they built a social movement. The 
tea party. Add big data with Cambridge Analytica. The 
base.

In his four years in office, Trump ripped into the 
US state’s capacity to do science. Notoriously, he 
put Scott Pruitt, a fossil industry lackey and climate 
change denialist, in charge of the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA). Pruitt was found with his 
fingers in the till and had to resign. Trump doubled 
down. He appointed coal lobbyist Andrew Wheeler.

In the middle of the elections, the US left the Paris 
Agreement. Climate change is a lie. And if it’s not, it’s 
not fair to America. Or to Donald Trump. Nor is the 
agreement. Besides, it was signed by Barack Obama. 
And Covid ain’t fair either. Fire Fauci!

Biden says he’ll take the US back into the 
agreement. But there lies the other climate lie. The 
Paris Agreement was the product of 25 years of 
America stonewalling real action. It requires nothing 
more than piety from the signatories. It pretends to 
action. It covers up the priority of the global elite to 
protect empire and capital before all else. Bad. Real 
bad. 

Not in the USA
by Greenfly
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Waste Pickers work laboriously to collect 
and sort through waste that often has no 
market value for them. This sad reality is 

often overlooked by the plastic industry, who argue 

that their unrecyclable, low-quality and multi-layered 
products are for the benefit of Waste Picker livelihoods

In an effort to debunk this myth and hold top 
polluting companies accountable, Waste Pickers 

SAWPA hold top plastic 
polluting companies 

accountable
by Niven Reddy and Carissa Marnce

SAWPA Waste Picker at the Vaalpark Material Recovery Facility. Credit – Niven Reddy, groundWork
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from the South African Waste Pickers’ Association 
(SAWPA), together with groundWork (gW), 
collectively held a Brand Audit on Wednesday the 9th 
of September 2020 at the Vaalpark Material Recovery 
Facility. The results from the activity revealed that 
Coca-Cola was the dominating brand within the area.

The concept of Brand Audits was started by 
the #BreakFreeFromPlastic movement to shift 
the narrative of who is responsible for the plastic 
pollution problem, and then to hold these polluting 
companies accountable. This process is done through 
a global effort to count and document the plastic waste 
collected at clean-ups.

During the Brand Audit, SAWPA waste pickers 
sorted through a variety of over-packaged products 
acquired from Vaalpark’s residential household waste. 
Some of these brands include Unilever’s OMO Auto 
Washing Powder and Sunlight Dishwashing Liquid 
refill sachets. Sadly, the majority of plastic used in 
these products is not recyclable. These items will then 
have to be taken to a landfill site, where it will end up 
polluting our environment in different ways.

For Waste Pickers, you can literally say that time 
is money. Their livelihoods depend on being able to 
recycle as many materials as possible to earn money 
to sustain themselves and their families. With this in 
mind, it is unacceptable to think about the amount of 
time that waste pickers have to spend sorting through 
materials that have no value for recycling.

Producing companies need to rethink and redesign 
their flawed single-use plastic model to ensure that 
what is being produced has an end of life and is 
intended to go back into the system and complement 
the work that waste pickers are already doing. It is 
hard to believe that these companies will make these 
significant changes as a voluntary step considering 
that it impacts their bottom line. Therefore, it is critical 

that our government takes action and uses mechanisms 
already in place to ensure that binding reduction targets 
are placed on producing companies. Whether placing 
policies for extended producer responsibility or plans 
for a complete phase-out of single-use plastics, one 
thing is abundantly clear: we cannot recycle our way 
out of this problem. If it is not meant to be reused or 
recycled, it should not be created!

Thinking forward, we were excited to learn that 
Africa dominated the global brand audit activities 
despite the various challenges with the pandemic. 
We hope that we can continue this next year and 
have even more engagement from African groups in 
hosting brand audits and for us to use the information 
gathered from the brand audits to open up interactions 
with producing companies and hold them accountable 
for the mess they are creating.
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