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last time SA hosted global climate talks:

World Summit on Sustainable Development 
Johannesburg, 31 August 2002: 30,000 protesters

coming to SA: COP 17, November-December 2011





‘climate justice’ semantics
• environmental/racial justice traditions - 1980s

• ad hoc climate activism, 1997 Kyoto Protocol 

• 2000s: Contraction&Convergence, GDRs (technicist)

• ‘Durban Group for Climate Justice’, 2004 

• fusion of ‘global justice’ and radical enviros, Bali, 2007 

• ‘Climate Justice Now!’, 2007-present

• Climate Justice Alliance (EU-based), Copenhagen, 2009 

• Cochabamba conference ‘Rights of Mother Earth’, 2010

• Third World Network emphasis on South state power

• UN DISA’s CJ orientation: South industrialisation

• Mary Robinson Foundation for CJ – elite reengagement



‘global governance’ solutions to world crises?
recent record: repeated top-down failures

• except Montreal Protocol on CFCs (ozone hole), 1996
but since then:
• dominant neoliberals (1990s), neoconservatives (2000s)
• World Bank, IMF Annual Meetings: trivial reforms 
(Chinese voting power rising, African falling)
• ‘Post-Washington Consensus’: Stiglitz fired, 1999
• UN Millennium Development Goal rhetoric, 2000
• WTO Doha Agenda 2001: failure
• Monterrery Financing for Development summit, 2002, 
then G20 global financial reregulation, 2008-09: failure
• renewed wars in Central Asia, Middle East, 2001-??
• UN Security Council reform attempts failed, 2005
• G8 aid promises (especially for Africa) broken,  2005
• Kyoto Protocol on climate: Copenhagen Accord tragedy



Copenhagen Summit crash, December 2009
on last day, backroom deal by Barack Obama
(USA), Jacob Zuma (SA), Lula da Silva (Brazil), 
Manmohan Singh (India), Wen Jiabao (China) 

designed to avoid needed emissions cuts; instead, 
business-as-usual for fossil-fuel capital, heavy 
industry, transport sector and overconsumers



top US climate negotiator Todd Stern, on 
demand for recognising climate debt

'The sense of guilt or 'The sense of guilt or 
culpability or reparations culpability or reparations ––

I just categorically reject that'I just categorically reject that'
(statement at Copenhagen, 12/09)(statement at Copenhagen, 12/09)

Stern rejects 
foundational 

principle: 
‘polluter pays’



concept of 
‘ecological 
debt’ now 
recognised 
in serious  
research



instead of paying its 
debt, US plays the
pollution markets

DATE: December 12, 1991
TO: Distribution
FR: Lawrence H. Summers

... I think the economic logic behind 
dumping a load of toxic waste in the 
lowest wage country is impeccable and 
we should face up to that… I've always 
thought that under-populated countries in 
Africa are vastly UNDER-polluted. (emphasis added)

(World Bank chief economist Larry Summers, later US Treasury Secretary 
and Obama’s economic manager – full memo: www.whirledbank.org)



‘underpolluted?’ Rise in 
Southern African temperatures 
over historic norms from 1980

Source: Al Gore
Source: Mark Jury

Kiliminjaro 
melts,

1970-2000



climate and African food

‘In Africa, crop net revenues 
could fall by as much as 90% 
by 2100, with small-scale 
farmers the most affected.’
– Testimony to the US House of Reps. Select Committee on 

Energy Independence and Global Warming, by R.K. 
Pachauri, Chairman, United Nations Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, August 2007



climate justice movement’s
demands at Copenhagen:

• 1) cut greenhouse gas emissions
(45% by 2020) consistent with 
what science demands

• 2) pay climate debt ($400 bn/year 
by 2020) to eco-social victims

• 3) decommission carbon markets



carbon markets as ‘privatisation of the 
air’: a gimmick for the North to 
avoid emissions cuts - but now 

exhausted?• ‘The concept is in wide disrepute… Obama dropped 
all mention of cap and trade from his current 
budget… Why did cap and trade die? The short 
answer is that it was done in by the weak economy, 
the Wall Street meltdown, determined industry 
opposition and its own complexity’ – New York Times, 26 March 2010

• adds US Senator Maria Cantwell (D-Washington), 
‘Enron scandal and rocky start to a carbon credits 
trading system in Europe that has been subject to 
dizzying price fluctuations and widespread fraud.’



why this gimmick?
US vice-president Al Gore (later a 

carbon trader) pushed for Kyoto to 
include emissions markets, 

in exchange for Washington’s 
promised support … promise soon broken 

Gore: ‘The European Union has 
adopted this US innovation and is 
making it work effectively there.’

(An Inconvenient Truth, p. 252) 



does carbon trading work effectively in EU?
emissions market’s 5 crashes, 2006-09

impossible to finance impossible to finance 
renewable energy with renewable energy with 
such low carbon pricessuch low carbon prices



alien-invasive trees grow 10 
years, then die and become 

charcoal for pig-iron, for 
Brazilian auto industry

Clean Development Mechanism case studies

Plantar’s ‘green desert’
timber plantation

how does carbon trading 
look in the South?



Bisasar Road
conversion of 

methane-to-electricity 
at environmentally-

racist toxic dump 

Africa’s largest landfill 
placed in black residential 
suburb (Clare Estate) by 
apartheid; municipality 

refused to close it thanks 
to World Bank 2002 

investment hype: 
Prototype Carbon Fund 

credits

Durban, South Africa: 
$15 million CDM pilot

Sajida Khan’s 
family home



Sajida Khan (1952-2007)
though felled by cancer from dump, she had co-
hosted ‘Durban Group for Climate Justice’ (2004) 

and her challenge to Bisasar methane flaring 
rebuffed World Bank in 2005

project went ahead in 2008-09 and 
currently CDM is paid just €14/tonne



most recent SA 
attack on 
climate:

$3.75 bn loan 
approved by  

World Bank to 
mainly finance 
Eskom’s coal-
fired Medupi
power plant…

60 local civil 
society groups and 
200 international 
opposed – but lost Source: groundWork & Earthlife Africa

more SA climate justice resistance politics



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

Eskom’s Medupi: world’s 
fourth-largest coal-fired plant, 
to emit 25-35 mn CO2-equiv. 
tonnes/year (more than 115 countries)



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices 
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

Medupi has no pollution scrubbers 
yet ambient SO2 standards already 
excessive, area is water-scarce, 40 
new coal mines needed, and mining 
causes extreme water degradation 



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

Bank’s Dec. 2009 ‘consultation’ had no 
attendees from affected areas; Bank 
procurement rules violated; Eskom
has huge governance crises, including 
extreme leadership turmoil (e.g. chair 
and CEO fired each other, Nov. 2009)



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

25%/year price rise (but 
inflation just 5%) and 127% rise 
from 2008-12 to pay for Medupi: 
results include massive electricity 
disconnections and ubiquitous 
‘service delivery protests’



1/3 of Eskom’s four million customers have  
‘zero’ consumption – most were disconnected



upsurge of community protest against electricity 
disconnections, price increases, World Bank loan



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

sweetheart deals: multi-decade ‘Special Pricing 
Agreements’ made during late apartheid give BHP 
Billiton and Anglo American R0.12 ($0.015)/kWh 
electricity for smelters (1/6 what households pay); 
resulting in Eskom’s R9.7 billion ($1.3 bn) loss in 2009



SA offers world’s cheapest electricity to 
metals smelters - phase-out needed!

Eskom brags 
about low prices 
in 2009 annual 
report, though 

subsidised 
electricity to BHP 
Billiton was main 
reason for huge 

2009 losses

Richard’s Bay aluminium



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices 
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

BHP Billiton, Anglo, Arcelor Mittal, Xstrata and other 
beneficiaries of Eskom largesse are headquartered 
(and send their profits) abroad, hence putting 
extreme pressure on current account deficit



The Economist, 25 Feb 2009

world’s most risky emerging market



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices 
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

SA’s foreign debt is already dangerously 
high - $82 billion – and repayment costs 
on Medupi loan will soar when R/$ rate 
crashes (as now happens regularly)



Since early 2000s, 
extreme rise in SA’s foreign debt, 

to the point of severe 
debt/GDP danger levels



five SA currency crashes, 1996-2008

when Rand falls 15%+, then repayment of 
World Bank’s $ debt much more expensive



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices 
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

privatisation of electricity generation is underway in 
this loan (for ‘figleaf’ renewable component) – and 
will be increased for Kusile (to 49% private 
ownership); unions fighting for full public supply



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices 
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

ruling party investment arm, ‘Chancellor House’, 
to ‘earn’ at least R50 mn (probably more) in 
pure profit from contracts in conflict-of-interest 
Hitachi tender; Eskom chair Valli Moosa acted  
‘improperly’, according to state investigators 



Ten reasons to reject Medupi
• climate destruction
• local ecologies, health
• procedural problems in World Bank process
• poor people pay excessive prices 
• multinational corps. get ultra-cheap power
• profit outflow to multinationals
• increased foreign debt
• privatisation
• ANC corruption 
• World Bank's apartheid history

from 1951 (3 years after formal apartheid 
began) to 1966, loans to Eskom of $100 mn
resulted in no electricity to black townships 
or rural areas; Jubilee SA demands 
‘reparations’ for Bank's apartheid profits



World Bank should have its funds cut World Bank should have its funds cut 
(not $86 billion capital increase); and(not $86 billion capital increase); and

‘‘leave leave SASA’’ss coal in the hole!coal in the hole!’’
‘‘I canI can’’t understand why there t understand why there 
arenaren’’t rings of young people t rings of young people 

blocking bulldozers and preventing blocking bulldozers and preventing 
them from constructing them from constructing 
coalcoal--fired power plants.fired power plants.’’

Al GoreAl Gore speaking privately, August 2007speaking privately, August 2007  



some activists are ‘keeping the oil in the soil, 
coal in the hole and tarsand in the land’…

genuine climate change strategy:
plug fossil fuel extraction

• Niger Delta women, Environmental Rights Action, MEND
• Australian Rising Tide v Newcastle coal exports
• British and Irish Climate Camp 
• West Virginia Mountaintop Removal blockades
• Alberta, Canada tar sands green & indigenous activists
• Alaska wilderness and California offshore drilling 
• Oil Watch network centred in Niger Delta, Quito
• Ecuadoran indigenous activists in Connai plus Accion

Ecologica demand Yasuni National Park oil stay in 
Amazon – Germany first to pay climate debt to do so

• Greenpeace: increasing direct actions



genuine legislative alternative missing
• genuine climate bills (in Ireland, US, etc) would 

strengthen command-and-control regulatory 
mandates for national Environmental Protection 
Agency, utility boards and planning commissions

• serious legislation would mandate for profound 
economic transformation so as to generate (and 
fund) new production, consumption, transport, 
energy and disposal systems

• adverse balance of forces everywhere – e.g. 
Ireland, US - leaves legislation with private offsets, 
carbon trading, regulatory neutering (US EPA) and 
massive subsidies for oil, coal, nuclear and 
corporate agriculture 



in sum, five fields of Climate Justice activism
• first at global scale, work in solidarity to block major climate-

destructive projects, continue to make demands – albeit 
unwinnable in the foreseeable future given adverse balance 
of forces in the UN and G8/G20 - for 
– 1) huge emissions cuts (for industrialised countries, 45% below 1990 

levels by 2020), 
– 2) climate debt payments (scaling up to $400 billion/year by 2020), 
– 3) carbon market decommissioning; 

• global movement coordination in April 2010, Cochabamba, 
invited by Bolivian government: World Conference of 
Peoples on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth

• support campaigns against global climate targets, e.g. BP and 
Chevron oil, World Bank 

• Cancun COP 16, November-December 2010 and 
South Africa COP 17, November-December 2011



five fields of Climate Justice activism
• second, at national scale, continue to make demands – albeit 

also unwinnable in most settings, where due to adverse power 
balance, unacceptable legislation and/or gridlock are most likely:

– industrialised countries to make 45% emissions cuts, climate 
debt payments and carbon market decommissioning,

– plus massive state investments in transformed, decentralized 
energy systems, transport and infrastructure, 

– semi-industrialised economies (e.g. especially BASIC) to make 
cuts based upon reversing their growing fossil fuel addictions, 
and 

– in some cases (e.g. South Africa) pay a climate debt to poorer 
neighbours, and reject CDMs and offsets;



five fields of Climate Justice activism

• third, at national scale where 
environmental regulatory agencies exist, 
challenge institutions to restrict greenhouse 
gas emissions as dangerous pollutants (for 
example, as in the US after lawsuits and 
direct action protests against the EPA); 



five fields of Climate Justice activism

• fourth, at regional, provincial (state) and 
municipal scales, engage public utility 
commissions and planning boards to block 
climate-destructive practices and projects; 
and



five fields of Climate Justice activism

• fifth, at local scales, target point sources of 
major greenhouse gas emissions, power 
consumption or excessive transport, and 
raise consciousness and the cost of 
business-as-usual through direct action and 
other pressure techniques



huge challenge of linking green and red politics
e.g. in SA, conservation/renewables and electricity-as-a-right

otherwise, otherwise, 
this danger:this danger:



can it be done?
case study of successful 

SA-internationalist social 
movement solidarity: 

access to Anti-RetroVirals Gugu Dlamini

- 1990s – US promotes Intellectual Property above all, so monopoly-
patented ARVs cost $10-15,000/person/year – way too expensive!
- 1997 – SA’s Medicines Act allows ‘compulsory licensing’ (breaking 
patent for generic producers);
- 1998 – US State Dept counters Medicines Act with ‘full court press’,
Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) formed, stoning death of AIDS 
activist Gugu Dlamini in her Durban township due to stigmatization
- 1999 – Al Gore for president, ACTUP! opposition to Gore, Seattle 
WTO protest, Bill Clinton surrender, ‘AIDS dissidents’ emerge 
- 2000 – AIDS conference in Durban, rise of Thabo Mbeki’s denialism
- 2001 – ‘PMA-SA v Mandela’ lawsuit w Medicines sans Frontiers & 
Oxfam, while TAC imports Thai, Brazilian, Indian generics



TAC’s Anti-RetroVirals campaign:
2001 – Constitutional Court supports nevirapine, 

major World Trade Organisation (TRIPS) concession at Doha
2002 – critiques of Mbeki, Manto Tshabalala-Msimang

2003 – ANC compels change in state policy
2004 – generics produced in SA, global AIDS funds increase

2009 – nearly 800 000 public sector recipients! 
2010 threats – fiscal conservatism, Obama’s Pepfar cuts

strategic successes:
* commoning intellectual property

* decommodification
* destratification

* deglobalisation of capital
* globalisation of solidarity

Zackie Ahmat, 
Nelson Mandela



otherwise, otherwise, 
this danger:this danger:


