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Is the South 
African Climate 

Change Bill 
responsive to 

adaptation needs?



What is the 2022 
IPCC WGII report 

and why is it 
important?

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) consists of 195 governments 

and is a body of the United Nations 
responsible for providing the latest scientific 

assessments on the drivers of climate change, 
its impacts and risks and the adaptation and 
mitigation measures to reduce those risks. 
IPCC’s reports are produced through peer-
reviewed assessments among hundreds of 

climate scientists, experts and governments. 
Therefore, IPCC reports are important because 

they are the latest scientific evidence of the 
effects of climate change and present findings 
that are agreed upon by all the governments. 

Is the South African 
Climate Change 

Bill responsive to 
adaptation needs?

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) Working Group II (WGII), as 
part of its sixth assessment cycle, released 
the report “Climate Change 2022: Impacts, 

Adaptation and Vulnerability” (henceforth the 
report) in February 2022. The report made it 
clear that unavoidable climate disasters and 
long-term environmental changes are to be 

expected and urged that we need to invest in 
adaptation, with equal force and urgency as 

mitigation or reducing GHG emissions. 

Given this sense of urgency, this factsheet aims to inform 
civil society organisations, community based organisa-
tions, gender based organisations and youth in South 
Africa of the main findings of the report, implications 
highlighted by the report and what it means to their life. 
The fact sheet also assesses whether or not the current 
draft of the South African Climate Change Bill is up to the 
task of responding to the impacts of climate change as 
highlighted by the IPCC report. It also looks at different 
mechanisms that will be required for the Bill to provide 
an adequate policy response to the IPCC report recom-
mendations. 

Is the South African Climate Change Bill responsive to adaptation needs?  June 2022 2

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/
https://www.parliament.gov.za/bill/2300773


 RISK The potential for adverse consequences for human 
or ecological systems, recognising the diversity of values 
and objectives associated with such systems. In the con-
text of climate change, risks can arise from potential 
impacts of climate change as well as human responses 
to climate change. Relevant adverse consequences in-
clude those on lives, livelihoods, health and wellbeing, 
economic, social and cultural assets and investments, in-
frastructure, services (including ecosystem services), eco-
systems and species. In the context of climate change 
impacts, risks result from dynamic interactions between 
climate-related hazards with the exposure and vulnera-
bility of the affected human or ecological system to the 
hazards. Hazards, exposure and vulnerability may each 
be subject to uncertainty in terms of magnitude and like-
lihood of occurrence, and each may change over time 
and space due to socio-economic changes and human 
decision-making.

In the context of climate change responses, risks result 
from the potential for such responses not achieving the 
intended objective(s), or from potential trade-offs with, or 
negative side-effects on, other societal objectives, such 
as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Risks can 
arise for example from uncertainty in implementation, ef-
fectiveness or outcomes of climate policy, climate-related 
investments, technology development or adoption, and 
system transitions.

How does the IPCC 
define adaptation 

and resilience, risk 
and vulnerabilities?

IPCC undertakes a rigorous process to define 
key terms to ensure that the various authors 

involved in preparing these reports agree 
on key terms. Below, we provide the actual/
technical definition of these three terms as 
defined by IPCC in its glossary, along with a 

less technical interpretation of the same. 

 VULNERABILITY IPCC defines it as the propensity or 
predisposition to be adversely affected. Vulnerability en-
compasses a variety of concepts and elements including 
sensitivity or susceptibility to harm and lack of capacity 
to cope and adapt. In simpler terms vulnerability is a mea-
sure of how someone or something can be negatively af-
fected by climate change. For example, if you live next to 
a river or in a floodplain then you are more vulnerable to 
flooding than someone who lives on higher ground.

 ADAPTATION IPCC definition in human systems, the 
process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and 
its effects, in order to moderate harm or exploit beneficial 
opportunities. In natural systems, the process of adjust-
ment to actual climate and its effects; human interven-
tion may facilitate adjustment to expected climate and its 
effects. An example of an adaptation measure is raising 
the foundations of waterfront or flood-vulnerable build-
ings. 

 RESILIENCE IPCC definition is the capacity of intercon-
nected social, economic and ecological systems to cope 
with a hazardous event, trend or disturbance, responding 
or reorganising in ways that maintain their essential func-
tion, identity and structure. Resilience is a positive attri-
bute when it maintains capacity for adaptation, learning 
and/or transformation. In simpler terms it is the ability for 
a human and natural system to a) bounce back from a 
climate disturbance by maintaining its core functions and 
b) to also bounce back better through learning, adapta-
tion and/transformation for better outcomes for people 
and the environment. 
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The report 
highlights key risks 
of climate change 

if there is no urgent 
action

Short-term risks 

 → There will be a loss of a rich variety of life forms on 
Earth i.e. significant biodiversity loss,

 → There will be a rise in sea levels due to melting ice. 
Coastal communities will be most affected because of 
their physical location with damage to physical infra-
structure e.g. hospitals, roads, schools, trains etc

 → There will be an increased migration and violent con-
flicts driven by worsening socio-economic conditions 
as people seek to escape the weather changes which 
result in reduced access to resources and shelter. 

 → Physical and mental health will be negatively affected.

Mid- term to Long-term risk 

 → There is a very high extinction risk for endemic spe-
cies in biodiversity hotspots such as the flora and fau-
na in many parts of South Africa, which are critical 
for the provision of water, flood prevention and other 
“natural services”;

 → Physical water availability will decrease and water-re-
lated hazards will continue to increase;

 → There will be pressure on food production and access 
to food will be limited, especially in vulnerable regions 
(such as areas that experience droughts or other ex-
treme weather), 

 → Soil health will weaken and weather changes will 
cause increased crop pests which will cause diseases 
and make food insecurity worse. 

What are the 
main findings of 

the report?
 → The report concludes that climate 
change has already harmed people and 
nature around the world. In fact, some 
opportunities for adaptation have already 
been closed because we have been slow 
to act. Those most hurt are poor people, 
and places that feel climate impacts 
strongly because of their physical 
settings, like populations that live next 
to mountains, deserts, coasts and small 
islands. These are the areas that are 
more vulnerable to weather changes. 
For example, small islands and coastal 
towns such as Durban and Cape Town, 
are directly vulnerable to sea-level rises 
because they are surrounded by oceans. 

 → The world must cut its total 
greenhouse emissions by 45% by 2030 
to avoid climate catastrophe. At current 
levels, global emissions will increase 
by almost 14% over this period. If this 
happens, the world will need to adapt 
to irreversible impacts such as melting 
ice caps, frequent and intense weather 
changes such as drought and floods 
as well as loss of biodiversity and vital 
ecosystems. How warm it gets in 2030 
and beyond depends on how fast we 
cut GHG emissions now. The faster we 
cut emissions, the more feasible it is for 
people and nature to adjust.

 → Increase in extreme weather and 
climate events have exposed millions 
of people to food and water insecurity. 
The most significant impacts have 
already been seen in parts of Africa, Asia, 
Central and South America, small islands 
and the Arctic.

 → So far, governments are not doing a 
good job at climate adaptation. The 
report concludes that current adaptation 
efforts are unequal, disorganised, too 
minor, short-sighted, and not adequately 
resourced and implemented. 
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What are the 
IPCC findings for 
adaptation and 

resilience, and are 
these adequate?

The report presents the following 
findings for countries to consider:

 → Significantly increase public and private 
finance flows. Increase direct access to 
multilateral funds, strengthening project 
pipeline development, and shift finance 
from readiness activities to project 
implementation would help realise 
transformative adaptation in Africa. 
Concessional finance, such as grants, will 
be required for adaptation in low-income 
settings.

 → Integrate climate adaptation into social 
protection programs, such as cash 
transfers, public works programmes and 
healthcare access.

 →Diversify agricultural, agroecological 
and conservation agriculture practices, 
aquaculture, on-farm engineering, and 
agroforestry. 

 →Mid- to long-term. This can increase 
resilience and sustainability of food 
systems in food insecure areas such as in 
Africa.

What do the findings 
of the report mean 

for workers and 
communities, 

women and youth?
 →  WORKERS Workers will be negatively affected by 
weather changes such as heat stresses, flooding and 
droughts. This will have an effect on workers’ health 
as well as the production and servicing of many sup-
ply chains. Because of this, some may not be able to 
work which will limit their ability to make an income. 

 →  RURAL AND LOW LYING COMMUNITIES Com-
munities living in coastal regions will be negatively 
impacted by flooding and increased weather changes 
especially when there is no access to weather-resis-
tant infrastructure. Communities that currently do not 
have adequate access to public services such as water, 
electricity and sanitation will be worse. Rural commu-
nities will also likely face extraction of their water re-
sources to provision cities (see California/Colorado as 
an example), will have higher livelihood impacts as a 
result of agricultural shifts, and are also typically less 
able to move to new areas. 

 →  WOMEN women do a disproportionate amount of 
unpaid care work in the household and in our com-
munities, and this will likely increase as resource scar-
city increases. Research shows that women do most 
of the work of cooking, cleaning, fetching water, car-
ing for children and the elderly and organising in their 
communities. Extreme weather events would make 
this harder for women to do, and will increase their 
share of unpaid labour. 

 →  YOUTH all of the above factors will also affect the 
youth. Youth are also likely to experience mental and 
physical health issues. Many young people will be 
forced to learn how to adapt to climate change with 
very little resources over their lifespans (longer than 
the older generations). Some will have to live with air-
borne diseases caused by climate change from a very 
young age, and ultimately as climate impacts increas-
es the older generations will leave behind a legacy of 
severe climate impacts for today’s youth and children 
to deal with in their adulthood. 

This means that climate change 
undermines our human rights to 
food, water, work and well being.
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South African 
Climate Change Bill 
Fact sheet in light 
of the 2022 IPCC 

WGII report 
The draft South African Climate Change 

Bill (henceforth the Bill) was published on 
18 February 2022. The Bill aims to put in 
place a legally binding framework for the 

implementation of South Africa’s international 
commitments and obligations to respond 
to climate change impacts, by reducing its 
carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas 
emissions, and steps taken to adapt to the 
effects of climate change. This Bill affects 

every South African. 

The Table below rates the Bill’s adaptation elements 
against the findings of the IPCC’s latest report on im-
pacts, adaptation and vulnerability. It does so on the fol-
lowing grounds: 

 → the declaration of a climate emergency, adapta-
tion concepts, the alignment of adaptation with so-
cio-economic and environmental rights realisation, 
on implementation of adaptation measures, on the 
transparency and accessibility of adaptation mea-
sures, on adaptation strategy, on interdisciplinary and 
evidence-based approaches, and on accountability in 
adaptation measures/accounting for climate risks and 
exposure.

The ratings indicate the Bill’s responsiveness to the IPCC 
recommendations: 

Red indicates highly insufficient or lacking 

Orange indicates insufficient 

Green indicates sufficient 

MECHANISMS 
OF A GOOD BILL RATING COMMENT

Addressing 
climate 
emergency 

The report is clear that climate change is an existential threat for humans. The 
report concludes that climate change is already harming people and nature around 
the world. The most hurt are poor people, and places that feel climate impacts 
strongly because of their physical settings, like mountains, deserts, coasts, small 
islands, and polar regions.

The Bill recognises that South Africa has a role to play in the global effort to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions – the primary drivers of human impact on Earth’s 
climate, which requires urgent adaptation responses. The Bill aims to tackle this 
problem and it is clear in defining the climate change challenges in the preamble in 
the context of South Africa. The Bill recognises that climate change will contribute 
to “increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, will affect, amongst 
other things, human health, access to food and water, biodiversity, habitats and 
ecosystems, the coast and coastal infrastructure and human settlements”

This demonstrates that South Africa has accepted the weight of scientific 
understanding and places the country among progressive nations that are trying 
to deal with the complex causes and effects of climate change. But to be a leader, 
the Bill needs to declare a Climate Emergency. The declaration of a climate 
emergency will be a reflection of global calls for the declaration of a climate 
emergency that stem from a recognition that to avoid dangerous climate change 
and keep temperature increases within the 1.5C temperature rise deemed necessary 
to survive a rapid and ambitious transformation is needed.
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MECHANISMS 
OF A GOOD BILL RATING COMMENT

Adaptation 
concepts

The Bill does well in defining key terms in relations to climate change and 
adaptation e.g. adaptation and vulnerability. The definitions are in alignment with the 
IPCC report definitions. 

However, the Bill does not define resilience and exposure yet the Bill mentions the 
word resilience in several instances. Resilience is taken to be something that needs to 
be strengthened as part of an adaptation response. This is a critical omission as there 
are many definitions of resilience, some good and others not useful. For instance, 
the original and widely used definition sees resilience as a way of preserving the core 
functions of the current system. The problem with this definition is that the core 
functions of the current system, e.g. capitalism, can also be very destructive to the 
climate, therefore the core function would have to be transformed for resilience rather 
than retained. 

Therefore, the IPCC defines resilience as not only the ability for a socio-economic 
and ecological system to bounce back from a climate disturbance by retaining 
its core functions, but also the ability for this system to bounce back better. This 
ensures that resilience measures do not maintain a status quo that is unequal. 

The Bill also does not define “Exposure” which the IPCC defines as the presence 
of people; livelihoods; species or ecosystems; environmental functions, services and 
resources; infrastructure; or economic, social or cultural assets in places and settings 
that could be adversely affected. This absence is significant as it should be part of a 
risk assessment framework that identifies vulnerability of various groups and plans for 
adaptation and resilience. 

Alignment of 
adaptation 
with socio-
economic and 
environmental 
rights 
realisation

The South African Climate Change Bill acknowledges that the Constitution makes 
provision for the right to an environment that is not harmful and for environmental 
protection for current and future generations. Mention of the Constitution does not 
go far enough to ensure that the Bill is aligned to the realisation of socio-economic and 
environmental rights guaranteed by the Constitution. Socio-economic rights provided 
for in the Constitution such as the right to clean water, health, energy access, etc. are 
central to adaptation and resilience measures. Aligning the adaptation chapter to the 
realisation of constitutionally-guaranteed socio-economic rights such as the right to 
clean water, health, etc would strengthen the Bill’s measures. 

Implementation 
of adaptation 
measures

The Bill’s timeframes for when policies are to be developed and reviewed are not 
specific enough. For example, the Bill requires that within a year of operation the Bill 
Minister may periodically review and amend national developmental objectives. This 
does give an exact date.

Moreover, it is unclear who is responsible for the implementation of the policies other 
than the Minister and provincial and municipal forums on climate change which will 
be responsible for coordinating climate change response actions in each province 
which are not yet established. We suggest a multi-stakeholder steering committee 
that will be responsible for preparing, implementing and monitoring the National 
Adaptation Plan for all areas of South Africa’s economy. 

Transparency 
and accessibility 
of adaptation 
measures

The Bill lacks transparency. The Bill does not have a transparent framework for 
reporting, measuring, monitoring and verifying sources of emissions over time nor 
does it require companies, financial institutions and State entities to disclose climate 
change risk and prepare for those risks and opportunities. This lack of transparency 
thus reduces better decision making on which communities are most vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change and it further reduces government’s response to climate 
change and public awareness of the issues.
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MECHANISMS 
OF A GOOD BILL RATING COMMENT

Adaptation 
Strategy 

The Bill sets out adaptation strategies that will guide the country’s adaptation to 
climate change impacts, development of resilience and sustainable development. The 
Bill plans to meet these strategies by setting up:

 → a National Adaptation Strategy, which will guide South Africa’s adaptation to the 
impacts of climate change and develop adaptation scenarios which anticipate the 
likely impacts over the short, medium, and long term. These must be developed 
within a year.

 → Sector Adaptation Strategy and Plan that will serve to implement the measures and 
mechanisms required for the adaptation response. This will be informed by assess-
ments that a) identify and spatially map risks and vulnerabilities affecting ecosys-
tems, communities and areas arising from climate change and b) determine mea-
sures and mechanisms to manage and implement the required adaptation response. 

While these strategies are articulated in the Bill, it is unclear who is responsible for 
the formation and implementation of these strategies outside the minister. 

In addition, currently the Bill does not make provision for relocation of 
communities affected by climate change, which might result in the communities 
being permanently displaced. The Bill is recommended to set in place relocation 
guidelines that will be implemented by a Task Team selected by the Minister. The 
guidelines should set out how affected communities should be relocated and provide 
a coordination mechanism that guarantees a minimum standard of protection and 
enables the engagement of all stakeholders affected to manage the relocation.

Interdisciplinary 
and evidence-
based

A well informed Climate Change Bill will be informed by the most up to date, 
comprehensive and authoritative scientific data on climate change and be able to 
capture both physical and nonphysical climate change risks. The Bill affirms that it 
will make use of the latest scientific knowledge but is not explicit on the source 
and does not make reference to traditional knowledge. In this regard, the Bill 
should explicitly list the following as sources to consult:

 → The latest scientific assessments produced by the IPCC that will model the im-
pacts of climate change risks in the country.

 → Local traditional knowledge to inform the development of Integrated Risk Scenarios.

 → Climate risk assessment on new infrastructure – the Bill should require an assess-
ment to be conducted before determining whether to approve new public infrastruc-
ture or not.

This will support a well informed and evidence-based Bill.

Accountability 
in adaptation 
measures/
Accounting for 
climate risks 
and exposure

There is no clear direction of accountability on climate risk exposure. To improve 
accountability, the Bill should require the disclosure by companies and state-owned 
entities of their exposure to climate risks and the measures they are taking through 
investment decisions to reduce them. In addition, the Bill should make provisions for 
the development of an online publicly available registry of adaptation projects. This 
registry will house all projects in the country address adaptation.

This publication was produced with the financial support of the European Union. Its contents are the sole responsibility of 
the Climate Ambition to Accountability Project and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union.

© 2022 Climate Ambition to Accountability Project. All rights reserved. Licensed to the European Union under conditions.
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