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Introduction
In June 2021, South Africa was hit with its third wave of COVID-19 infections. COVID-19 has been an
unprecedented shock to the globe, with no society or economy remaining unaffected. With this shock,
and the dramatic changes that have subsequently taken place, a wealth of new information and
knowledge has been generated regarding crisis response across sectors, levels, and institutions.
Through the pandemic, all of these spheres have been forced to test new processes and methods of
work, governance, planning and collaboration. Now, more than a year since its onset, there has been
significant reflection on these new learnings - what will be taken forward into a ‘new’ normal, and
what will be left behind.
These insights are also useful beyond the realm of COVID-19 and public health. They have been applied
to numerous other crises, including but not limited to, the climate change. Although different in
nature, both are profound shocks to our current economic systems, testing their resilience, fairness,
normative bases and even relevance under new conditions.
Therefore, this paper aims to examine the lessons learnt from the COVID-19 pandemic that can be
applied to the climate crisis in the South African context. This will be achieved by first briefly examining
the similarities and differences between the COVID-19 crisis and the climate crisis. It will then outline
six key lessons that can be drawn from the COVID-19 crisis for the South African context. These are:
1) Adequate and accessible social protection is required to protect the most vulnerable; 2) Care work
must be appropriately valued; 3) A capable, trustworthy and strong state is essential; 4) Localisation
of industrial processes is required to build resilient economies; 5) International cooperation is vital to
success; and 6) Crises worsen inequalities.

Climate change and COVID-19: a tale of two crises
The COVID-19 pandemic and climate change (a climate ‘crisis’) are two of the most pressing crises
facing both South Africa and the world. Climate change both precedes the pandemic and is likely to
outlast it. Commentators and academics around the world have drawn comparisons between the two
in the hope of drawing lessons from COVID-19 to address climate change.
The basis of these comparisons are a number of analytical similarities between the two. Firstly, both
are truly global in nature. While each country is affected somewhat differently, none is unaffected by
the direct and indirect impacts of the pandemic and climate change. 1 Secondly, both experience time
lags between the onset of the crisis and when its worst effects are experienced. 2 This means that they
have the potential to spiral out of control if early action is not taken, before the worst effects are
apparent.3 Thirdly, they are both scientific problems that rely on expert guidance to understand and
respond to. However, neither are only technical in nature. They manifest in ways determined by class,
race, power, economics and geography. Therefore, solutions also require a holistic, social basis. Lastly,
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and linked to this, is that they both already show signs of exacerbating existing inequalities.4 This also
plays out along numerous axes - race, class, gender, geography, and ability.
Not only are they analytically similar, but they are also tangibly correlated. Climate change, and
increased habitat loss, are also likely to increase the frequency of pandemics. Increasing temperatures
create the conditions for the spread of many diseases, such as malaria, and encroachment into
previously uninhabited areas may result in increasing contact between new species, their pathologies,
and human societies.5
However, this analogy should not be taken too far. There are also important differences which need
to be borne in mind.6 There are, of course, obvious differences in their nature, and types of policies
required to address them. For example, while COVID-19 requires physical distancing measures,
climate change mitigation requires new forms of energy production. This links to their respective
timescales, both in terms of their impacts and how quickly they can be brought under control. COVID 19 has been an acute crisis which escalated within a matter of months and is likely to be under control
within a few years. The climate crisis on the other hand, has been building up for decades, even
centuries. Furthermore, it takes such vast and complex change to address that even at its fastest pace,
it will take decades to try and mitigate and manage.
This difference in scope and scale is also linked to another key difference. With COVID -19, the
relationship between individual actions - such as physical distancing - and positive outcomes is much
clearer to see and more directly experienced. While with climate change there are clear actions that
individuals can take to reduce their personal carbon footprint, the positive outcomes of this are less
directly experienced. Similarly, the link between countries’ individual climate mitigation measures is
less direct than those seen with COVID-19 regulations. Countries with better COVID-19 regulations
saw directly the benefits associated with them, with limited infections and deaths and reduced impact
on the economy.
In addition to being more complex and enduring, the impacts of climate change and required
adaptation measures will vary vastly between countries and regions. In some locations, sea level rise
will be the biggest threat, requiring targeted adaptation measures along coastlines while in others, it
may be drought. This is distinct from COVID-19 which has had similar impacts and mitigation measures
instituted across the globe - lockdowns, border closures, physical distancing and vaccinations - albeit
to various extents and degrees.
These differences illustrate the complexity of addressing the climate change issue - it is longer, more
heterogeneous in impact, and more complex to address. However, we have also built up a vast array
of knowledge and experience, and have more time to address it, but this time for learning is running
out. Therefore, based on the analytical similarities and the novelty and urgency of COVID-19, there is
a unique opportunity to learn an important set of lessons for how to address climate change.

Lessons learnt
i)

Adequate and accessible social protection is required to protect the most vulnerable

Social protection refers to policies and programmes required to enable a dignified standard of living
for all. This includes both the right to social security and the right to an adequate standard of living,
encompassing grants, income support and access to basic services. 7 Existing and new social security
measures have proved to be a lifeline for many people during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially
vulnerable groups. This has been an essential part of the response to COVID-19 across the globe, with
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an estimated 92% of countries implementing social protection measures since the pandemic’s onset. 8
This has aided in ensuring “inclusive and effective access to health care and income security, thereby
supporting jobs, livelihoods and incomes, notably among those in a vulnerable situation”. 9
In South Africa, during the initial response to COVID-19, all social grants saw a R250 top up, a
Caregivers Allowance of R500 (per caregiver, not per child) was instituted, and a new Social Relief of
Distress (SRD) Grant of R350 per month was created for unemployed individuals who did not receive
any other form of grant or Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF) payment.10 The social grants are
generally considered to be progressively targeted, although insufficient, as they reach the poorest
households, and have proved to be a vital source of support. South Africa has one of the most
extensive grant systems amongst low- and middle-income countries and with the SRD grant, some,
but not all, previously unreached individuals and households were brought in. Evidence suggests that
the grants, particularly the SRD grant, played a vital role in reducing poverty and inequality during the
pandemic. Without it, poverty would have been an estimated 5% higher amongst the poorest
households, while household income inequality would have been between 1.3% and 6.3% higher. 11
However, the SRD grant, the Caregivers’ Allowance and the grant top-ups proved to be inadequate in
scale and time frame, and included biases against women. Although essential, the fact that the SRD
grant did not even reach the food poverty line of R585 and the pandemic still saw significant increases
in household and child hunger suggest that it was inadequate to truly provide the ‘relief of distress’
caused by the pandemic. In addition, it has ended prematurely causing significant backlash amongst
civil society.12 The pandemic and its economic effects have continued well into 2021 and are currently
(July 2021) being experienced in the form of the third wave. To end these rescue measures in a
continued state of crisis, leaves millions of people vulnerable. Lastly, many of those most vulnerable
and least supported have been women. While women were the vast majority of recipients of the
Caregivers Allowance, this was stopped prior to the SRD grant ending and evidence continues to show
that women have been inadequately covered by the SRD grant. In addition, as the Caregivers’
Allowance was allocated per caregiver and not per child, caregivers received insufficient support while
often caring for multiple children.
The COVID-19 crisis also saw limitations in other forms of social protection, such as the provision of
basic services. With extremely high levels of poverty and unemployment, it is vital that the
government ensure the right to an adequate standard of living, including healthcare, education,
housing and food. Some measures were put in place to help preserve these rights during times of
crisis, such as a moratorium on evictions, provision of food parcels, and the ramping up of the
healthcare response. However, these have been wholly inadequate to address the existing conditions
of poverty, and the ways in which this has been exacerbated by the pandemic. This is worsened by the
ongoing austerity measures currently in place, which have resulted in a drop in the real values of the
social grants, and chronic underfunding in government provision of these basic services.13
Climate change is itself a crisis, but will also manifest as particular, regional, varied and acute crises.
Research has shown that overall, the impacts of climate change are likely to hit those most socially
and economically vulnerable. Heat stress during heat waves is more likely to affect manual labourers
(due to increased exposure to heat and physical activity increasing severity of symptoms) and infants
and the elderly (due to reduced physiological ability to regulate the body’s temperature).14 Sea level
rise will affect coastal communities that do not have the resources to move elsewhere. Reductions in
rainfall affect subsistence farmers more than commercial farmers who usually have access to
boreholes, irrigation, insurance in case of crop failure, and diversified financial investments. 15
Increased food prices due to more difficult agricultural conditions will affect the poor more, as they
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already spend a disproportionately high amount of their incomes on food, leaving less money for other
essential items.
These are only a few ways in which people will be negatively affected by climate change. Apart from
mitigation measures, and targeted physical adaptation, social protection will be an essential
component of adaptation and increasing resilience. Vulnerability to climate change is not only a
product of proximity to disaster, but is also largely dependent on economic stability and well-being.16
Through adequate and comprehensive social protection, individual, household and community
resilience can be improved by providing basic resources to institute adaptive measures, and so that
they can respond to and recover from shocks and acute crises.
Comprehensive social protection includes universal provision of social security and basic services.
Universal social security should encompass a Universal Basic Income Guarantee (UBIG), as well as
increased access to UIF for workers currently excluded/underrepresented in the system, such as
informal workers and domestic workers. The idea of a UBIG has been around for a long time both
internationally and in South Africa. The COVID-19 crisis has once again placed it firmly on the policy
agenda with the recognition that this kind of support is vital in the face of rising unemployment,
poverty and hunger.17
This does not preclude other forms of social and economic support during periods of crisis. For
example, the Temporary Employment Relief Scheme (TERS), although not without faults, provided
employers with the means necessary to ensure that worker incomes could at least be partially
maintained in the context of economic shutdown. However, by providing a base of universal social
security, such as through the UBIG, the destitution experienced prior to COVID-19, and exacerbated
by it, may be reduced and mitigated.
ii)

Care work must be appropriately valued

For one of the first times in history, work around the world was clearly distinguished between
‘essential’ and ‘non-essential’. Essential work included the production and distribution of food and
medicine and the provision of basic services such as healthcare, energy, banking and internet
services.18 However, we also saw a ‘shutdown’ of other forms of essential work, such as schools and
Early Childhood Development centres which form fundamental parts of how we care for children in
modern society. The health impacts of the pandemic, and the increased requirements of care at home
as a result of shutdowns, illustrated that we are in a crisis of care.
Care work goes beyond doing health-related work. Broadly defined, it includes any work that involves
looking after the “physical, psychological, emotional and developmental needs of one or more other
people”.19 Therefore, care work must form an essential part of any society and economy that values
well-being, solidarity and people’s development.
More and more people need care - children, the elderly, people who are sick or those who live with
disabilities. This list includes all people at some point in their lives. And yet, care has been systemically
undervalued and often ignored, particularly within the economy. Care and healthcare systems have
been chronically underfunded through austerity measures that have reduced budgets for social
spending. Even during the COVID-19 pandemic which has shed light on the gaps and necessities within
our healthcare system, the South African health budget tabled in February 2021 proposed a R50.3billion reduction in public health spend over the next 3 years.20,21
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Reduced public spending on health and education does not mean that care work is left undone.
Instead, it is mainly women who pick up this burden. Around the world, reports show that women
bore the biggest burden of unpaid care during lockdowns. 22 And even in cases where care is
professionalised, it is generally done by Black women who receive low salaries for their service, receive
little to no benefits and have seen little security and support.
Care work is essential and should be valued all the time. However, it is particularly necessary in times
of crisis when more people are sick, mental health concern sky rocket, the elderly are worst affected
and traditional institutions, such as schools, are suspended. This applies not only to health crises, but
also to the climate crisis.
Climate change increases the burdens of care. In the acute crises of climate change, whether that be
heat waves, storms and flooding, or fires, care workers are on the front lines of facing the
consequences these disasters have on human life. Climate change is also expected to bring new
diseases, increasing the need for health care, reducing food and water security and availability, and
increasing the time and effort required to provide these. Without significant reform, this is likely to
place huge societal pressure on women and girls. Excessive, un/underpaid care work acts as an
obstacle to women’s participation both economically and politically - “in Bolivia 42% of women say
that care work is the biggest obstacle to their political participation”.23 This produces further systemic
problems such as women’s economic dependence on men, which contributes to the scourge of
gender-based violence.
In order to address this, our societal and economic valuing and allocations of care need to be radically
reformed.24 This should be done through: paying care workers better to represent their true societal
and economic value; investing more in public provision of health care, including childcare, care for the
elderly and the disabled; increasing investment in other services that make care work easier, such as
water and sanitation systems, and public education; and instituting policies to redistribute unpaid care
work in the household and improve well-being, such as through compulsory equal parental leave,
flexible working hours, and a shift towards a 4-day week.
Not only does this support society as a whole through improved well-being, access to care, and gender
equality, increased provision of professional care work is an example of a low-carbon job. This can also
take the form of care for the environment. Jobs such as environmental restoration, clearing and
cleaning of waterways and wetlands, removal of alien invasive plants, and agro-ecological agriculture
could be categorised as care work. These too can provide the basis for high numbers of low-carbon,
climate jobs that improve overall well-being and enhance socio-ecological resilience.
This shift in how we understand and value care work and the role of care in society’s well-being, is
part of a broader shift in redefining the work that is prioritised and valued in society. This must be
focused on work that contributes positively to society, where work that is essential for life and wellbeing is socially and economically valued and remunerated, and that guides us in the direction of a
low-carbon and climate-resilient society.

iii)

A capable, trustworthy and strong state is essential

With the rise and expansion of neoliberalism in the decades prior to the pandemic, the role of the
state took on a form different to the one occupied in the 1950s and 60s. Some have argued that
neoliberalism saw the ‘reduction’ of the state, due to the key components of neoliberalism including
the privatisation of previously public institutions and services, the deregulation of markets and
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reductions in government spending and welfare.25 While all of these components have certainly been
key parts of the neoliberal turn, others have highlighted that rather than understanding this as a
weakening or reduction in the state, it should be better understood as a ‘repurposing’. 26 Under
neoliberalism, this new ‘purpose’ is to support and regulate markets, while increasing opportunities
for profit and financialisation.
With the pandemic, the importance of the state has received new attention and been reemphasised.
States have formed the bedrock of almost all responses to COVID-19. They have been the point of
decision-making regarding lockdown measures, regulations and border controls; the main source of
health advice communications for the general public; essential for managing the inputs of different
sectors and stakeholders to prevent siloed approaches; and the main forum for negotiations for
vaccines in global forums such as COVAX. They have also been the main provider of healthcare in
almost all countries, and where necessary, have been central in harnessing, managing and distributing
products and services from the private sector. For example, in Spain, there was a temporary
nationalisation of private sector health services during the worst periods of the pandemic. 27 From a
financing perspective, public finance is estimated to have funded over 90% of the vaccine
development.28,29 States have also been decision-makers and sources for most social and economic
relief, providing previously unheard of amounts of social protection and fiscal stimulus around the
world.
Given the similarities between the pandemic and the climate crisis, including its global nature, the
requirement of international cooperation and strong legislation, this reemphasis on the state has
important implications for how we address climate change. However, up to this point, while states
have taken a central role in international forums such as the United Nations Framework Convention
of Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Paris Agreement, in formulating climate mitigation targets and
in creating national frameworks on climate change, states have arguably been more hands-off in their
response to the climate crisis and much more reliant on market-mechanisms to reduce emissions than
has been seen under COVID-19.
COVID-19 saw governments take actions previously unheard of in much of the world. In South Africa,
these included stringent restrictions on mobility through curfews, travel bans and border controls;
alcohol and cigarette bans; and compulsory mask wearing. Countries and regions considered as
exemplars of well-managed and successful pandemic responses include Vietnam, Singapore, South
Korea, Mauritius and the Indian state of Kerala. Some defining features of these responses included
early, decisive action in instituting preventative measures, including but not limited to, lockdowns,
and consistent and transparent messaging around the pandemic, communicating its severity clearly
and often.30 This also requires strong leadership within the state, in order to ensure messaging and
policy alignment across departments and levels. Other successful measures included widespread, free
and easily accessible testing and contact-tracing capacity which could be ramped up during the
pandemic, but relied on years of investment, preparation and capacity. 31 In many African countries
which saw successful COVID-19 responses, this was partly attributed to previous experience with the
Ebola epidemic and expansive systems of community health care workers. Despite the important role
of centralised decision-making and infrastructure, the ability to adapt, be flexible and learn proved
vital in many successes.32 In the case of Mauritius, various platforms were used by the government to
receive feedback from the public which was used as a learning tool for improvement. 33
Many of these actions were implemented early on in South Africa too, which saw the government
take swift action by instituting a strict lockdown, and introducing context-specific regulations such as
the alcohol bans to reduce the burden on the health system. However, the response to COVID-19 was
also plagued by bureaucratic inconsistencies and obstacles, particularly around vaccine preparation,
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procurement and rollout, and wide-scale corruption at every level of government. Further, the socioeconomic relief measures made available, as discussed above, were inadequate, and in the case of
business relief, poorly targeted and designed.
In order to address the climate crisis, governments need to play a similar, but expanded, role. They
need to take early and most importantly, decisive, action; they need to coordinate across levels and
departments to provide consistent message and policy goals; there should be two-way
communication and feedback with the broader public; and they require state capacity and preparation
for times of crisis. The emphasis here however, is on the government’s role in taking action. Under
neoliberalism, much of the state’s role has been to address market failures and externalities, acting
only in response to market crises. This has meant that it carries the burden of the risks of the private
sector, but bears none of the rewards. Globally, this has been the case where there has been a
‘socialising of risk and privatising of reward’.34
However, in order to act proactively, provide positive direction and capacitate itself for times of crisis,
the state must also act as a key investor, both in itself and the economy. This requires designing and
implementing cross-sectoral policy to achieve our climate goals in ways that are mainstreamed across
all aspects of government, together with making substantive, albeit sometimes risky, investments to
achieve these goals.35 This cannot be done in the context of austerity, as it requires substantive
investment in government projects and programmes related to mitigation and adaptation, as well as
in the capacity of the state itself. However, this does not mean that government spending is only a
source of loss and debt creation. These investments must be seen exactly as they are, as investments,
where the state receives returns resulting in a socialising of risk and profit.
In some countries, this shift in approach can already be gleaned in the recovery measures being
introduced. For example, in the United States, President Biden has been pushing for a multitrillion
dollar recovery plan focusing on human infrastructure, rebuilding and expanding transport and water
systems, and substantially increasing renewable energy use and energy efficiency, while at the same
time creating millions of jobs.36 In South Africa, however, the government’s neoliberal approach to
economic policy has been reinforced by the pandemic, most strikingly observed by its renewed
commitment to fiscal consolidation.37
The South African government must utilise the recovery from COVID-19 as an opportunity. With states
playing substantive roles in providing and guiding relief and recovery, there is an opportunity for these
principles to be embedded into long-term planning and policy development immediately. This could
take the form of investments where the state gets an equity stake, instead of bailouts, and
conditionalities attached to state support, such as low-carbon commitments, worker retainment and
decent work principles, and the requirement for affordable and accessible provision of social goods. 38
Some of these principles have already been applied in countries such as Denmark and Austria, and
could similarly be maximised in the South African context.

iv)

Localisation of industrial processes is required to build resilient economies

Localisation of industrial processes has supposedly been part of the South African government’s
priorities for a long time and is included in the Economic Reconstruction and Recovery Plan (ERRP),
but it has been largely unsuccessful. Localisation refers to the increased industrialisation of domestic
production for the economy. South Africa’s economy has been shaped by the Minerals and Energy
Complex (MEC), which still dominates. The MEC is a system of capital accumulation, predicated on the
exploitation of labour and nature; the devaluing of reproductive labour; and the alignment of political
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and economic vested interests within the mining and energy sectors that has been fundamental to
the way in which the South African economy, and society, has been structured.39 Although mining no
longer plays as large a role in South Africa in economic terms (only contributing approximately 8% to
GDP), the MEC has seen an entrenchment of the interests of financialised mining, and related,
capital.40 The sectoral composition of the economy has shown premature deindustrialisation, with
manufacturing shifting from 21% of the economy in 1990 to 13% in 2015, and finance growing from
11% to 18% over the same time period.41 Further, South Africa has been able to rely on cheap coal
resources for electricity. Fossil fuels comprise 78% of the primary energy supply (59% coal, 16% crude
oil, 3% natural gas), and the energy sector produces 80% of South Africa’s total emissions. 42 This leaves
the South African economy in a very vulnerable position regarding both global supply chains, as it has
failed to fully industrialise, as well as climate change due to the entrenched position of fossil fuels in
the economy.
South Africa has not successfully implemented industrial policy to date. Key to successful industrial
policy is trade protection of infant industry, and a strong, focused and capable state that can enforce
policy, monitor improvements and respond to changes.43 Industrial policy in South Africa has been
marred by inconsistency and inadequate protection of industry. Further, the lack of focus on the
manufacturing sector where the greatest opportunity for increasing returns to scale exists, has limited
opportunities for learning and increased productivity. Lastly, firms within the MEC, such as the steel
sector, have successfully exploited public incentives without supporting local industrialisation due to
a lack of coordination and discipline from the state.44
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need to strengthen local industrialisation and diversify
the economy away from the MEC structure. Global supply chains have been significantly disrupted
during the pandemic, particularly in food systems and medical manufacturing. Food supply chains
have been affected due to labour shortages and disruptions in networks of transportation. Medical
manufacturing capacity has proven to be insufficient to respond to a health crisis of this magnitude,
with shortages of personal protective equipment, medical equipment and vaccines. 45 If South Africa
were able to increase localisation, we would improve resilience to health crises and even future
climate crises.
Another sector which could hold significant benefits is that of renewable energy and specifically,
manufacturing of renewable energy technologies. While a transition to renewable energy is promised
to create jobs, the majority of jobs in this sector occur within manufacturing, construction and
installation, with relatively few required during operations.46 Therefore, in order to secure a just
transition, make up for the loss of coal jobs, and create new permanent jobs, there must be
manufacturing of renewable energy technologies locally. Further benefits of localisation in food
systems, medical manufacturing and renewable energy include lower transport costs, lower
greenhouse gas emissions as a result, and local and regional economic development.47
One example of a promising development in localisation during the COVID-19 pandemic is the local
production of ventilators. In April 2020, the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) tasked the South
African Radio Astronomy Observatory (SARAO) with a project to repurpose their capabilities of
building a radio astronomy dish towards manufacturing ventilators. The project was successful,
managing to produce 20 000 ventilators by November 2020. The success was argued to be because of
the prior investment in research infrastructure and funding from the Solidarity Fund. 48 This type of
project represents an example of innovation and localisation that should be implemented across
sectors.
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Localisation of industrial processes in South Africa would promote diversification, increase
productivity and job creation and improve resilience to health and climate crises. There is an
opportunity as part of the reconstruction plan to strengthen the approach to localisation and prioritise
key sectors of food systems, medical manufacturing and renewable energy technologies to achieve
increased resilience.

v)

International cooperation is vital to success

Both COVID-19 and climate change are global problems that require global, coordinated responses.
The nature of our global economy has supported the escalation of these crises. The COVID-19
pandemic was able to spread dramatically due to well-established transport networks and the climate
crisis has emerged due to continuing capitalist expansion and extraction of fossil fuels at an
international scale.
While these crises have been experienced internationally, there has been a significant lack of global
solidarity in tackling them. Despite various international institutions being set up to address the
climate crisis, including the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the UNFCCC, and more
recently the Paris Agreement, international greenhouse gas emissions have not been significantly
reduced and the impacts of climate change are already being felt.49 Similarly, despite calls for
international cooperation to address the COVID-19 pandemic, countries are responding by putting
their citizens first, despite recommendations by public health experts.
Vaccine nationalism has dominated the international response to COVID-19, and this has happened
because of global inequalities and an imbalance in power. Vaccine nationalism is exhibited when
countries vaccinate their entire population before supporting vaccination programmes in other
countries, and when countries and companies refuse to release the intellectual property for vaccines
so that other countries can manufacture them. Both forms of vaccine nationalism are prevalent, and
jeopardise the possibility of overcoming the COVID-19 pandemic globally, as “an uncoordinated
patchwork of immunity could exacerbate the rise of escape variants that could alter vaccines’
effectiveness”.50 Despite health experts recommending that all vulnerable groups should be
prioritised in vaccine programmes, most Global North countries are vaccinating their healthy young
populations while the Global South is left with inadequate access to vaccines even for vulnerable
population groups. This is exacerbated by the lack of local research, innovation and manufacturing
capacity of vaccines and medical products within many countries in the Global South, including South
Africa, outlined in the previous section.
A similar situation has occurred regarding climate policy, as Global North countries exert influence
over global processes, and countries in the Global South set to suffer the impacts of their inaction as
well as continue to struggle against a growing debt crisis. Europe and the United States have
contributed the most to total emissions over the past 250 years, with dramatic increases since the 19th
century.51 While the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement have a principle of common but differentiated
responsibility, so that the Global North would take responsibility for emissions so far, this has not
translated in practice. At present, the obligations on the Global North are to support others with
finance, technology and capacity-building. However, what would be more valuable, in addition to
these, is debt relief, as countries of the Global South have taken on additional debt to address the
COVID-19 crisis which will leave them with less fiscal space to address climate change. 52
South Africa should be doing much more to demand justice in global health systems and climate
agreements. South Africa has already raised its voice to demand a waiver of the intellectual property
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licencing of vaccines and other health-related technology, alongside India and other countries of the
Global South.53 This was an important show of leadership, but more can be done. As mentioned, the
issue of finance to address these crises is growing with debt levels and is based on current financial
options which are not feasible for Global South countries because they are too expensive, place the
risk on governments, and contain restrictive conditions.54 Other initiatives that would support global
cooperation, unity and social justice in the face of these global crises include leading a negotiation
around a COVID-19 Debt Relief Initiative; ensuring a united front by African countries on international
forums; and designing a regional economic reconstruction plan to facilitate regional development. 55
South Africa could play a prominent role in advocating for social justice in the COVID-19 response,
particularly around finance, and could then use this momentum and precedent to advocate for further
climate justice.

vi)

Crises worsen inequality, especially gender inequalities

Crises of all natures typically hit the most vulnerable the hardest. This has clearly been observed in
the pandemic. In South Africa, those hardest hit by the economic impacts of COVID-19 and associated
lockdowns have been women, children, Black people, informal workers and low-income
workers.56,57,58 These groups experienced higher rates of job loss and lower rates of job return when
lockdowns eased, higher rates of income loss, and higher incidences of hunger. This is also true
globally, as women and Black people were disproportionately employed in the hardest hit sectors.59
This is due to the ways in which these groups were integrated into the economy prior to the pandemic.
They have experienced systemic and historical racism and oppression, workplace insecurity and
casualisation, low wages and wage growth and little scope for social mobility.
The highest income classes, on the other hand, have seen fewer negative impacts of the pandemic
and associated lockdowns, with the world’s wealthiest even experiencing increases in wealth. Many
middle class professionals were also able to work remotely, rely on savings and other sources of
income and occupied secure contracts which saw substantially fewer job losses than those in informal,
temporary and low-skilled labour.60 This inequality has not only played out in economic indicators such
as employment and income, but also health outcomes, access to internet, and access to virtual
education.61
Similarly, inequalities are worsened by climate change. As outlined above, social and economic
vulnerabilities are key determinants of the severity and impacts of climate change events.
Disadvantaged groups experience worse effects due to higher exposure to hazards, more
susceptibility to damage and reduced ability to address and recover.62 This results in a situation where
individuals, families and communities are trapped by a vicious cycle of worsening well-being,
livelihoods, health and safety. Wealthy individuals and households on the other hand, are able to
shield themselves from many of the impacts of climate change through adaptive technologies,
diversified income streams, financial resources to rebuild/recover, and insurance.63
As highlighted above, these inequalities are the result of systems of oppression, globally and in South
Africa, that are perpetuated by current economic structures. It is therefore vital to hold justice at the
centre of the national and global responses to these crises. One framework of justice which is starting
to be adopted within the climate justice sphere, highlights three types of justice: procedural,
restorative and distributive.64 Procedural justice addresses the question of how justice and fairness
are incorporated into responses in terms of meaningful participation and governance. Restorative
justice addresses how past harms on communities, individuals or even environments, are addressed.
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Distributive justice addresses the question of how costs, and benefits, of the crisis are allocated.
Further research is required to understand how these conceptions of justice could be incorporated
into the national and global responses to crises that address the inequalities and power dynamics at
play.

Discussion and conclusion
As with COVID-19, climate change will continue to worsen poverty and inequality in South Africa and
globally. This means that it is those least responsible for causing this crisis that will suffer the worst
consequences, an injustice that must not be perpetuated. In order to do so, it is necessary to take
note of and use the lessons from our experience with COVID-19.
These lessons include the importance of adequate, comprehensive, unconditional and unending social
protection. This is required to address both the chronic and acute crises expected with increasing
severity of climate change. Secondly, it requires a re-evaluation of the importance of care work, both
as an essential part of system resilience in the face of crisis, as well as low-carbon and environmentally
restorative work. In doing so, the burden of care must also be shifted away from predominantly
women to society and genders collectively. Thirdly, the state needs to take a central and decisive role
in addressing climate change. This must be through providing a clear direction and acting early on
social, economic and industrial policy and investment. This role of the state is essential to both finance
development and adaptive measures, as well as ensure that the direction of change is decisively and
timeously guided. Fourthly, and linked to this, is the necessity of localisation of industrial and
manufacturing processes which increase productivity and job creation and improve resilience to
health and climate crises. The fifth lesson highlights the need for international cooperation and
solidarity to ensure that inequality between countries is not worsened, particularly relating to climate
finance and the common but differentiated responsibility principle. Lastly, the inequality in impact of
these crises shows the need to hold justice at the centre of national and global responses to climate
change.
Together, the lessons provide a glimpse of a vision for an economy that is more just, and what is
required to reach it. They also illustrate why a just transition is an essential element in any response
to climate change. The systems that have created the crisis are the same ones that have exploited
both humans and the broader environment for centuries. The value of the three justice approaches
outlined above, is that it embeds this understanding into a coordinated and holistic, economy-wide
response that directly addresses some of these underlying problems. To implement any and all of
these lessons, an orientation of the state and policy making is required that fundamentally addresses
the structure of the economy and lays the foundation of a just transition through labour support,
industrial policy and social protection.
If the opportunities to learn from the current crisis are taken, there is time for a vastly improved
response to the climate crisis approaching us. Without it however, we will be left as unprepared and
ill-equipped as we were for this pandemic, with disastrous consequences for millions of people.
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