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Summary of 
Findings

Children are disproportionately vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. The specific nature of 
their vulnerability is multidimensional, shaped largely by the physical, social, and emotional changes 
that take place over the course of childhood. These changes are intensified by children’s heightened 
sensitivity to negative or high-impact events during the early stages of development and by their 
general lack of agency and voice. 

In the case of South Africa, the impacts of climate change on children need to be considered in 
relation to wider development pressures affecting the country. Challenges such as international 
economic shocks and stresses, high levels of poverty and inequality, population changes, effects of 
HIV and AIDS, management of scarce natural resources and rapid urbanisation will each interact with 
climate change. The results of those interactions will affect how far the effects of climate change are 
transmitted to children and households at the local level. With this in mind, an effective response to 
changing climate and development pressures requires efforts from all stakeholders as well as good 
coordination across multiple levels of governance, from household and community, through municipal 
and provincial, to national and international levels.

There is an important international legal framework that underpins the need to focus on how children’s 
well-being can be affected by climate change. It particularly points out the duty of the State to enable 
children’s rights to be met. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
commits all signatory states to protecting the right of every child to a safe, healthy environment in 
which to develop and grow. The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) 
recognises that the development of a child requires particular care with regard to health, physical, 
mental, moral and social development. It recognises that the child’s development also requires legal 
protection in conditions of freedom, dignity and security. In particular, it recognises the role of the 
State in protecting and reuniting children who have been displaced as a result of natural disasters. 
The World Fit for Children declaration, which is a consensus outcome from the UN General Assembly 
Special Session on Children held in 1992, articulates the commitment of states to protect children and 
to minimise the impact on them of natural disasters and environmental degradation. 

South Africa has already taken steps to understand, recognise and address the challenges that 
climate change poses. This is evident in its National Climate Change Response strategies and other 
examples of environmental and developmental policy response actions. Yet, within these strategies, 
the ability to recognise and address the needs of the country’s children is not well established.
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Understanding the impacts of climate change on children in South Africa 

Despite the particular vulnerability of children, few studies have investigated how climate change will 
affect child development and well-being across South Africa, in the short, medium and long term. 
This study seeks to redress this deficiency by exploring the key challenges that relate to children and 
climate change in South Africa. In addition to synthesising relevant international and South African 
literature about impacts, vulnerability and adaptation, the study is complemented by data collected 
via a series of international and national key informant interviews. Further to this, two case studies 
were undertaken, involving an urban coastal region and rural agricultural zone.

The analysis of the impacts of climate change on child well-being is divided into primary and secondary 
impacts. Substantial changes in South Africa’s climate are likely to be caused by such variables as 
rising temperatures, changing patterns of precipitation and differences in the frequency and intensity 
of extreme events. Each of these changes will have a significantly direct, physical impact on children. 
Examples of direct, primary impacts may include injury suffered during unusually heavy rainfall events 
or increases in infectious, vector and water-borne diseases in areas subject to higher annual average 
temperatures and rainfall intensity. These impacts can also be felt indirectly when climate change 
interacts with other development pressures. This results in challenges such as rising food prices or 
issues of local conflict over scarce natural resources where children and households are forced to 
cope accordingly.

Secondary impacts on children are associated with the coping and adaptation strategies adopted in 
response to climate change. At the local level, examples of adaptation strategies would be: changing 
lifestyle and behaviour; seeking other forms of temporary employment to supplement income; 
permanently migrating to exploit new opportunities; or adopting a new livelihood practice. Though 
these strategies might be undertaken over longer timescales, they have significant and profound 
implications for child development and well-being. Typically, heads of households and caregivers 
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Figure 1: Analytical framework used in the study
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decide these strategies. However, children may have some degree of agency and, when living on their 
own or in child-headed households, children will often influence the nature of adaptation strategies 
themselves. 

The ability to carry out these adaptation strategies is known as the ‘adaptive capacity’. Levels of 
adaptive capacity vary tremendously from person to person, based on a range of socio-economic 
characteristics1. Those from poor households and marginalised groups (including women and 
girls) are generally considered to have lower adaptive capacity. This study seeks to give value by 
complementing the analysis of primary impacts with an exploration of how household coping and 
adaptation strategies will affect children over the short and long term.

How is South Africa’s climate changing?

Understanding how the climate is changing is an extremely difficult process because of the complex 
interactions between land, oceans and the atmosphere, and uncertainties in trying to model and 
predict the outcome of these interactions, particularly at the local level. The study has relied on 
observed records of past temperature and on simulated projections of future climate as its two main 
sources of information. Broadly speaking, observation records show that South Africa’s climate has 
experienced trends of increasing average annual temperatures and slight decreases in average annual 
precipitation from 1970 to 1990 (McSweeney et al. 2010)2. However, significant variation, particularly 
in patterns of precipitation, exists across the country and across different seasons. For example, 
records point towards positive trends (i.e. more rainfall) over the southwest winter rainfall region and 
negative trends (less rainfall) over the north-east summer rainfall region. South Africans notice an 
increasing trend in daily temperature extremes and the number of annual ‘hot’3 days and nights. 

‘One minute it’s hot, the next minute it’s raining and there is hail,  
and then it’s hot again’�  

(From national focus group discusstion [FGD] with children  
aged 14 to 17 years)4.

Future-climate projections are arrived at by using climate models to simulate the characteristics of the 
earth’s systems. This technique is particularly complicated and projections need to be understood in 
the context of large uncertainties. To some extent, at the global and the regional scale, climate change 
projections are fairly well established. Yet there remain many uncertainties about projecting changes 
at the local level. However, reliable information is available and is good enough to inform adaptation 
policy across various scales. For South Africa, there are key climate variables that relate to changes 
in temperature and rainfall patterns (see Table 1). 

Sharp increases in temperature are expected, with rates of increase higher in the interior of the 
country than along the coast. With regards to projections of rainfall, an imaginary line divides the 
country in two. Significant increases in the average annual rainfall are projected for the central and 
eastern regions. Contrasting sharp decreases are expected for the west. More importantly, significant 
changes in rainfall variability and intensity are projected throughout the country, with consequences 
for the incidence of floods and droughts. These changes are likely to have considerable implications 
for the water and sanitation, health, agriculture, residential, transportation and industry sectors.

1	 For further information about the characteristics of adaptive capacity at the local level, see the Africa Climate Change Resilience Alliance 
(ACCRA). 

2	 See main report for more detailed analysis of climate trends.

3	 A ‘hot’ day or ‘hot’ night is defined by those in which the temperature exceeds 10%as compared to that of days or nights in current climate 
of that region and season.

4	 UNICEF South Africa carried out a series of focus group discussions with children at the national level and in the Limpopo and KwaZulu-
Natal provinces. The selection of quotes presented in this summary illustrates some of the responses from participants.
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Box 1: Summary of projected climate change for South Africa

The projections discussed are based on a synthesis of different climate models, with varying ranges of 
spatial resolution and accuracy. 

Temperature

•	 Mean annual temperature is projected to increase by 1.1–2.4°C by the 2060s and 1.6–4.3°C by the 
2090s.

•	 All regions are likely to be warmer in the future, although warming is expected to be greater inland 
than in the coastal regions.

•	 There will be a substantial increase in the frequency of ‘hot’ days and nights. 

Precipitation

•	 Projected changes in precipitation show wide variations across the country.

•	 Generally, more rainfall is projected in the east, in terms of both mean annual rainfall and number of 
heavy rainfall events. In some cases, there will be very large increases in mean annual precipitation 
(up to 80% for areas such as Limpopo province in some models).

•	 Less rainfall is projected for the west and the interior (60-80% for western areas of the Northern 
Cape, Westersveld and Richersveld in some models). 

Extreme events

•	 Generally, there will be increases in rainfall variability countrywide, with consequences for the 
incidence of flood and drought events.

•	 There are wide disagreements among models about the impacts of future El Niño events.

For further detail and sources see main report.

Table 1: Summary of projections in changes to key regional climate variables for the 
distant future across South Africa

Average annual 
temperature & 
number of ‘hot’ 
days and nights

Total annual 
average rainfall

Rainfall 
intensity, and 

number of heavy 
rainfall events 

annually

Total days with 
no rainfall (p.a.)

North-East 
(Limpopo, 
Mpumalanga, 
Gauteng)

Moderate 
increase

High increase High increase Moderate 
decrease

Interior (Free 
State, North 
West)

High increase Moderate 
increase

High variation 
(increase in some 
areas, decrease 

in others)

Little/no apparent 
change

West (Western 
Cape, Northern 
Cape)

Slight increase High decrease Moderate/high 
decrease

Moderate 
increase

South-East 
(Eastern Cape, 
KwaZulu-Natal)

Slight increase High increase High increase Moderate 
decrease

Distant future is defined as 2081–2100. Degrees of impact are given as broad qualitative summaries of outputs from Schultze et al. (2010), 
Lumsden et al. (2009), DoEA (2010) and McSweeney (2010). Relative qualifications are not bracketed into quantitative categories but reflect a 
general summary of available climate data. The table seeks to summarise a wealth of regional data. For a more specific description of regional 
impacts, refer to the source documents.
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‘The consequences of climate change are widespread: poverty, inequitable 
land distribution, and agriculture. This will mainly depend on  

how the rain falls’ � 
(From national FGD with children aged 14 to 17 years).

South Africa’s development challenges and their impacts on children

In order to understand how children are affected by climate change at the local level, it is important to 
recognise the interactions and overlaps between climate change and wider development pressures. 
In many senses, climate change and development have a symbiotic relationship. Climate change 
is a threat to sustainable development and the achievement of many key development targets, 
such as the Millennium Development Goals. Furthermore, the impacts of climate change are often 
mediated through interacting development pressures. For example, individuals seldom respond to 
climate change directly. At the household level, climate change typically is felt indirectly through other 
processes resulting from development pressures, such as rising food prices, the spread of disease 
and conflicts over natural resource management. 

‘As a result of the rise in sea level there will be flooding.  
Then when floods occur there will be losses in part of the city.  

There will also be a reduction in the crop production.  
This will result in goods being expensive in the stores and there will also be 

the increase in disease’�  
(FGD with children, KwaZulu-Natal).

South Africa’s children suffer high rates of poverty, inequality and climate change vulnerability, 
particularly those situated in rural areas, because they lack access to adequate sanitation and water, 
housing, food, education and health care. This has important implications for childhood development. 
In nearly all aspects of socio-economic comparison, Black African children are disadvantaged 
significantly more than children of other racial origins. 

Half of all children live in rural areas. KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and the Eastern Cape (the locations 
of the former Homelands) contain 76% of all rural-dwelling children. In urban areas too, children face 
different development pressures caused by over population, poor urban planning and inadequate 
infrastructure. This makes them particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change.

‘So I come from a poor community and everything, what am I  
going to worry about? Feeding my children with the food that I can afford, 

or saving the environment?’�  
(From national FGD with children aged 14 to 17 years).
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Table 2: Main primary impacts of climate change on children in South Africa

Areas with increased 
likelihood of a higher 
concentration of affected 
children

Type of impact

Health Limpopo, Mpumalanga and 
Gauteng

Incidence of malaria could increase resulting from a moderate rise in 
temperature and an increase in the number of ‘hot’ days per annum, 
combined with increased intensity of rainfall and insufficient sanitation 
infrastructure, which can lead to an accumulation of stagnant water. 
Those farthest away from health facilities and with poorer access to 
water and sanitation will be most affected.

Free State, North West Malaria outbreaks. Although malaria cases are currently very few, a 
steep increase in temperature and number of ‘hot’ days per annum 
could increase the spread of the disease. Health infrastructure in these 
regions is currently unprepared to deal with malaria outbreaks, given 
the historically low prevalence in the area.

KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and 
Mpumalanga, particularly 
common in informal urban 
settlements

Vulnerability to infectious diseases such as diarrhoea and cholera 
could increase, resulting from higher intensity rain episodes where 
water and sanitation facilities are inadequate, in both rural and urban 
localities, although potentially worse in informal urban settlements 
where there are greater concentrations of poor people. 

Free State and North West 
and some larger inland urban 
areas such as Johannesburg, 
Pretoria and Polokwane 

Incidence of respiratory diseases and heat stroke may increase. 
Higher temperatures and a greater number of ‘hot’ days over the 
annual cycle are particularly linked to reduced air quality. Higher levels 
of pollution can lead to asthma and tuberculosis, which are particularly 
problematic given the reduction in resilience incurred by a higher 
prevalence of HIV/AIDS in these areas.

Incidents of heatstroke are likely to be exacerbated by deteriorating 
levels of water, owing to evapo-transpiration.

Limpopo, Mpumalanga, 
Gauteng, Eastern Cape, 
KwaZulu-Natal – particularly 
for those living in informal 
housing 

Risk of drowning or injury resulting from damage to infrastructure. 
Increases in rain intensity, particularly with insufficient water 
management systems and high population density, can lead to 
flooding.

Nutrition Eastern Cape, Free State, 
North West 

Risk of food shortages, linked to child hunger and malnutrition. In 
rural areas where subsistence agriculture is prevalent, there is greater 
likelihood of drought linked to higher temperatures and unpredictable 
rainfall. This is likely to have more acute effects where child hunger is 
already significant.

Education Limpopo, Mpumalanga and 
Gauteng, Eastern Cape, 
KwaZulu-Natal

Potential floods and heavy rainfall could damage school 
infrastructure and roads or bridges that reach schools. Flooding is 
already a cause of school absenteeism and this could be aggravated 
by heavier rainfall patterns.

Possible increase in disease and malnutrition could affect school 
attendance and student performance across the country.

Emotional 
and social 
well-being

In the various localities where 
disasters occur and are likely 
to become more prominent, 
increased variability is 
likely nationwide, notably 
across much of the north-
east (flood), and southwest 
(drought).

Children can be distressed emotionally by the occurrence of 
disasters such as floods or droughts, especially in the absence of 
counselling, official support mechanisms or a stable, supportive home 
environment. 

Other 
areas

Free State, North West, 
Limpopo, Western Cape, 
Northern Cape

Greater time burden for children (particularly girls) because of 
having to travel greater distances to fetch water in those areas where 
water availability is reduced – particularly where households already 
experience inadequate access to water sources.

In localities with dense forests, forest fires could result in injury or 
fatality.

Based on generalised information; assumes that no adaptation responses are being made.
Source: Authors’ compilation; see main report.
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What are the primary impacts of climate change on children in South Africa?

As South Africa’s changing climate is likely to vary considerably between provinces, so will the primary 
impacts on children vary. However, we can expect changing climate and development pressures to 
have profound implications for health, nutrition, education, emotional and social well-being across 
different parts of the country. A summary of the likely main primary impacts on children and the 
regional variations in the types of impact is shown in Table 2. 

Changes in rainfall patterns will have multiple primary impacts on children in South Africa. For 
example, the incidence of malaria may rise where higher rainfall is combined with higher temperatures, 
particularly in the North West and Free States provinces. Similarly, the prevalence of such water-, air- 
and vector-borne diseases as diarrhoea, cholera and bilharzia may be expected to increase in areas 
where higher levels of rainfall (in terms of intensity, distribution and annual average) are projected, 
principally where this coincides with poor levels of and inadequate access to sanitation. These 
impacts will be particularly detrimental if few response and adaptation policy actions are taken.

‘In my community a lot of people tend to defecate in the local grounds, 
landfill sites. I can encourage my community to have  

better sanitation, use of toilets, because most of them they  
just defecate everywhere they go’�   

(FGD with children, Limpopo).

Where levels of rainfall are projected to decrease (notably in the west of the country), issues of land 
degradation, soil erosion and lowered agricultural food production are of particular concern to both 
children and households. In these contexts, young children are most vulnerable to such threats as 

© UNICEF/Schermbrucker
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an inadequate supply of safe drinking water and malnutrition because of their physical vulnerability 
and their nutritional needs. Where households face high levels of stress from loss of livelihoods or 
are displaced to find alternative livelihoods, evidence from other countries shows that children are 
more exposed to emotional or physical abuse and neglect5. Since children, particularly girls, are often 
responsible for fetching the household supply of water, they will have to travel greater distances as 
sources become scarcer. As a result, they will have less time to spend on school-work and leisure, 
both of which are vital for children’s social and intellectual development. 

Young children are at higher risk of increasing temperatures, especially heatstroke. Projections of 
increasing temperatures and the number of ‘hot’ days and nights per year, particularly for the interior 
of South Africa, are of notable concern. Urban areas could experience pronounced warming effects 
owing to the ‘urban heat island effect’6. Those children already experiencing disproportionate levels 
of exclusion and underdevelopment will be more severely affected by the impacts of climate change. 
Children may also be affected by negative changes in intra-household dynamics, the emotional 
distress linked to reduced access to basic services, illness, displacement or damage to housing from 
flooding. 

‘[Climate change] causes children to drop out of school when there is 
flooding, which floods away the houses and all that stuff.  

It causes them to drop out of school and come and look after their families, 
which will make them suffer, especially educationally or academically  

so and then another thing is that […] there will be problems in  
terms of the infrastructure. So children won’t be able to go to school […]’�   

(FGD with children, Limpopo).

5	 See Bartlett (2008) for more.

6	 See Bartlett (2008).
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What are the secondary impacts of climate change on children in South Africa?

In addition to primary impacts, coping and adaptation strategies in response to a changing climate will 
have considerable secondary implications for South Africa’s children. Common adaptation strategies 
at the local level (undertaken by households or by children themselves) include: changes in lifestyle 
and behaviour; supplementation of livelihood activities and adaptation of current livelihood practices; 
and seeking of alternative livelihoods. These strategies generally operate over a longer timescale yet 
have significant and profound implications for child development and well-being. 

Table 3: Secondary impacts on children through different adaptation strategies

Adaptation strategy Indirect impacts on children

Lifestyle changes Households may resort to reducing expenditure on basic goods and 
services, including those that are particularly important for children. 

Similarly, children living on their own, or in child headed households, 
will need to adjust spending on basic goods and services, which will 
further exacerbate their already precarious situation.

Supplementing livelihoods, 
adopting improved and 
appropriate technology

Increasing the amount of time that caregivers (usually mothers) 
spend on income generating activities outside of the household 
reduces the level of time spent on caring for children, leading to vital 
nurture deficits. 

The gender division of labour in the domestic sphere implies that 
girls may be compelled to fulfil the role of caregiver in the absence 
of an adult, thereby spending more time on domestic and care 
work, and less on schooling and leisure.

Children may also be required to participate in income generating 
activities, which may, though not necessarily, interfere with 
schooling. However, given the systemic nature of climate shocks, 
the types of work available may be limited or even in some cases 
harmful, either physically or psychologically.

On the other hand, additional economic contributions made by 
children can go some way toward mitigating impacts on other 
siblings.

Alternative livelihoods and 
migration

Migration has mixed impacts on children. When one or both parents 
leave the household, children can face increased levels of emotional 
distress and instability. However, remittances from parents can 
contribute to a better quality of life if children are adequately cared 
for (usually by members of the extended family). 

Children can also migrate. However, this may render them 
particularly vulnerable to a range of risks associated with losing 
the support structure of a familiar home environment. These risks 
include engaging in harmful work, living in inadequate housing with 
poor services (particularly if further climate disasters are sustained) 
and a higher possibility of being trafficked for sex work or child 
labour. Exposure to these risks may result in detrimental impacts on 
the social and emotional well-being of the child. 

In areas where effective adaptation responses are lacking, changes in the climate may result in a 
lowering of household income and livelihood security. Inevitably, the consequences for children 
would be negative. Small changes made in lifestyle behaviour for the sake of adapting, such as 
adjustments in the management of resources and in the methods and mix of inputs used in producing 
goods and services, can have important implications for children. For example, household surveys 
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of rural communities in KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and North West provinces show that individuals 
have reprioritised elements of their production, consumption and ecological systems in response to 
changing climate and development pressures7. Similarly, a drop in income in households is more likely 
to cause cuts in food expenditure, substituting less nutritious food or consuming less, with profoundly 
detrimental effects on child development. 

Similarly, adjustments in consumption could result in a reduction in spending on health care and 
school related costs. A shock to incomes often means lower school attendance, performance or 
even dropout. With that, some children, particularly the older ones, would take up paid work to help 
support the household. The work can sometimes be exploitative or harmful for girls or boys. Changes 
in climate may require individuals to modify their existing livelihood practices, either to minimise the 
consequences of negative impacts or to take advantage of new opportunities. This can often take 
the form of supplementing livelihoods (seeking other forms of temporary employment to supplement 
income) or of adapting current practices (changing practices to accommodate the impacts of 
changing climate and development pressures). For farmers in Limpopo, this can be seen in efforts to 
modify their planting dates, to increase their irrigation potential and change the amount of land that 
they cultivate or use for grazing.

These adaptation strategies have profound implications for the division and distribution of reproductive 
labour. The entry of the primary caregiver (mother or other) into the labour force can result in the 
intensification of overall domestic workload. This may reduce the time spent on caring for children. 
Alternatively, domestic duties may be redistributed to children, generally girls, who will then dedicate 
less vital time to school and leisure. However, it is important to note that there are possible positive 
benefits to be had as, in some cases, children can access an income in this way to help buffer some 
of the cuts in spending and even learn new skills.

Finally, seeking alternative livelihoods (moving permanently from one livelihood practice to another or 
switching from one context to another on a permanent basis) is and will continue to be an increasingly 
important strategy as climate change forces people to adapt the ways in which they sustain themselves 
and make a living. Households may need to abandon current livelihood practices completely, in favour 
of opportunities that are more sustainable in the changing climate. For example, in certain areas of 
North West province, adolescents are moving away from farm work. This redirection is because of 
doubts over the long-term viability and dominance of rain-fed farming as a livelihood strategy. It 
is a considerable challenge for them in the context of lower employment and work opportunities8. 
Continued and intensified climate shock and stress is likely to influence patterns of rural to urban 
migration, within South Africa and without, across the Southern African region. Migration (both 
temporary and permanent) can have important impacts on children’s well-being. The migration of a 
carer can help to stabilise or improve household economic status but extended absences of carers 
can also cause emotional distress for children. Depending on the level of their care, children risk being 
exposed to violence or neglect. These transformational responses are likely to have the largest impact 
on children’s development and well-being.

National policy responses to climate change

At the national and local levels, the South African government has been active in generating strategies, 
policies and plans that respond to a growing awareness of the impacts of climate change. The National 
Climate Change Response White Paper (2011), principally, identifies different vulnerable groups, 
including children and recognises the need to respond to a changing disease profile, particularly 
adverse to children as a result of climate change.

7	 See main report for more detail, or refer to Osbhar et al 2010

8	 See Osbhar et al. (2010) for further details.
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In general, however, children remain invisible because the majority of South Africa’s climate change 
policies and programmes, whether they be at national, provincial or district levels, do not yet 
adequately recognise children’s vulnerabilities, specific needs and the role children can play as agents 
of change at the grassroots level. In policy documents there appears to be a prevailing assumption 
that children are not individual bearers of rights. Instead, their rights are regarded as being subsumed 
within households and communities. In this way children are expected to benefit automatically 
from measures that target vulnerable and poor families as well as from the economic and social 
development of communities per se. While children certainly can benefit from these community and 
household level measures, owing to their particular vulnerabilities and household dynamics, they are 
likely to be affected differently from other members of the household. Children may require additional 
supportive measures or the creation of spaces in which they can become more active agents of 
change. 

For example, children are not targeted as a priority group currently in national disaster management 
laws. The heightened risk of children to injury, abuse and neglect in the wake of disasters, linked 
to climate change, requires that corresponding laws and policies be more child-focused. Similarly, 
the possible transmission pathways of climate change to children are not yet recognised in such 
key sectors most relevant to children as food and nutrition; water, sanitation and waste removal; 
education; and social protection. One notable exception is South Africa’s malaria control programme. 
While the Department of Health acknowledges that there is still much to learn about the impact of 
climate change on malaria, it has put preparatory measures in place already, to deal with the possible 
consequences of climate change.

At the local level, there are some positive entry points for child-sensitive planning. These relate to 
the mandate of local governments to plan in key child-focused sectors, such as school and health.9 
However, there are important knowledge and capacity gaps to be addressed so that local level 
planners can better be able to consider children’s specific vulnerabilities in their plans. They could 
allow spaces for children’s participation to inform this process.

‘What I can say is not only am I the future, I am a human being now.  
So the things, like climate change as it affects you,  
it affects me. If not more. So that’s why I think I  

should have a voice in this’�   
(From national FGD with children aged 14 to 17 years).

Children’s participation in policy processes

Although children are often considered in terms of their inherent vulnerability, it is a mistake to think 
of them entirely as victims. There is growing global evidence of the positive role children can play in 
relation to climate change. They can transfer knowledge to their households and communities, can 
promote positive change and inform local level planners about how to reduce risks they face with the 
increased likelihood of disasters. Children not only have an interest in being part of decisions that 
affect their future, it is also their right to be involved.  

In South Africa, spaces are starting to be made for children to participate and become more actively 
engaged in issues related to climate change. However, they are still limited in scope and scale. 
Some initiatives, supported by schools, have already inspired children and adolescents to become 
more active voices about climate change and the protection of the environment. The next step is to 

9	 This study also presents case studies from the Limpopo Province and the city of Durban to illustrate some of the dynamics between national 
and local level policy making, planning and implementation of climate change actions, including identifying how children’s issues can be 
made more visible. For more information see the main report.
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incorporate these initiatives in local policy spaces, where the voices of children can be heard. There 
they can better inform planning and ensure a better focus on children’s adaptive capacity.

Hand-in-hand with any call for greater child participation goes the need to ensure that issues of 
climate change are communicated effectively to children. Studies show that the basic principles of 
climate change are not well understood by many children and, indeed, by the adult population in 
South Africa in general. A national survey conducted in 2007 found that 22 percent of the youth (aged 
16–24 years) had never heard about climate change or global warming before. Twenty-three percent 
had heard about it but knew nothing or hardly anything about climate change.10 The need for more 
effective and integrated education and public outreach programmes is imperative. Extensive and 
successful awareness and communication programmes that are targeted specifically at children are 
required, to enhance child participation in decision-making. 

 ‘I will ask the President to start a campaign himself to go to the  
schools and almost the whole country, to educate the children in the  

schools about climate change. Maybe they will try and do  
something about it’�   

(FGD with children, Limpopo).

Recommendations for policy

While there is a great deal of uncertainty surrounding climate change in South Africa, two things are 
known: that change is a certainty and that action is required now, in order for policy decisions to 
support children and households in adapting to these changes successfully and sustainably.

The projected effects of climate change in South Africa, as well as the global literature on the impacts 
of climate change on children, indicate the need for focused planning for preventive and responsive 
measures to enhance child well-being. Shortfalls in basic service provisions, inequities in service 
access, household poverty, poor housing, protection risks and income vulnerabilities are some of the 
challenges that millions of children in South Africa face on a daily basis. These challenges undermine 
their capacity to adapt to possible environmental shocks. Better planning and resourcing within 
national, provincial and local governments could enable children and their families to cope better with 
climate change impacts as they arise in the short and medium run. 

At the national level, institutional changes are needed. Effective representation and meaningful 
participation of children is a good starting point. Then representation has to move from passive 
referencing in development plans to active integration and mainstreaming within all relevant decision 
making processes. Children must be recognised formally as a unique social group and be formally 
represented in the climate change policy development process and in processes to advance South 
Africa’s commitment to Disaster Risk Reduction. For example, coordinating structures such as 
the Intergovernmental Committee on Climate Change (IGCCC) and the National Climate Change 
Committee (NCCC) could be expanded to include all departments with a child-relevant mandate. 
Similarly, continuing processes to develop sectoral plans and a National Adaptation Plan by 2013 
present an opportunity to better integrate children’s issues. Lead agencies of climate change planning 
(such as the Ministry of Environmental Affairs) should promote the interest and engagement of other 
sector ministries in this regard. These should be promoted in close collaboration with the Ministry of 
Women, Children and Persons with Disabilities (MWCPD) and other actors whose work is improving 
child well-being. Departments’ specific capacity for climate change and disaster risk reduction as it 
relates to children will be required to be strengthened.

10	 Seager, J. (2008)
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Social protection policies should consider any additional rising needs in the context of climate change 
economic pressures. The National Health Insurance, National Environmental Health Policy and 
Sanitation Task Team processes offer unique spaces in which to increase the link between climate 
change and children and to advocate child-focused solutions. Medium term adjustments to social 
grants should be ready to be made, to respond to environmental shocks. Many opportunities do 
exist that allow children and youth to take advantage of a potential future green economy. However, 
ensuring they do so will require significant policy attention.

At the provincial and local levels, options to integrate children’s issues related to climate change 
into development policy processes include:

•	 The facilitation of participation by children in the development of conventional provincial plans, 
integrated development plans and adaptation plans;

•	 Water, sanitation and waste removal policies prioritising the provision of services to households 
where children are found, ensuring that the quantity provided in terms of free basic water and 
sanitation programmes is sufficient to meet the water requirements of children with their attendant 
risks of high temperatures, overcrowding, water-borne diseases and dehydration (Plans should 
make provisions for higher demand pressures on basic social services in the medium term in line 
with climate related risks for children, as identified in this study);

•	 Social development services becoming an integral part of any provincial and local government 
adaptation plan, with a clear identification of the protection risks children face in the case of 
climatic events (This would require, for example, establishing child-safe central gathering points 
in the case of an emergency where social workers, health workers and other support services can 
have easy access to children and children can be protected. Additional measures should include 
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raising awareness of risk through campaigns, develop drills and evacuation procedures as well as 
promote early warning mechanisms);

•	 Education for parents and children by the different sectors, to ensure that both are aware of the 
risks of climate change, such as the heightened risk of abuse and harm, heat stress and others and 
providing them with clear guidance on how to best avoid these eventualities (this might include, for 
example, guidance on how to keep children cool in informal settlements and what to do if parent 
and child get separated during an event. Building codes and policies on school construction 
should also factor in the physical safety of schools and other places of learning);

•	 Participatory assessments on disaster risk to which children and adults can contribute, identifying 
hazards and challenges for children in schools, their households and the community.

As part of these efforts, provincial and local government should be supported so that officials 
understand their roles and responsibilities to children. How these can best be fulfilled, to maximise 
the adaptive capacity of children and their families through local development plans and other local 
programmes, should also be understood. There are numerous training programmes and manuals 
being developed about building climate change capacity at local government level. It is critical that 
these integrate child-related issues.

Access to information is a particular challenge. It inhibits participation by children and even by adults 
because of the scientific level of the dialogue and the publication in English of documents. Extensive, 
successful awareness and communication programmes, targeted specifically at children, are 
required to enhance child participation in decision-making. Furthermore, relevant non-governmental 
organisations (NOGs) and government departments can support current awareness-raising initiatives. 
These initiatives would ensure that children’s voices become the catalysts for change on household, 
community, local, provincial and national levels. For example, very practical measures include 
developing child-friendly policy briefs in different languages on core issues, to be disseminated 
by schools; or using inputs from the school-based State of the Environment competition in the 
development of policies as well as the awareness-raising material and other advocacy tools of NGOs 
and government departments. 

Overall, given the dynamic context within which South Africa’s climate change policy is developing, 
there is a great opportunity to further understand the impacts of climate change and to deliver positive 
benefits to vulnerable groups, particularly the children. Change will be driven not only by national 
government but, rather, provincial and local governments. Other development actors will play an 
important role in developing and implementing plans that are relevant for children. In responding to 
climate change, actions are needed across all scales to address the multidimensional needs of children. 
Importantly, children themselves can play significant roles in relation to climate change, transferring 
knowledge to their households and communities, promoting positive change and informing local level 
planners on how to reduce the risks they face in relation to the increased likelihood of disasters.
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