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1.  Introduction 
 

Climate change is real.  

Warming of the global climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950s, many of the 

observed changes are unprecedented, on time scales ranging from decades to millennia. 

The atmosphere and ocean have warmed, the amounts of snow and ice have diminished, 

and sea level has risen. Anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions have increased since the 

pre-industrial era, driven largely by economic and population growth, and are now higher 

than ever. This has led to atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide, methane, and 

nitrous oxide that are unprecedented in at least the last 800,000 years. Their effects, 

together with those of other anthropogenic drivers, have been detected throughout the 

climate system and are extremely likely to have been the dominant cause of the observed 

warming since the mid-20th century. These are key findings made by hundreds of the top 

scientists from around the world and are summarised in ǘƘŜ ¦bΩǎ LƴǘŜǊƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ tƻƭƛŎȅ 

ƻƴ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ /ƘŀƴƎŜΩǎ όLt//ύ Climate Change 2014 Summary Synthesis Report Summary for 

Policy Makers.έ1. 

 

The graph above, based on the comparison of atmospheric samples contained in ice cores 

and more recent direct measurements, provides evidence that atmospheric CO2 has 

increased significantly since the Industrial Revolution2.  

                                                           
1 https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/syr/  
2 Luthi, D., et al.. 2008; Etheridge, D.M., et al. 2010; Vostok ice core data/J.R. Petit et al.; NOAA 

Mauna Loa CO2 record https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/ 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/syr/


 

Climate change is anthropogenic. The evidence is overwhelming of the human influence on 

the increase in average global temperatures and climate systems. According to the IPCC 

2014 report, it is extremely likely that more than half of the observed increase in global 

average surface temperature from 1951 to 2010 was caused by the anthropogenic increase 

in greenhouse gas concentrations.  

 

The graph below from the IPCC report illustrates the total anthropogenic greenhouse gas 

emissions for the period of 1970 to 2010 in which it is clearly evident that fossil fuel 

combustion of been the largest contributor to the increase in greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

 
 

Unabated emissions from fossil fuels will be catastrophic to the human race 

and the planet 
 

Continued greenhouse gases emissions will result in further warming and long-lasting 

changes in all aspects of the climate system, increasing the likelihood of severe, pervasive 

and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems. These impacts would in many cases be 

catastrophic and could include amongst other things: 

 

¶ Increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, resulting in 

increased destruction and death from such events, including storms, floods and 

droughts. 

¶ Further sea level rise to the point that could put many coastal cities and human 

settlements at risk of flooding 

¶ Extinction of many fauna and flora species whose habitat will be threatened due to 

change in climatic conditions, including ocean warming and acidification  



¶ Increased death and disease due to increased temperatures, humidity and 

inadequate clean water resources 

¶ Greater food insecurity due to worsened agricultural climatic conditions  

¶ Greater poverty due to increased food prices and increased health risks 

¶ Developing countries like South Africa are most at risk from climate change 

impacts, because of the millions that are already living in dire poverty who are 

most sensitive to these climate change impacts. Such countries have also not 

adequately developed their infrastructure to be resilient to extreme weather 

events. 

 

Limiting climate change would require substantial and sustained reductions in greenhouse 

gas emissions which, together with adaptation, can limit climate change risks. 

 

Africa has many of the least developed countries in the world which will be most severely 

hit by climate change impacts3. South Africa is no different, with millions living in extreme 

poverty that will be most affected by climate change impacts, whether it be flooding, heat 

waves, drought, food insecurity or increased disease, to highlight just a few4. All the more 

reason for an African university to take a lead in taking a strong moral position on fossil 

fuel investment.  

 

The role of fossil fuels in climate change and environmental degradation 

The extraction, processing and burning of fossil fuels, including coal, crude oil, and natural 

gas are the primary sources of greenhouse gas emissions from fossil fuels. The impacts on 

the environment are not just the dangerous warming of the climate, but also major air 

pollution and ecosystem degradation from their extraction and processing. There are now 

many cities and towns, including in South Africa, that are suffering extreme air pollution 

from fossil fuel industries and countless habitats that have been destroyed. 

 

Alternative energy sources that are the result of far less greenhouse gas emissions and 

environmental degradation are available and growing in use, such as wind energy, solar 

photovoltaic energy, solar thermal energy and wave energy to name a few. A handful of 

countries have already transitioned to largely renewable energy sources but many 

countries are still far too reliant on burning fossil fuels to keep their economy going, of 

which South Africa is one. This requires an urgent response from countries and 

stakeholders to shift out of fossil fuel burning to renewable energy sources. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3https://germanwatch.org/sites/germanwatch.org/files/Global%20Climate%20Risk%20Index%2020

21_1.pdf  
4https://issafrica.org/iss-today/urban-south-africa-is-ill-prepared-for-the-coming-climate-change-

storm  

https://germanwatch.org/sites/germanwatch.org/files/Global%20Climate%20Risk%20Index%202021_1.pdf
https://germanwatch.org/sites/germanwatch.org/files/Global%20Climate%20Risk%20Index%202021_1.pdf
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/urban-south-africa-is-ill-prepared-for-the-coming-climate-change-storm
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/urban-south-africa-is-ill-prepared-for-the-coming-climate-change-storm


2. The idea of sustainability 
 

The SDGs 

In 2015 the United Nations adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which 

consist of 17 goals that are intended to be achieved by 2030 with a view towards ending all 

forms of poverty, inequalities and tackling climate change (https://sdgs.un.org/).  Climate 

change and its impacts play a significant part across many of the SDGs. The 17 SDGs are 

shown below: 

 

 
Countries, organisations and institutions around the world have aligned themselves to the 

¦bΩǎ {5Dǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜƎǳƴ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜΦ  

 

UCTΩǎ focus on the SDGs and Vision2030 

Over the past few years UCT has contributed to significant research on the SDGs and begun 

to align itself with the SDGs through some of its teaching and the drive towards a green 

campus. UCT has developed a number of centres of excellence focused on the SDGs and 

has for the first time in 2021 been ranked using the new Times Higher Education Impact 

ranking (launched in 2019), in which UCT was ranked in the top 101-200 universities 

globally5, performing exceptionally well in some of the individual SDG areas (for example in 

the SDG 1, ending poverty, where UCT was ranked 40th out of 591 universities globally). 

 

                                                           
5 https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/university-cape-town  

https://sdgs.un.org/
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/university-cape-town

