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ABSTRACT 

Climate change has been a long-standing issue for every human being who inhabits this planet. 

Although we have been faced with climate change for decades, there has been a significant 

increase in its effects within the twenty-first century. Billions of tons of carbon dioxide get 

released into the earth’s atmosphere every year which is a direct cause of human impacts such 

as the burning of fossil fuels and greenhouse gas production. No one on earth is excluded from 

the devastating effects that climate change brings with it, from rising temperatures, extreme 

weather, droughts, floods, water insecurity, a decline in agriculture, to social inequalities. 

Although these impacts affect everyone, we see a particular concern being raised within the 

past few years, which is that the youth of the planet are becoming increasingly concerned about 

the effects of climate change and their futures.  

Young people’s fears and anxieties about this global crisis have transformed into something 

we know today as youth social movements who respond to climate change. The rapid rise in 

youth social movements responding to climate change since 2018 was unprecedented and 

caught global attention very quickly. Their messages have been clear in their activism, that 

they intend to hold decision-makers, government, and institutions accountable for their lack of 

action. They passionately believe older generations have failed them and that they will be the 

ones to pay the price. They have become knowledgeable about climate change and the 

challenges faced by youth globally. The power of these movements demonstrates how adamant 

they are to refuse to let the effects of climate change ruin their futures or that of future 

generations.   

It is on this basis that this study explores and discusses the phenomenon of youth social 

movements responding to climate change. The dissertation analyses factors, challenges, and 

contributions these young people are making to the climate change debate. It uses two 

countries, a developing one namely South Africa and a developed one namely Germany, to 

make a cross-country comparison of youth social movements responding to climate change in 

different regions of the globe. A qualitative desk-top study was used together with thematic 

analysis in order for the researcher to make a comparative study of South Africa and Germany’s 

youth responses to climate change. This study is composed of reliable secondary data which 
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will be further explored chapter four. The research brought to light cultural differences, 

resource availability, political opportunity, support structures and contributions and success 

made by youth social groups in the two countries that were being studied. Each country’s 

climatology was looked at and considered the effects climate change has had in South Africa 

and Germany. Here, further investigation was done on when the youth social movements were 

born and why. This study has uncovered how and why these social movements form and the 

impacts they have on local and international societies. It has also revealed the differences in 

youth activism in developing countries like South Africa in comparison with developed 

countries like Germany which will be further explored in chapter six.  

The youth in the climate change debate need more acknowledgement to fully understand their 

movements and the motives behind them. The social movements theory was used to guide this 

research. 

Keywords : Climate Change, Youth, South Africa, Germany, Social Movements  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Background and Introduction to the Study 

Climate change is an issue humanity has faced for many years. After the boom of the industrial 

revolution, the Earth has seen a great increase in the emission of greenhouse gases due to the 

burning of fossil fuels. This, in turn, adds vast amounts of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse 

gases into the air which increases the Earth’s natural greenhouse effect. This warms the Earth 

at a higher rate than normal (Melissa Denchak, 2019). Climate change is an issue not limited 

to one geographical area, but affects the entire world, and therefore this issue becomes a part 

of debates for governments and nations worldwide. Issues around which policies are the best 

to be implemented either on a global scale or in a particular country have been debated as they 

hold their own economic and social challenges. 

In 2005, the United Nations Climate Change Conference saw the attendance of youth delegates 

who were elected by member states to represent the youth from different nations which led to 

the development of the International Youth Climate Movement, which sparked an uprising of 

youth climate movements around the world. A few examples are the Canadian Youth Climate 

Coalition, Australian Youth Climate Coalition, UK Youth Climate Coalition and so forth. 

According to Prendergast, Hayward, Aoyagi, Burningham, Hasan, Jackson, Jha, Kuroki, 

Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, Venn and Yoshida “Emerging evidence also suggests that there 

are cultural differences in the way young people engage in climate protest and environmental 

activism more generally” (2021, p.2 – p.5).   

Greta Thunberg from Sweden, a major youth influencer of the twenty-first century, has inspired 

youth from around the world to engage in their participation in the climate change debate. The 

United Nations Youth further attest that “The United Nations System recognises the key role 

that the youth are playing in tackling climate change and works closely with youth-led and 

youth-focused organisations around the world through the United Nations Joint Framework 

Initiative on Children, Youth and Climate Change” (2013).  
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A youth uprising in recent years has led to more young people getting involved in the issue of 

climate change, and their movements have started to put pressure on government officials and 

policymakers (Rapid Transition Alliance, 2019). South Africa has a few youth movements that 

have developed in recent years, such as the African Climate Alliance founded in 2019 in Cape 

Town that specifically focused on climate change within South Africa. They are a youth-led 

organisation that strives to act and advocate for climate justice. Germany also has one of the 

first and largest youth movements for climate change known as Fridays for Future. This group 

was inspired by Greta Thunberg and it focuses on youth-led strikes and involvement in climate 

change. It is important to note that South Africa consists largely of unemployed and 

underprivileged citizens and a large black working-class, whereas in Germany there is a larger 

white working-class and middle-class, and unemployment is very low (Karombo, 2021; 

Chimbelu, 2020). This affects African youth in the following way according to Prendergast, 

Hayward, Aoyagi, Burningham, Hasan, Jackson, Jha, Kuroki, Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, 

Venn and Yoshida 

Media and discourse analysis suggests, for example, that the authority and claims of 

young African climate activists are regularly undermined in news reporting and that 

international climate conferences regularly advance generic (Euro-centric) youth 

concerns in ways that obfuscate climate risks faced by Indigenous youth, or young 

people of colour, and those representing minority communities including disabled. 

(2021, p. 2). 

This perspective plays a role in how the youth will engage in climate change activism. Germany 

has more resources to encourage youth participation and allow them to be heard. However, in 

South Africa, many of the youth that engage in protest action feel that they are not taken 

seriously and are seen more of a nuisance to the government than a valuable contribution to the 

climate change debate.  

This study, therefore, focuses on why the youth have mobilised and been involved in 

international climate relations and how they are contributing to the climate change debate. 

More must be done to protect future generations from climate change's devastating effects and 

the youth seem to be standing up for this issue. Nijhuis argues that the Fridays for Future 
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movement “have become an indispensable part of the public debate on climate change in 

Germany ever since it has mobilized masses of young people to protest for more action, at one 

point getting as much as 1.4 million to the streets” (2021). 

For this study, the social movement's theory will be used to help us understand the rise of youth 

social movements for climate change and how they have put the climate change emergency on 

the global political agenda. In this context. Jamison’s definition will be used: 

… a social movement will be defined here as a collective form of social behaviour that 

is explicitly organised for political action. A social movement is a process by which 

human and material resources are mobilised in trying to affect political change…” 

(2010).   

This research project aims to explain how youth social movements are responding to climate 

change in South Africa and Germany using social movement theory. Throughout scholarly 

research and writings there has been a need for more research to be conducted on youth social 

movements and their involvement in the climate change debate, and to use cross-country 

comparison methods to better understand them. “The scale and geographic breadth of the 

climate strike movement are unprecedented, but there are growing calls to understand the 

motivations and conditions that enabled youth participation in the strikes across far more 

diverse cultural contexts” (Prendergast, Hayward, Burningham, Hasan, Jackson, Jha, Kuroki, 

Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, Venn, Yoshida, 2021, p.4). 

1.2 Preliminary Literature Study 

Climate change is nothing new to the human race and is one of the largest threats to humanity. 

It affects everyone around the globe, whether they recognise its impact or not. Tree-nation 

(n.d.) corroborates this argument, 

Allowing for climate change to continue at its current rate will lead to at least 

200,000,000 climate refugees by 2050. If we do not prevent a tipping point and an 

exponential increase in the speed of global warming by this point, the number of 
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refugees by the year 2100 will lead to the collapse of multiple population centres around 

the world.  

The population that will suffer the most would be the future of the world at hand namely, the 

youth that will have to deal with the implications of climate change if nothing is done to stop 

it. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the youth are rising up at an unprecedented scale to 

fight against climate change to create a better world for future generations. “In September 2019 

more than 5 46 million young people and children from over 150 countries around the world 

went on a climate strike considered as the largest demonstration in history” (World Forum for 

Democracy, 2021). Due to the uprising of youth against climate change, knowledge expansion 

in this area is important to try and make a difference and create awareness. 

Some literature has been put forward by various scholars on youth activism concerning the 

climate change debate. These include Mjiyakho, Les, Kapsosideris, Farista, Thornton and 

Banganayi, 2021; Eddy, 2021; Han, 2020; Charitar, 2022; Lasoff, 2020; Mlaba, 2021; Nijhuis, 

2021; SAYCAP, 2019; Zali, 2021; Prendergast, Hayward, Burningham, Hasan, Jackson, Jha, 

Kuroki, Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, Venn, Yoshida, 2021; Nkrumah, 2021; Chersich, 2019; 

Karombo, 2021; Chimbelu, 2020; African Climate Alliance, 2019; and Chitongo, Dzvimbo 

and Zhanda, 2021. Scholars in this field have documented that in the past few years there has 

been a massive uprising of youth fighting against climate change and challenging those in 

power to take action or be held accountable.  

Greta Thunberg shook the world and inspired many more young people to fight climate change. 

A South African youth icon who gained international attention is Ayakha Melithafa. She 

brought attention to the climate concerns in South Africa and joined worldwide icon, Greta 

Thunberg, to petition the UN Committee to call on South Africa to put a stop to its coal, oil 

and gas extractions to prevent further harm being done to the environment (Beukes, 2021). The 

report contained the following request, “Guided by the UNICEF Generation 2030 Report, we 

urge the South African government to acknowledge the importance of harnessing the growing 

youth demographic in creating a climate-resilient society” (The South African Institute of 

International Affairs, 2017). 
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Greta Thunberg dedicated her Fridays to fighting her government in Sweden to meet the carbon 

emission target arranged at the Paris Agreement. Han (2020) claims that Thunberg’s actions 

snowballed into a larger youth mobilisation. Han further states that “In December 2018, about 

20,000 students from 270 European 6 cities and towns held school strikes, tens of thousands of 

children across Europe joined in these strikes and by January the following year this number 

rose to 35,000 in Belgium”.  

The youth bear a disproportionate burden of the current environmental crisis as the future 

guardians of the planet. Therefore, it is crucial that their voices must be recognised in the 

climate change debate, irrespective of their age. They can to make a global stance and a positive 

motion towards lasting environmental policy change. Prendergast, Hayward, Burningham, 

Hasan, Jackson, Jha, Kuroki, Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, Venn, and Yoshida all state that by 

2030, “..almost 60 per cent of the world’s population will live in cities and of that, 60 per cent 

of those living in urban communities will be under the age of 18 years” (2021, p.2).  Despite 

this, the youth do not always have an equal say on the matter of climate change as those in 

power still see them as incapable of making the correct decisions when it comes to policy and 

decision-making. In this regard “…a recent study shows how youth participants from 

YOUNGO are hindered by the exercise of power by other stakeholders, which prevents the 

former from articulating their preferred claims” (Han, 2020). 

1.3 Rationale 

In the previous section, gaps are evident between the youth activists and the people in power 

concerning their priorities on the matter of climate change, and whether they comprehend the 

gravity of the situation enough to make a difference. This idea is supported by Prendergast, 

Hayward, Burningham, Hasan, Jackson, Jha, Kuroki, Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, Venn and 

Yoshida who argue that “…despite the scale of these urban, youth-led, climate protests, we 

know little about the factors influencing youth participation, beyond a European, North 

American, and Australasian context” (2021, p.2). This study aims to close this gap by 

investigating why these youth groups have formed, whether are they making a difference, and 

what countries can learn from others who have a very active youth climate group. This study 

will also emphasize the importance of the youth’s presence in the climate change debate in 
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both South Africa and Germany in a cross-country comparison, to understand the youth’s 

knowledge on the issues as well as seek information towards a greener future and equality-

orientated climate leadership. Han supports this method of cross-country comparison as he 

claims, “a cross-country comparison of youth climate movements could help to clarify the 

interactions between the overarching meta-narratives underlying the global youth climate 

movements and more nuanced, country-specific narratives” (2020).  

By undertaking a cross-country comparison, this study aims to uncover the different 

motivations behind these youth movements. Additionally, it will also investigate the concerns 

raised by these youth movements in different countries, and how the solutions they offer for 

sustainable development differ. This study can therefore make a valuable contribution to the 

existing body of knowledge by highlighting the importance of understanding these climate 

change youth movements and why they are indispensable in our current climate emergency.  

By conducting a cross-country comparison of the youth social movements for climate change 

using specifically in South Africa and Germany, this research hopes to add to the available, but 

scarce, literature in this specific area. It aims to create awareness of the contribution the youth 

are making to the climate change debate. 

1.4 Research Problem and Objectives: Key Questions to be Asked 

This study’s objective is to examine why young people have mobilised themselves to partake 

in the climate change debate and to analyse to what extent they are having an influence and 

contributing to climate change policy. The dissertation will look at two specific countries 

namely, South Africa and Germany.  

1.4.1 Main Research Question  

 How are the youth social movements in both South Africa and Germany responding to 

the climate change phenomenon?  
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1.4.2 Research Questions 

 How is South Africa being affected by climate change?  

 What is South Africa doing for climate change?  

 Where is South Africa situated when it comes to climate change?  

 What is the climate change debate in South Africa? 

 Are the young people of South Africa mobilizing and protesting/contributing toward 

climate change in South Africa?  

 Are the youth of South Africa influencing / contributing to climate change policies? 

 How is Germany being affected by climate change? 

 What is Germany doing about climate change?  

 Where is Germany situated when it comes to climate change? 

 What is the climate change debate in Germany?  

 Are the young people of Germany mobilizing and protesting/contributing toward 

climate change in their country?  

 Are the youth of Germany influencing/ contributing to climate change policies? 

 What is the difference in youth activism between South Africa and Germany?  

 How are young people globally contributing to the climate change debate and their roles 

in a global context? 

 

1.4.3 Research Problems and Objectives: Broader issues to be investigated  

 Is there a need for the youth to be involved in the climate change debate? 

 Is there a need for a more social sciences approach for research on climate change? 

 What are the effects of youth social movements in the global political domain in the 

past  few years? 

 Do the youth care more about climate change than the adults currently? 

 Are the current policies enough to reach global goals in South Africa and Germany? 

 Why is it important for the youth to participate in the climate change debate? 
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This dissertation aims to gain an idea of what motivates the youth movements responding to 

climate change in South Africa and Germany. The research will bring to light why the youth 

have mobilised and if they are contributing to the climate change debate.  

1.5 South Africa and Germany as a Case Study  

The researcher endeavours to examine South Africa and Germany as a comparative case study 

on how youth social movements are responding to climate change. The literature review will 

be the main source of the findings and will first assess each country individually before 

analysing the differences between South Africa and Germany’s youth social movements for 

climate change. Both countries' vulnerabilities and resources that youth have that make their 

participation in climate change activism will also be considered.  

Transport in Germany is cheap and efficient enough for the youth to participate, however, 

South African youth may not have the money or the resources to travel to partake in these 

strikes. Likewise, many universities and schools in Germany have access to technology and 

access to the internet where students can research and become more aware and involved in 

climate change in their region, whereas in South Africa not all schools or students have internet 

or technology to access this type of information. A lack of awareness due to unaffordability 

makes participation even harder if they do not have the means to research and communicate. 

This study focuses on why the youth have mobilised in each country and how they are involved 

in climate activism, as well as their contributions in both South Africa and Germany.  

South Africa and Germany were chosen for this research as South Africa is still a developing 

country as opposed to Germany, a developed country, with different challenges, cultural 

differences and different types of activism. The decision was also based on the climate relations 

these two countries have with each other which makes it ideal to study the youth social 

movements for climate change within the two countries. Han and Ahn (2020) contend that 

“Research on different types of youth dissent and the various strategies and tactics employed 

by youths in different contexts could provide a deeper understanding of youth engagement in 

climate governance”. Therefore, a case study of South Africa and Germany is considered the 
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perfect choice to answer the research questions and bring to light youth social movements for 

climate change that exist within both countries (Han and Ahn, 2020).  

1.6 Significance of the study  

This study signifies the need, for and importance, of youth social movements for climate 

change. Additionally, it explains why these movements are formed and what impacts they have 

on society and politics. Very little research currently exists on the topic of youth social 

movements responding to climate change. Therefore, this research is significant as it remains 

among the less-researched topics. However, the research on youth social movements 

responding to climate change should increase in the coming years as these movements gain 

traction and start making more changes. A social movement aims to increase power, reduce 

inequalities, gain new leadership, change social attitudes and encourage social reform in lower 

sections of society and politics, therefore for this study the youth was looked at. This study will 

help societies understand youth social movements responding to climate change, why they have 

formed, and what they are fighting for. It will also explain the differences in climate actions in 

the two countries at hand namely, South Africa and Germany.  

This study used resource mobilisation, collective behaviours, relative deprivation and political 

opportunities to understand these movements in tandem with the theory of social movements. 

These have all become significant for us to fully understand youth social movements 

responding to climate change in South Africa and Germany as they indicate variations across 

countries.  

The findings of this study will help society and youths to become more aware of climate change 

within their own country and also what takes place at an international level. This research is an 

extension of existing literature already published but is more focused on South African and 

German youth social movements responding to climate change. More research on youth social 

movements responding to climate change is needed as the movement is still young, only 

gaining members in 2019, and later in some countries. However, even though climate change 

has only recently been regarded as an urgent global issue, it could be around for a very long 

time. More research like this is required to understand these youth social movements for 
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climate change as this is only the beginning. This research looks to also show the significance 

of a cross-country comparison for youth social movements responding to climate change as it 

brings to light different types of activism, cultural differences and challenges faced by each 

country. This is affirmed by Prendergast, Hayward, Burningham, Hasan, Jackson, Jha, Kuroki, 

Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, Venn and Yoshida who state,  

Such research should be inclusive of ethnic minorities, people of colour, and Indigenous 

communities. In addition, future research should pay further attention to the cultural 

and local contexts that shape young people’s motivations for participating in climate 

strikes (2021, p.14). 

 

1.7 Ethical Considerations 

A non-biased approach was applied by the researcher throughout the research process as the 

researcher is from South Africa. The researcher will not be biased towards South Africa but 

instead give a true understanding of both countries in the secondary data found. The researcher 

will provide a true reflection of the knowledge found. The researcher has also not used 

information from unreliable sources but has instead focused on finding information from 

reliable sources such as formal documents, published research and youth led documentation 

instead of documents formulated by adults based on youth views. By using the cross-country 

comparison method to analyse the youth social movements for climate change in South Africa 

and Germany, this research has been able to show similarities and differences between data on 

this global phenomenon. 

1.8 Limitations of the Study and Contributions to the Field  

This study looks to build on previous studies and contribute to the fields of social science and 

international relations by adding to the body of knowledge on the outcomes of the actions of 

these youth social movements, and how they have affected policies on climate change. It is 

however necessary to point out that this study has several limitations and therefore, future 
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studies are needed. “It would be feasible to study the movements’ outcomes more 

systematically as their goals are translated into actual policies at the state and international 

levels and as cultural norms associated with climate change diffuse” (Han, 2020). This study 

will also address the different cultural approaches that the youth have taken in South Africa 

and Germany and will not treat it as one single movement, as well as expand on what each can 

learn from the other. 

The first limitation of this study is that the use of secondary data might be biased or inaccurate. 

Secondly, using a desktop study purely relies on the relevance of existing data and texts which 

can be incorrect. Furthermore, the translation from German to English might have minor 

changes from the original text.  

1.9 Structure of Dissertation  

The dissertation will be structured as follows with each chapter consisting of a series of 

subsections:  

Chapter One: Introduction and Background of the Study 

In Chapter 1, the introduction, background, problem to be researched, aims and objectives, and 

questions of the study will be outlined. 

 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In Chapter 2 the full literature review on youth social movements responding to climate change 

and a case study of South Africa and Germany will be explored. 

 

Chapter Three: Theoretical Framework 

In Chapter 3 the chosen theory of “social movements” will be highlighted and explained and 

its link to youth mobilization for climate change will be explored. 

 

Chapter Four: Description of Research Methodology 

In Chapter 4 Methods and research approach used to conduct research and answer 

research questions on the youth and climate change will be addressed. 
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Chapter Five: Research Results 

Chapter 5 will hold the reported results, data and conceptual framework presented including a 

historical analysis and explanation of the comparative case study (South Africa and Germany). 

 

Chapter Six: Analysis of Results and Summary and Conclusions 

In Chapter 6 an explanation of key sections and conclusions concerning the youth 

social movements and climate change will be undertaken. As well as a summary of the 

dissertation will be supplied focusing on youth social movements responding to climate change 

using the two countries in the study (South Africa and Germany). 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 The Climate Change Debate  

2.1.1 Introduction  

This chapter will provide an in-depth analysis of the literature used; it will first analyse data on 

climate change globally. This will be followed a by literature analysis on the general concept 

of climate change within South Africa and Germany, as well as the literature used to analyse 

youth responding to climate change. The case study of South Africa and Germany is included 

in the literature review, analysing each country separately first and then highlighting the 

differences and similarities in youth social movements responding to climate change in both 

countries. Tree-nation (n.d.) asserts that,  

Allowing for climate change to continue at its current rate will lead to at least 

200,000,000 climate refugees by 2050. If we do not prevent a tipping point and an 

exponential increase in the speed of global warming by this point, the number of 

refugees by the year 2100 will lead to the collapse of multiple population centres around 

the world. 

Climate change refers to the fluctuations and shifts in our temperatures and weather patterns. 

Climate change has been a long-standing issue for humanity. Over the last few decades, the 

world has seen a spike in temperatures due to the direct result of human activities such as the 

burning of fossil fuels. This has resulted in major environmental impacts including the melting 

of our polar caps, a rise in our ocean levels and severe storms, which has led to immediate 

concern and actions to reduce the causes and prevent climate change (ProCon.org, 2021).   

According to Plumer and Zhong “global temperatures have already increased by an average of 

1.1 degrees Celsius, or 2 degrees Fahrenheit, since the 19th century” (2021). The reason for 

this phenomenon is that humans have pumped heat-trapping gases into the atmosphere by 

burning coal, oil and gas for energy, and cutting down forests. In Figure 1, the rise in 
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temperatures on our planet from the 1800s to 2020 and the drastic incline after the year 2000 

are evident (NASA, 2022). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Common Baseline 1951-1980 (NASA, 2022). 

Figure 1 contains temperature data demonstrating rapid warming in the past few decades with 

the latest data going up to 2021. According to NASA, “2016 and 2020 are tied for the warmest 

year since 1880, continuing a long-term trend of rising global temperatures. The eight most 

recent years have been the warmest” (2022). 

Over the years, this increase in the Earth’s temperature has led to the implementation of policies 

and protocols on a global scale to try and reduce carbon emissions and to keep the levels below 

two degrees Celsius (European Environmental Agency, 2020). Climate change is an issue not 

limited to one geographical area but it affects the entire world,  therefore this issue becomes a 

debate for governments and nations worldwide. Issues around which policies are the best to be 

implemented either on a global scale or in a particular country have always been debated as 

each holds its own economic and social challenges. These global policies and laws will be 

discussed next. 
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2.1.2 Global Climate Policies and Laws  

The issue of climate change is addressed by the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) to, “stabilize atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations at a level 

that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system” (United 

Nations Convention on Climate Change, 1992). Countries around the world have signed 

protocols to try and prevent the disastrous impacts of climate change. One of these global 

policies is the UNFCCC’s Kyoto Protocol signed in 1997 which is an international treaty for 

included parties to try and reduce their man-made carbon emissions. These are binding targets 

for developed countries that have consented to the treaty (European Environmental Agency, 

2020).   

Many Climate Change policies and laws aim to succeed in long-term, sustainable and cost-

effective climate policies for a low-carbon society. An example of this is Finland’s Climate 

Change Act 609/2015 which aims to reduce the country’s carbon emissions by eighty per cent 

of the 1990 levels by the year 2050 (Ministry of the Environment (Finland), 2015). Finland’s 

Climate Change Act 609/2015 undergoes a risk and vulnerability review which is approved 

every ten years. Currently, from March 2022 Finland received the passing of a new bill for 

Finland to become carbon-neutral in 2035 as well as reach other European Union (EU) climate 

objectives which will be enforced from July this year (Ministry of the Environment (Finland), 

2015). 

Youth around the world participate, influence and help shape climate change policies and laws 

around the world. Recently, a petition was submitted to the United Nations (UN) secretary-

general from youth around the world to declare a climate emergency and to mobilise a 

comprehensive UN response. Alexandria Villaseñor, Ayakha Melithafa, Chiara Sacchi, Carl 

Smith; Carlos Manuel, Catarina Lorenzo, Deborah Adegbil, Greta Thunberg, Iris Duquesne, 

Litokne Kabua, Raina Ivanova, Ranton Anjain, Ridhima Pandey and Raslen Jbeili submitted 

the petition which condemned  inaction to global warming as, “the climate crisis is a child 

rights crisis” and they do not want to be burdened because of the climate mistakes of 

generations before them (Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the 

Environment, 2021). 
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Many other policies and strategies tend to encompass a climate goal to prevent the effects of 

climate change from progressing, while still achieving the other agendas at hand. For example, 

the Global Gateway has updated the EU’s foreign policy strategy to “help tackle the most 

pressing global challenges, from fighting climate change to improving health systems and 

boosting competitiveness and security of global supply chains” by investing in these major 

global challenges (European Commission, 2021).    

This subsection examined Germany’s global policies and laws regarding climate change. A 

number of global climate goals will be discussed in the next subsection to highlight what other 

countries, besides South Africa and Germany, wish to achieve and by when to prevent climate 

change from progressing to dangerous and unliveable conditions. 

2.1.3 Global Climate Goals  

Countries around the world are legally included in The Paris Agreement of 2015 which is an 

international treaty on climate change binding these nations to limit global warming to below 

two degrees Celsius. The Paris Agreement is used as a common cause for all nations to combat 

climate change, to become a climate-neutral world by at least 2050 and to adapt to its effects 

currently (UN, 2015). The Paris agreement runs over a five-year cycle so that countries may 

present their plans towards climate change action which is referred to as nationally determined 

contributions (NDCs). Nations are allowed to explain how they will go about reducing their 

carbon emissions and how they might build resilience against climate change impacts to reach 

the Paris Agreement’s goals (UN, 2015). As stated in the UN Paris Agreement of 2015, an 

enhanced transparency framework (ETF) has been established where nations will be able to 

report actions taken and their progress in climate change mitigation. By the year 2030, zero 

carbon solutions are expected, and have become competitive in economic sectors and can 

become competitive in sectors representing over seventy per cent of global emissions. This 

shows that more sectors will become come increasingly more green as competitiveness 

increases (UN, 2015). 

A few of these global goals under the Paris Agreement are a long-term temperature goal to 

decrease global temperatures to below two degrees Celsius, and global peaking and climate 
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neutrality in which nations involved agree to reach global neutrality of greenhouse gases and 

also acknowledge that this will take longer for developing countries involved. All parties 

involved are also to communicate and maintain NDCs and to communicate their NDCs every 

five years to set a firm foundation for their success based on the Paris Agreement. Furthermore,  

parties are required to enhance climate change education, training and public participation and 

awareness of climate change (UN, 2015). 

Besides the global goals towards climate change and action, many countries have also 

implemented their targets to reach as seen with Georgia’s Climate Strategy and Action Plan. 

Georgia has a few climate targets in this law which they wish to reach by the target years 

implemented. These targets include the following: they wish to reduce their greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions to fifteen per cent in the transport sector; to support low-carbon development 

of the building sector by encouraging climate goals; to support the low-carbon development 

industry sector by encouraging climate-friendly innovative technology and services to achieve 

a five per cent emission reduction; to support low-carbon development of agriculture by 

encouraging climate-smart agricultural technology and services; to support low-carbon 

development in the waste sector by encouraging climate-smart agricultural technologies and 

services; to increase carbon capture capacity of forests by ten per cent; and to decrease the 

GHG emissions to fifteen per cent in the energy generation and transmission sectors all by the 

year 2030 (Ministry of Environmental Protection and Agriculture of Georgia, 2021). 

Sweden is an excellent example of setting a new goal based on the Paris Agreement. Sweden’s 

Riksdag is a policy framework which sets out to implement the Paris Agreement as it sets out 

to have zero carbon emissions into the atmosphere by the year 2045. Within this goal there is 

a basis of three pillars for Sweden’s policy: 1) the Climate Act, 2) new goals for emission 

reduction, and 3) to establish a climate policy council. By implementing new laws and policies 

under these three headings, Sweden aims to create order and stability within their climate 

policies. It also obligates the government for the first time to pursue a climate policy that is 

based on the Riksdag. This enables Sweden to review its climate policies and to meet policy 

goals to comply with the Paris Agreement (Government Offices of Sweden and Ministry of the 

Environment and Energy, 2017). 
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In the context of any developing country in Africa, the African Development Bank Group 

(ADBG) considers Africa to be the most vulnerable continent in terms of climate change. The 

organisation goes on to say: 

… climate change impacts under all climate scenarios above 1.5 degrees Celsius. 

Despite having contributed the least to global warming and having the lowest 

emissions, Africa faces exponential collateral damage, posing systemic risks to its 

economies, infrastructure investments, water and food systems, public health, 

agriculture, and livelihoods, threatening to undo its modest development gains and slip 

into higher levels of extreme poverty. (ABDG, 2019).  

Nigeria is an example of a developing country that has climate goals implemented to try and 

become more climate-conscious. The Economic Sustainability Committee of Nigeria aims at 

creating two hundred and fifty thousand jobs and powering five million households by next 

year (2023) with solar-powered energy (Economic Sustainability Committee, 2020). Nigeria 

has also passed the Climate Change Act, which seeks to have a low GHG emission to reach net 

zero between the years 2050 and 2070 (Climate Action Tracker, 2022). 

Another example of a developing country in Africa that has implemented climate change goals 

is Chad. Chad has implemented the Chad National Adaptation Plan Advancement Project, 

which intends to integrate climate change adaptation for long-term planning and budgetary 

needs. This project will help climate-sensitive sectors to be in line with Chad's NDCs to the 

Paris Agreement, including global goals towards a low-carbon and greener development 

(UNDP, 2022). 

Ghana is also a highlight of Africa’s contributions to reducing the risks of climate change, as 

it was one of the first African countries to give way to its national plan for emission reduction. 

Ghana provided its transparency and accountability principles, which it hopes to see transpire 

in their climate goals (British High Commission Accra, 2015). Additionally, Ghana has 

updated its NDCs under the Paris Agreement from the years 2020 to 2030 to address the 

impacts of climate change on the nation’s economy and vulnerable citizens. “According to the 
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Environmental Protection Agency and the Ministry of Environment, Science, Technology and 

Innovation (2021), the updated plan, 

…covers 19 policy areas and translates into 47 adaptation and mitigation programmes 

of action. The 47 climate actions are expected to build the resilience of over 38 million 

people, generate absolute greenhouse gas emission reductions of 64 MtCO2e, create 

over one million jobs, and avoid 2,900 deaths due to improved air quality by 2030.  

2.1.4 Key Issues  

Climate change brings a multitude of other issues with it. People experience loss of life, harsh 

working conditions, devastation to infrastructure and homes, drought, reduction in water 

supplies, wildfires, reduced agricultural outputs and increased temperatures, leading to a 

variety of health and living impacts. These are just a few of the major issues caused by climate 

change and in the coming years, this will become more of a reality rather than just a news story 

of a distant country. The effects of climate change that were predicted by scientists are now 

our reality. Our glaciers have already started melting. Flowers bloom earlier than usual, 

unpredictable weather patterns worldwide are taking people by surprise, storms are stronger 

and wilder, and people are feeling the effects more than ever before (NASA, 2022).  

The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) latest report states that around 

the world, there are climate changes undoubtedly caused by human actions. What we do to 

prevent it will predict the future course of climate change (UN IPCC, 2021b). The fast facts 

sheet of the UN IPCC, clearly articulates that, 

Global surface temperature will continue to increase until at least the middle of the 

century. Unless we make sharp reductions in greenhouse gas emissions in the coming 

decades, global warming will exceed 1.5 degrees Celsius, after which climate 

consequences will be even more severe. (2021b). 

There is thus an urgent need for people around the world to act against this issue to try to 

prevent future generations from suffering the harsh effects of today’s decisions. If greenhouse 
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gases and carbon emissions can be reduced now, according to the fast facts sheet from the UN 

IPCC, we can expect to see a noticeable difference in global surface temperatures in about 

twenty years (UN IPPC, 2021b). 

The contribution human activities are making towards climate change is notable, but countries 

around the world will emit more carbon emissions than others, as depicted in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Carbon Dioxide Emissions per Country (Murphy, 2021) 

The next section will focus on South Africa’s climate change debate. This will be followed by 

the research at hand of youth social movements responding to climate change in South Africa.  

 

2.2 Climate Change Debate in South Africa  

2.2.1 Introduction and background  

The Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (2019) has reported evidence that 

extreme weather events in South Africa are increasing, 
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…with heatwave conditions found to be more likely, dry spell durations lengthening 

slightly and rainfall intensity increasing. Climate zones across the country are already 

shifting, ecosystems and landscapes are being degraded, fires are becoming more 

frequent, and overused natural terrestrial and marine systems are under stress The 

Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (2019). 

South Africa is in the southern part of Africa with desert terrain in the northwest of the country 

and a subtropical east coast. It is situated within a drought belt as well as a subtropical high-

pressure region receiving a vast amount of rainfall but also drought due to its arid terrain in 

parts of the country. South Africa, like most countries around the world, is not shielded from 

the harsh effects of climate change but is also a contributor to the climate change issue.  

In 2015, South Africa saw its lowest annual record of rainfall since 1904, and recorded its 

highest temperature in the country of forty-two degrees Celsius, not experienced in the last 

century. This led to an increase in Cape Town’s worst-seen forest fires and drought which 

threatened the city’s water supply (Western Cape Government, 2018). More recently, in 2021 

it snowed in Durban KwaZulu-Natal in the year 2021. In 2022, more devastatingly, were the 

floods in Durban, South Africa due to heavy rainfalls of 351 mm. Rainfall conditions in the 

area have seemingly worsened over the years to almost double the rainfall from 2019 to 165 

mm (Waterworth, 2022).  

Over the past fifty years, there has been an increase of at least 1.5 degrees Celsius in 

temperature in South Africa compared to the global average which was 0.65 degrees Celsius. 

This has led to more frequent rainfall, which has not slowed down to date. According to the 

Ministry of the Environment in South Africa, “climate change is predicted to have an increase 

of one degree Celsius to three degrees Celsius across South Africa by the year 2050” (Neville, 

Le Roux-Routledge and Godfrey, 2010). 

The country’s per capita emissions, taken from the 2015 article by Ziervogel, were relatively 

higher than other African countries and compared to a global level. South Africa is expected 

to see a rapid rise to a maximum of 6 degrees Celsius between the years 2081 to 2100 compared 

to between the years 1986 to 2005, this rise in temperature poses a great threat to South Africa’s 
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water resources, food security, the environment, the populations' health, the infrastructure, and 

economy of South Africa (Ziervogel, 2015). According to Ziervogel (2015), climate change 

can not only be seen as an environmental issue in South Africa but it also poses a developmental 

threat as the effects of climate change have a ripple effect on socio-economic development, 

housing infrastructure and food security.  

The climate issues being faced in South Africa have led to a need for climate action and for 

laws and policies to be implemented to mitigate the effects of climate change. The South 

African government is committed to a peak of carbon dioxide emissions between the years 

2020 and 2025 and is also a part of the global Paris Agreement. However, the South African 

government is also criticised, and the government’s actions are being labelled as insufficient 

due to the use of coal-powered electricity in the country.  

Subsection 2.2.2 provided the introduction and the background of the climate debate in South 

Africa. The next subsection will focus on South Africa’s laws and policies in place for climate 

change mitigation.  

2.2.2 South African Policies and Laws for Climate Change  

South Africa comprises the private sector, state-owned enterprises, civil societies, academic 

researchers, trade unions, and other major participants who contribute to climate governance 

within its borders. This engagement of stakeholders has a process through which all climate 

change-related policies must pass. South Africa’s primary route, established by the government 

for all coordination and consultation on climate change activities is overseen by the National 

Committee on Climate Change (NCCC), which is overseen by South Africa’s Department of 

Environmental Affairs (DEA), (Averchenkova, Gannon and Curran, 2019). 

South Africa also has the National Economic Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) 

for the drafting of policies. These policies are disseminated to the relevant ministers to finalise 

before being implemented. NEDLAC has made major contributions to climate change policies 

for the Carbon Tax Bill and South Africa’s National Climate Change Response White Paper 

(NCCRWP) (Averchenkova et al., 2019). However, Averchenkova et al., (2019) argue that  a 
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systemic issue that could become a roadblock for implementing South Africa’s NDC to the 

Paris Agreement is the lack of alignment and policy coherence,  … “in other words, the gap 

between climate change goals and the objectives set in other key strategies and policy 

documents that determine the trajectory of development”.  

South Africa has a sophisticated climate governance system. Despite this, it faces a range of 

political, domestic and historical tensions which creates challenges which have jeopardised 

progress in the last 12 years. These tensions have led to uncertainty country’s direction of the 

climate change policies and low political will to act further (Averchenkova et al., 2019).  

South Africa has had a range of policies, laws, and strategies over the years, to help fight 

climate change, a few of which will be discussed later on. Sectoral policies have been 

developed across South Africa dependent on the country’s greenhouse gas emissions whilst 

also ensuring that sectors with high emissions have a more developed climate policy 

implementation. The implementation of these strategies led to a specific policy mechanism 

over the years which includes the Renewable Energy Independent Power Producer 

Procurement Program (REIPPPP), as well as the cross-sectoral carbon tax (Averchenkova et 

al., 2019).  

The “…White Paper presents the South African government’s vision for an effective climate 

change response and the long-term, just transition to a climate-resilient and lower-carbon 

economy and society” (South African Government, 2011). South Africa’s NCCRWP policy 

demonstrates that, to create sustainable development and a low-carbon society, policies need 

to be in relative correlation at a national to the local level, and also be coherent between national 

departments. To achieve this, “it obligates all government departments and state-owned 

enterprises to align their policies and strategies as well as regulations” (Averchenkova et al., 

2019). The NCCRWP is one of South Africa’s policy plans to address mitigation and 

adaptation for climate change in the present and long run and establishes to decrease carbon 

emissions by the years 2020-2025. It aims to manage climate change effects to build social, 

economic and environmental sustainability, as well as to contribute to the international goals 

to decrease greenhouse gases in the atmosphere (South African Government, 2011).  
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The National Climate Change Response White Paper has a few primary targets stipulated in its 

policy. It includes seeking to reduce South Africa’s specific energy consumption by the year 

2030; see a 20 percent reduction in energy used through traffic lights and water supplies by the 

year 2030; a 37 percent reduction in the average energy consumption of household appliances 

by the year 2030; and a 30 percent reduction in fossil fuels caused by municipality vehicles. 

These are just a few goals and targets set out under this policy to fight climate change effects 

within South Africa to move towards a more carbon-neutral society (South African 

Government, 2011).  

The Carbon Tax Act No. 15 of 2019 was passed to lower carbon emissions in South Africa. 

This act aims to provide enforcement of a tax on the CO2 greenhouse gas emission in certain 

activities such as businesses that emit high levels of carbon pollution, industries that rely on 

fuel consumption, and electricity generators. This incentivises big polluters of greenhouse 

gases towards adapting more greener and cleaner technologies and energies (South African 

Government, 2019). Furthermore, the Carbon Tax Act seeks to hold those responsible for high 

emissions of carbon dioxide accountable in the hope that they will reduce their gas emissions 

to avoid adverse effects upon the country. This is known as the polluter pays principle.  

South Africa’s carbon tax introduction in 2019 saw much debate and opposition from 

businesses with high carbon emissions. However, by implementing this law, South Africa has 

proved its commitment to the Paris Climate Agreement to respond to climate change and 

introduce a carbon tax. This was necessary in a country where coal makes up seventy-five per 

cent of its energy supply (Lee-Ann Steenkamp, 2022), and ranked within the top fifteen largest 

per capita emitters in the world. It is opined that, 

South Africa’s revised Nationally Determined Contribution targets are still insufficient 

to limit global warming to 2°C, not to mention the Paris Climate Agreement target of 

1.5°C. The carbon tax has a crucial role in achieving this. The Climate Change Bill 

needs to be enacted soon to put the country back on track to decarbonize on time. (Lee-

Ann Steenkamp, 2022).  
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South Africa has recently submitted the Climate Change Bill (B9 – 2022) which was introduced 

on the eighteen of February 2022 by South Africa’s Department of Forestry Fisheries and the 

Environment. It is currently under consideration by South Africa’s National Assembly; 

however, if passed as a law within the country it will form part of South Africa’s first legal 

framework in the country that responds to the impacts of climate change. The urgency of this 

bill to be passed could not have come at a better time as South Africa is currently experiencing 

a series of droughts and floods within the country. Recently the SA president, President 

Ramaphosa, was invited to attend the G7 Summit in Germany where climate change is a major 

topic of concern (Joubert, Rushton and Kadodia, 2022). 

Joubert et al. (2022) state that this bill appears to have a coordinated and integrated response 

towards climate change, to effectively manage climate change impacts, to make a valid 

contribution towards the stabilization of greenhouse gases, to move towards a greener low-

carbon society and economy, to put in place South Africa’s global commitments and 

obligations with regards to climate change and lastly to protect and preserve our planet for 

future generations after us. They further surmise that, 

It is hoped that the introduction of the Bill and the implementation of the Carbon Tax 

Act 15 of 2019 will jumpstart South Africa’s move towards a low-carbon, climate-

resilient and ecologically sustainable economy and society and will help South Africa 

to achieve its commitments under the Paris Agreement and the goals set during the 

United Nations Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) in November 2021 

(Joubert et al., 2022).  

This subsection focused on South Africa’s laws and policies in place for climate change 

mitigation. The next subsection will elaborate on South Africa’s climate change situation and 

global contributions.  

2.2.3 South Africa’s climate change situation and global contributions  

South Africa has recently experienced an increasingly more extreme pattern in the drop and 

rise of temperatures, as well as harsher weather more frequently and droughts lasting longer 
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The impacts of climate change are already being experienced across the country. Water 

scarcity and drought conditions are expected to increase the risks of food insecurity and 

may exacerbate conflict situations over scarce resources, potentially forcing additional 

population displacement. Sea level rise will also impact much of the country’s coast.  

These devastating effects have become a part of many South Africans lives. Water shedding in 

Kwa-Zulu Natal in Durban, South Africa, is a recent effect of the devastating floods the city 

experienced during 2022 because of climate change as confirmed by the President of South 

Africa. The ND-GAIN Country Index ranks each country according to its vulnerability in 

climate change. South Africa was classed as a vulnerable country and ranked 96th out of 182 

countries globally in 2022 while being ranked 92nd in 2020 (University of Notre Dame, 2022).  

Although South Africa has made no major contributions on a global scale towards climate 

change due to its dependence on international foreign investments and international financial 

support to implement its climate actions within its own country, it should come as no surprise 

South Africa has not made a difference yet on a global scale because of its CAT rating overall 

for climate change as insufficient (Climate Action Tracker, 2022b). The following statement 

attests to this. 

We rate South Africa’s 2030 NDC target as “Insufficient” when compared with its fair-

share contribution to climate action. The “Insufficient” rating indicates that the fair 

share target in 2030 need substantial improvements to be consistent with the Paris 

Agreement’s 1.5°C temperature limit. If all countries were to follow South Africa’s 

approach, warming would reach over 2°C and up to 3°C (Climate Action Tracker, 

2022b). 

 

The preceding subsection elaborated on South Africa’s climate change situation and global 

contributions. The conclusion on South Africa and its climate change debate overall will follow 

next. 
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2.2.4 Conclusion  

It can be concluded that, like many other developing countries and economies, South Africa is 

experiencing the harsh effects of climate change. But despite making a reasonable amount of 

effort towards climate change over the years, much more needs to be done for South Africa to 

reach a global standard of climate change mitigation and policy implementation. The country 

needs to move to greener means of electricity and heat production to secure the food industry, 

the ecosystem and the people within the country from future damages that climate change 

promises to bring along with it. South Africa’s political background and inequalities are an 

obstacle for South Africa to achieve a stable enough political environment to enforce these 

strategies and move towards improving its commitment to the Paris Agreement.  

Despite all its challenges, South Africa is still committed to reducing its carbon emissions and 

mitigation strategies. The country’s NDC is being updated and its National Climate Change 

Adaptation Strategy is being finalised to coordinate adaptation actions at all levels of 

government (South African Government, 2021). Eskom, South Africa’s supplier of electricity, 

is committed to a net zero emissions by the year 2050, as they are a major contributor to the 

burning of coal (fossil fuel) in the country.  

However, among the Group of Twenty (G20), which is an intergovernmental forum comprising 

19 countries and the EU to address global issues, South Africa has the highest carbon intensity 

according to a news report in 2021. Therefore, there is a dire need for the country to reduce its 

carbon emissions before its effects are too late to reverse, and to move onto greener methods 

of energy consumption besides the use of fossil fuels (Omarjee, 2021).  

This subsection concluded the South African climate change debate overall. Section 2.3 will 

analyse and discuss youth social movements responding to climate change in South Africa. 
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2.3 Youth Social Movements Responding to Climate Change in South Africa  

2.3.1 Introduction and Background to Youth Social Movements Responding to Climate 

Change in South Africa  

Over the past few decades, South Africa has faced many challenges. The biggest challenge of 

all was apartheid, but it is also currently dealing with the impact of HIV/AIDS, gender 

inequality and poverty. However, in today’s world, a whole new challenge is yet to be 

combated by the current generation and future generations. This challenge is not an isolated 

issue to South Africa itself, but a global challenge many generations will have to face if we do 

not protect them. This issue is climate change. Children are more likely to be affected by 

climate change health impacts given that children tend to spend more time outside than adults 

and must face the rising temperatures daily. At school, children engage in sporting activities, 

making them more vulnerable to heat stress. Many schools in South Africa cannot afford to 

install air conditioners in classrooms to keep children cool during the harsh summers putting 

them at significant risk of illness and dehydration. This inequality will affect them later in life, 

as Chersich (2019) states,  

There are major equity issues at stake here: adolescents who have attended well-

resourced schools with temperatures carefully controlled for optimal concentration will 

compete for jobs or places at university alongside those who wrote school-leaving 

examinations in temperatures above 40°C and were drowsy and probably poorly 

hydrated.  

With political instability and a lack of action from the people the youth look up to, this issue 

has sparked a mass youth movement to fight climate change and hold those in power 

responsible for the current youths’ futures and the generations to follow. Climate change has 

become one of the major common issues youths face in today’s world, but they are often 

underrepresented in government and are not taken seriously. The rise of social media and 

personal experiences caused by climate change has left many young people worried about their 

futures.  
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It is important to foreground that South Africa consists largely of unemployed and 

underprivileged citizens and a large black working class. This plays a crucial role in how the 

youth will engage in climate change activism (Karombo, 2021; Chimbelu, 2020). South 

African youth are no newcomers to the effects of climate change, as the country has already 

negatively experienced what climate change can do to our country. Although the youth in South 

Africa was not as hasty with their actions to fight climate change, the Youth Climate Movement 

(YCM) emerged in 2019 (Mjiyakho et al., 2021).  

As a developing country, SA does not yet have its youth portrayed in a very positive light in 

the climate movement. Many climate strike narratives are filled with white middle-class and 

privileged youths, and very little attention is paid to people of colour in the non-Western world. 

Therefore, the youth social movements responding to climate change in South Africa only 

recently received media exposure.  

This late reaction to fighting climate change can be directly linked to poverty and a lack of 

resources youth might need to overcome climate change, compared to a developed country. 

The youth of South Africa do not have as many resources to facilitate youth movements as 

swiftly as developed countries do. Chersich (2019) argues that “Not all adolescents are equally 

empowered to take up these challenges. There are major gaps in knowledge about climate 

change among adolescents in many low- and middle-income countries, including South Africa 

(SA) and climate activism, is nascent in these settings”. Insufficient funds and resources, such 

as travel and technology, hamper their ability to make an impact on this movement. Not all 

youth in South Africa have access to the internet to research climate change movements and 

become more aware or involved. They choose to spend their money on transport to university 

or school rather than to attend a climate strike. Furthermore, the South African government 

ensures that those that do engage in protest action are not taken seriously and are considered 

more of a nuisance than a valuable contribution to the climate change debate. Other reasons for 

low participation rates are also noted by Prendergast, Hayward, Burningham, Hasan, Jackson, 

Jha, Kuroki, Loukianov, Mattar, Schedule, Venn, and Yoshida who maintain that,    

Understanding youth participation in climate strikes can also be placed in a wider 

tradition of research into transnational youth political activism, and interest in the way 
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local material conditions and cultural identity influence participation within, as well as 

across nation states (2021, p.3).  

Subsection 2.3.1 analysed and discussed youth social movements responding to climate change 

in South Africa. The next subsection will discuss in detail youth involvement in climate change 

within SA.  

2.3.2 Youth Involvement and Mobilization for Climate Change in South Africa  

In South Africa, many young people face a vast number of social problems, one of these being 

climate change. Unfortunately, when decisions are being made concerning policy, SA adapts a 

“top-down over-up approach”. This means the youth of SA are often excluded from the 

decision-making process when it comes to climate change (Nkrumah, 2021). Other 

undermining issues that deter SA youth’s participation in social movements and ability to 

combat ecological injustices and climate change discourse are a dominant political structure, 

socio-economic factors, historical factors and cultural factors being enforced in their homes, at 

school and places of work (Nkrumah, 2021).  

The youth of SA, according to the International Journal of Ecology by Nkrumah (2021), are 

more likely to talk about their living conditions within their environment if they have the 

freedoms to move about, the liberty to openly criticise people in power if they have access to 

talk, as well as resources to contribute constructively to society’s needs. It comes as no surprise 

that the youth of SA are most affected by climate change as they make up almost 63 per cent 

of the population, according to Statistics SA (2019), and they would eventually need to act and 

become more involved to secure their futures. 

However, a key question which emerges is, will the youth of SA have the same impact on 

climate change action as that of youth in a developed country who have the resources to act 

and are able to skip school more due to access to more resources, than South African youth, 

who have limited resources to skip school and engage in a protest? This issue has prevented 

many young people who want to participate in a strike for climate change but simply cannot 

afford the luxury of missing school, especially now due to COVID-19 learners have already 
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lost fifty four percent of learning time after schools reopened due to the pandemic according to 

UNICEF (2021). SA’s poverty rate sits at 55.5 per cent. This means that 30.3 million people 

in SA live in poverty according to the data taken from the World Bank Databank (SA) 2020. 

This makes it difficult for SA, and especially the youth, to adapt to adverse conditions. The 

youth of SA might be victims of the faults of their forefathers regarding climate change, but 

they are also the last hope and solution to right this wrong. Therefore, the youth need to fight 

in SA for their right to have more of a say in policy-making decisions to secure their futures 

and those of generations to come.  

SA has a few youth movements that have developed in recent years. One of the major 

movements witnessed in SA is The South African Youth Climate Movement of 2019, which 

saw one of the largest numbers of youth being involved in a movement in the country for 

climate change (Mjiyakho et al., 2021).  One of SA’s youth icons who gained popularity is 

Ayakha Melithafa, who brought attention to the climate concerns in SA. She joined the 

worldwide icon, Greta Thunberg, to petition the UN Committee, as well as call for SA to put a 

stop to its coal, oil, and gas extractions to prevent further harm being done to the environment 

(Beukes, 2021). 

An example of a youth social movement specifically focused on climate change within SA is 

African Climate Alliance founded in 2019 in Cape Town, which is a youth-led organisation 

which strives to act and advocate for climate justice. When they started, they managed to close 

a major gap on their first climate strike by engaging with schools to participate in the strike and 

bring awareness to them but also took it a step further and provided transportation to those who 

could not afford to participate in the strike on their own. This not only allowed for a lot of 

younger people to get involved but also gave way to the birth of South African youth climate 

activists such as Ayaka Melithafa as mentioned above (African Climate Alliance, 2019).  

SA has also seen interest from their youth and different organisations, universities and schools 

within the country, The South African Youth Climate Action Plan (YCAP) is a process in 

which the youth in South Africa are being encouraged to mobilise and for decision-makers to 

contribute to the fight against climate change in the country. This action plan which has been 

in the making from the year 2020 is one of SA’s first mobilization of a youth-driven climate 
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action plan, it has received funding from international funders such as the EU’s Partnership 

Instrument and the German Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and 

Nuclear Safety, the Netherlands Embassy based in Pretoria and the Global Change Institute in 

the Witwatersrand (The South African Institute of International Affairs, 2021).  

Despite challenges, SA is slowly integrating youth into more organisations and policy 

engagements. In 2017, COP 23 stated that “Guided by the UNICEF Generation 2030 Report, 

we urge the South African government to acknowledge the importance of harnessing the 

growing youth demographic in creating a climate-resilient society” (The South African 

Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA), 2017). According to UNICEF South Africa, in 2021 

there is a call for three actions to take place. Firstly, children and young people should be 

included in all climate-related decisions under the South African Youth Climate Action Plan 

which was developed by the young people of SA. Secondly, funding must increase in climate 

adaptation and resilience for services for youth such as water, education and health. Thirdly, 

the country's greenhouse gases to be reduced to have a sustainable economy and environment 

(UNICEF South Africa, 2021).  

The South African Youth Climate Coalition (SAYCC), developed in 2011 in Durban, 

KwaZulu-Natal, is a great example of a SA youth-driven movement as this platform allows for 

youth to participate and speak about their views in a space where they can be taken seriously 

and listened to. Their four core values are:  

 Awareness: to ensure young people are aware of their environment and are given the 

chance to change it;  

 Advocacy: this organisation advocates for environmental rights so that young people 

know what the current threats are and form a position on them;  

 Protection: the organisation strives to protect natural resources for future generations; 

and  

 Participation: the organisation ensures that the youth of South Africa is involved.  
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The SAYCC is more of what South Africa needs for youth involvement and participation as 

the organisation implements workshops, zoom meetings and conferences to make youth more 

aware and helps them be more actively involved (SAYCC, 2011).  

In the year 2021, the Embassy of France situated in South Africa partnered with the African 

Climate Alliance (ACA) to assist in their efforts to advance youth mobilisation for climate 

justice and adaptation within SA (French Institute, 2021). This partnership has allowed the 

ACA to put forward an initiative to get more youth educated and involved in climate justice 

within SA. It helps the youth with their environmental education, their participation in the issue, 

and advocacy by the youth in SA to see climate and social justice (French Institute, 2021). 

As a right the youth of South Africa should be allowed to take part in policy matters. the South 

African Constitution Chapter 10 195 (1) states that “…People's needs must be responded to, 

and the public must be encouraged to participate in policymaking…” which includes children 

and youth (South African Government, 1996). SA needs to find a way to include the youth in 

its climate change debate so that they can actively contribute to climate policy decisions and 

reviews.  

This subsection discussed the youth involvement in climate change within SA.  The next 

subsection will look at South Africa’s youth’s contributions to climate change policies or laws 

within the country.  

2.3.3 Youth Contributions to Climate Policies in South Africa  

The SAIIA (2020) argues that 

Increasing meaningful youth participation in policy and decision-making processes in 

Africa is crucial to ensuring more ambitious climate action and implementation, the 

youth need to be seen as more than beneficiaries but more so as stakeholders and active 

participants in policy development and the implementation process. 
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However, South Africa has an absence of government programmes to include the youth’s 

potential for socio-political development. The majority of SA’s youth cannot participate in 

policy-making decisions and are often side-lined or left out. Many of the young people within 

SA are more than capable to participate in policymaking decisions as they have more to lose 

compared to their older leaders and policymakers. Therefore, they should be given the chance 

to be involved instead of fighting for a seat at the table (The Mail & Guardian, 2021).   

South African youth are often victims of tokenism and violence when they do tend to voice 

their opinions on political matters. This, in turn. hinders their participation and excludes any 

contributions they try and make. In an online seminar hosted on 31st May 2021 by the 

Democracy Development programme on Youth Participation in Policy and Development, 

Sphamandla Brian Mholongo opened the proceedings by giving context to the South African 

youth and how they are the largest demographic in the county of South Africa. Yet the youth 

are often just seen as a sideshow and constantly battle to get their voices heard in policy 

creation. He then went on to question Tessa Dooms, the Director of Jasoro, a development 

consultancy company, who had also attended the online seminar in which Mhlongo asked, “do 

we have a problem of good policies but poor implementation?” Dooms responded that, “we 

are creating policies without the true participation of the youth” (The Mail & Guardian, 2021). 

This demonstrates yet again that South African youth’s voices are limited in terms of 

participation in politics in the country.  

The South African government must have better programmes in place to educate the youth so 

they can take part in policy creation and the implementation of these policies. If this is not 

done, the youth will forever be excluded from policy decisions. In the past have proven that 

the youth of SA is one to be reckoned with. For example, in the Soweto uprising in the 1970s 

youth were able to put cultural differences aside and come together to fight against the 

oppressive apartheid system. This is a clear example of the impact of youth participation in SA 

against a common cause. Africa is estimated to reach a youth population of around one billion, 

which is almost forty per cent of the global child population, by the year 2050 according to an 

article by Bandar Hajjar (2020). It is thus important for the government to start allowing more 

youth participation in political and policy-making decisions if we wish to cater to the needs of 

the generations yet to come (Madhi, 2019).  
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Youth participation within policymaking is essential in developing capable leaders and 

strengthening democratic values. Effective youth participation entails redefining our 

current tokenistic view of the youth by recognising that young people are competent, 

important, and thus deserve a seat at the decision-making table (Madhi, 2019). 

There is a need in SA for youth policy decision-making as they are not currently included and 

by holding the government accountable for its actions. The youth will play a key role in 

achieving the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and the National Development 

Plan (Madhi, 2019). The youth in SA lack the information and resources to be involved in 

climate policy decisions which makes it much harder for them to participate effectively and are 

therefore brushed aside by the government.   

There is also a need for a framework for the youth for policy inputs and policy decisions for 

climate change, which, in turn, could strengthen and help youth participation and involvement 

in the climate change issue. South Africa’s Second National Climate Change Report in 2016/17 

states that this type of framework should include a promotion of youth participation at national, 

local and sectoral levels of government, and that agencies on climate change should collaborate 

with ministries that have experience with facilitating youth inclusion and participation. This 

development of youth participation should include cultural language and youth-appropriate 

briefs in all languages on important matters, and more education on the climate change 

approach needs to be included in education systems and inclusive participation. Climate change 

should be taught through the educational system in all subjects at hand where necessary so that 

they may actively participate with the right knowledge and give knowledgeable solutions.  

Despite being excluded from various spaces, the youth of South Africa have nevertheless over 

the years established a living document known as the South African Youth Climate Action 

Plan (SAYCAP). This is a contribution young people are trying to make to enable policymakers 

and businesses to ensure a greener future for them. The document advocates educating and 

supporting youth on how they might be able to participate in the policy-making process 

meaningfully and actively. It also calls for an inclusion of the youth at all stages of policy 

development and decision-making spaces and advocates for lived experiences to be reflected 
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in policy and policy-making decisions (SAIIA, 2021). This is affirmed by the SAIIA (2021) 

when they state,  

SA YCAP youth leaders are also planning the launch of a new website to ensure that 

the document is regularly updated and to develop an implementation plan and highlight 

ways that young people and decision-makers alike can be part of creating a more 

sustainable, just, and equitable future for all.  

Despite the lack of inclusion of youth in policy decisions, the youth participate in a particular 

department within the government that has implemented processes to get the youth more 

involved in climate policy. The Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment has 

created the Youth Environmental Services Programme (YES). The SA youth also have 

organisations such as the SAIIA, a youth public policy think tank, and the South African Youth 

Climate Change Coalition (SAYCC), a youth-led organisation, who collaborate. The SAIIA is 

making an input into policy development on a local and international scale. The Youth Policy 

Committee (YPC) consists of a group of young people that come together to understand, share 

views, and participate in policy processes that are affecting them.  

It offers young people from different walks of life to give the appropriate capacity building that 

develops policy participation and negotiation skills (SAIIA, 2020). They offer valuable policy 

inputs and statements which are not only heard on a national level but also an international 

level. In 2021, the youth gave their statement at COP26 from 31 October 2021 to 13 November 

2021 in which they discussed the SAYCAP and provided recommendations to the South 

African delegation of COP26 to put certain measures into action for our country to become a 

low-carbon climate-resilient society (SAIIA, 2021). This proves that young people within 

South Africa can make valuable contributions to policy decisions despite their poverty and lack 

of resources. Imagine how much more of a positive contribution on policy decisions the youth 

can make if they are given the proper means to participate and an  at the policy-making 

table.  Myataza (2021) opines that,  

As the continent with the largest youth population, it is imperative that young people 

are engaged in policymaking processes. We are the future that will inherit the continent 
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and we need to take a holistic approach, one that is intersectional, decolonised and 

evolving, to ensure we bring the greatest benefits to the whole population. 

It can be concluded that South African youth have not directly formed any policy for climate 

change due to their circumstances of tokenism within the country’s policy-making decision 

process. This research project outlines the need for the youth to be included in this process, as 

they are the ones who will be affected the most by the climate policies that are implemented.  

This section looked at South Africa’s youth’s contributions to climate change policies or laws 

within the country. Section 2.4 will focus on Germany’s climate change debate.  

2.4 Climate Change Debate in Germany  

2.4.1 Introduction and Background  

Germany is in the centre of Europe with mostly cold winters and moderate temperatures. 

During the day, the country generally has a temperate climate with rare occasions of high 

summer temperatures and prolonged winter frost. Germany has an abundance rainfall which 

allows for the growing of crops. However, given their geographical location on the European 

continent, their climate is subject to quick variations due to the westerly winds from the 

Atlantic Ocean which merges with cold air masses from the northeast (Kirby, Barkin, Geary, 

Turner, Bayley, Heather, Elkins, Wallace-Hadrill, Hamerow, Straus, Leyser and Berentsen, 

2022).  

Germany, like the rest of the world, is experiencing the impacts of climate change. It has 

witnessed an increase in its temperatures over the years. With temperatures in the cities rising 

quicker than those in rural areas, this can still mean trouble for Germany. The Alpine glaciers 

become an issue with these rising temperatures, which can cause flooding if they were to melt 

away. Climate change and increasing temperatures can also lead to rivers slowing down if the 

temperature rises, putting agriculture and energy at risk of collapse as Germany requires the 

water as a source of cooling systems for their power plants (The Climate Reality Project, 

2018).  
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Germany has seen an increase of 11 per cent in temperature since 1881. The country also 

experiences much dryer summers leading to forest fire concerns. Due to Germany neighbouring 

the North Sea and the Baltic Sea, it is at risk of rising sea levels have the potential to devastate 

crops through flooding. According to The Climate Reality Project (2018), “Without adaptation, 

by the year 2080, total losses due to sea level rise in Germany may top 2.6 billion Euros per 

year”. 

 Climate change in Germany poses a major health risk to its citizens. With extreme heat, people 

will more likely suffer from strokes, heart attacks and dehydration. Germany is also at high 

risk of diseased insects, which might be more likely to survive and travel to Germany’s 

changing climate environment ,bringing with them an extended region of disease transfer. The 

Climate Reality Project (2018) further contends that, “The direct health effects caused by 

higher ozone concentration include irritation of mucous membranes, respiratory reactions such 

as reduced lung functions, cardiovascular diseases, as well as an impaired physical 

performance”. 

Germany is the largest importer of coal in Europe and is the second largest producer of coal in 

the EU. It is in the top ten list of the largest greenhouse gas polluters of the world, despite it 

having a relatively smaller population than the other countries listed in Figure 4.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 4: Carbon dioxide emissions per person (Climate Watch, 2021) 
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Figure 4 illustrates greenhouse gas emissions (including LULUCF) per capita, by country, for 

countries with the most total emissions, with the area of each column showing total emissions. 

Despite Germany’s greenhouse emissions dropping from the year 2017 to the year 2021,  2021, 

the country saw an increase of four point five per cent (4.5%) compared to the previous year 

(Cullen, 2022). Germany is committed to reducing its carbon emissions by at least 80 to 95 per 

cent by the year 2035. Germany already has many policies and laws in place for renewable 

greener energy as well as efforts at all levels of government in the country.  

Subsection 2.4.1 focused on Germany’s climate change debate. The following subsection will 

examine Germany’s laws and policies in place for climate change mitigation.  

 

2.4.2 Germanys Policies and Laws for Climate Change  

For many years, Germany has seen an increase in the need for a climate action law. Friends of 

the Earth Germany (BUND) and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) have been pushing 

for a federal climate action law so that organisations, different levels of government and all 

sectors in Germany are compliant with Germany’s climate targets (Appunn and Wettengel, 

2021).  

Germany is a Federal Democracy consisting of strong political powers, an independent 

judiciary and powerful regional and local governments. The country is also a constitutional 

democracy which determines where the power lies and how people get elected. Germany 

consists of two major institutions, namely, the Bundesrat and the Bundestag which dominate 

the political scene in Germany. Different institutions deal with different issues such as the 

Bundesrat participating in legislation but might not be under the same rule as policies 

implemented by other departments in government, such as the Bundestag. Both institutions 

have a divided federal legislative power between them and can cause issues where a policy is 

not implemented in all sectors of government (Lifehacks, 2021).  

Germany’s Parliament is the key player in the legislative branch along with the federal council 

that is involved in getting federal laws passed in Germany. According to the Grantham 
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Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment (2022), “Legislation on climate 

change can in part be covered by the legislative area of air pollution control but must also be 

covered by the law relating to economic affairs. There is no uniform legislative area of climate 

change law”. The Federal Law on Climate Change was therefore needed to ensure all sectors 

of the government in Germany follow it to reach both National Climate Protection and 

European targets.  

Germany has had its climate action policies carried out through national laws, governmental 

programs, regulations and international agreements with many of the states in Germany 

adapting their climate laws. However, it was not until 2019 that Germany adopted a climate 

law. Germany’s national climate targets have been upheld by the governments of the different 

states since 2010, but a more legally binding target was needed for Germany to effectively 

meet its climate targets. The country now has a range of laws and policies within all sectors 

to try and become carbon-neutral by the year 2045 and to have a sustainable green friendly 

economy and society. These reforms are applauded by Appunn and Wettengel (2021) who 

assert, 

…the government's decision to bring forward the target date for climate neutrality to 2045 is 

legally binding and introduces stricter greenhouse gas reduction targets on the way. 

Germany's first major national climate law entered into force in December 2019. 

The purpose of Germany’s Federal Climate Action law was to ensure that Germany 

accomplishes its national and continental climate targets to protect itself against the harsh 

effects of climate change. The climate law for Germany is also in line with the Paris Agreement 

target to reduce the Earth’s temperature by 2 to 2.5 degrees Celsius. With this being noted, 

Germany hopes to reduce its greenhouse gas emission by 65 per cent by the year 2030, and to 

again decrease the greenhouse gases by a further 23 per cent by 2040. It aims to become carbon-

neutral by the year 2045 (Appunn and Wettengel, 2021).  To achieve this goal, the UNFCCC 

(2019) declared, 

Germany supports partner countries in developing low-emission economic and supply 

structures. This includes using renewable energy, increasing energy efficiency, extremely 
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reducing climate-damaging fluorinated greenhouse gases and promoting sustainable urban 

planning. 

 The law will apply to Germany’s energy, building, transportation, industry, agricultural sector, 

waste and other sectors to have sectoral targets established within their annual emissions 

budgets. Figure 5 represents Germany’s annual per centage target to reduce carbon emissions 

until the year 2040.  

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 5: Annual per centage emission reductions 2031-2040 compared to 1990 (Clean Energy 

Wire, 2021) 

Germany has stipulated measures to accomplish the targets set out under the law including 

(Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety, 

2019):  

 To establish a government commission to tend to how to combat climate change while 

still having growth and development; 

 To develop sturdier energy standards for buildings;  

 To have a strategic plan for carbon emission reduction within the transportation sector,  

 To have adequate research and developmental programs to reduce carbon emissions in 

the industrial sectors; 

 Improving the rate of planting of trees to increase carbon sequestration; and   

 To have economic incentives to encourage carbon emitters to reduce their pollution  
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In view of this, Germany launched a recovery and resilience plan after the COVID-19 

pandemic, of which 42 per cent of the plan’s total allocations and investments support the 

country’s climate objectives. This includes Germany investing in decarbonising the German 

economy with green hydrogen, supporting the use of electric cars to help citizens make the 

shift and giving finance to renovation programs to increase the energy efficiency of residential 

buildings (European Commission, 2021). 

Germany’s Federal Government also sets out to change the country’s energy supply to make it 

more efficient and secure. The energy plan seeks to halve its primary energy and for renewable 

energy to be used instead by the year 2050, the country would need to phase out its fossil fuel 

used to become more environmentally friendly (Umwelt Bundesamt, 2020). Germany’s law 

for the reduction and termination of coal-fired power generation seeks to limit the amount of 

energy produced from fossil fuels such as coal plants to zero gigawatts by the year 2038. The 

law also seeks to reduce the amount of electricity produced by hard coal and ignites to zero 

gigawatts by the year 2038 (Bundestag and Bundesrat, 2020).  

To achieve its climate targets set out in 2021, Germany’s immediate climate action programme 

for 2022 has additional funding of eight billion euros. It seeks to help sectors such as industry, 

energy, building, transportation, agriculture and land reform. This programme and funding 

hope to see a 40 per cent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions compared to 1990 (German 

Federal Ministry of Finance, 2021). The German Government report on Trends in Federal 

Financial Assistance and Tax benefits from 2019 to 2022, demonstrates that by using set goals 

in very important areas of priority these subsidised measures give real incentives for climate 

change action, environmental protection and social equality. The funding Germany will receive 

from the 28th Subsidy Report will help the country achieve its climate action goals in high-

priority areas, as well as ensure climate change action to secure the country’s future and 

promote social equality (German Federal Ministry of Finance, 2021).    

Despite Germany setting ambitious climate change targets for itself, it can be commended for 

acting on their climate issues within the country. With Germany’s federally binding laws, 

funding, policies and programs being implemented, a possible carbon-neutral country could be 

possible by 2045/50.  
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Subsection 2.4.2 examined Germany’s laws and policies in place for climate change 

mitigation. The next subsection will discuss Germany’s climate change situation and global 

contributions. 

2.4.3 Germany's Climate Change Situation and Contributions Globally  

Germany, as previously stated, is not off the list when it comes to the effects of climate change. 

The average temperatures in Germany have already risen by one point six degrees Celsius 

compared to anywhere else in the world and will continue to rise, making the country’s average 

increase well above the global average which is a cause for concern. Germany’s population has 

already started to feel these effects with its number of hot days almost tripling as well as winter 

rainfall increasing by 27 per cent (Umwelt Bundesamt, 2021). Germany was ranked number 

three in 2018 (CRI) on the climate risk index. The climate risk index shows a country’s 

vulnerability to climate change to illustrate how some countries are more affected by climate 

change than others are. But Germany soon moved from the top of the list of the top ten countries 

being affected by climate change in the report from 2021 based on 2019 data to number 56 on 

the Climate Risk Index IN 2019 (Iberdrola, 2018; Eckstein, Künzel, Schäfer and Winges, 

2021).  

Germany can expect to see a rise in its average air temperature, number of hot days per year, 

number of dry days per year and increased days of precipitation (Umwelt Bundesamt, 2021). 

This information is derived from a study done on the climate impact and risk assessment 2021 

for Germany. With the increase in Germany’s temperatures over the years, the country’s 

renewable water supply has started to decrease even with the increased rainfall in winter the 

summer months see less water availability and could considerably have negative effects for 

certain parts of the country in the future (Umwelt Bundesamt, 2021).  
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Figure 6: Germany’s Cumulative CO2 emissions (Ritchie and Roser, n.d.) 

 

In Figure 6, Germany’s CO2 country profile reflects how much carbon dioxide emissions from 

fossil fuels, is released in Germany from 1792 to 2020 in tones. Like the rest of the world, 

climate change can affect Germany’s vegetation and consequently the country’s food supply. 

A large population of invasive species has already started to invade the country as temperatures 

rise. Marine life is also being impacted as the water temperature increases along Germany’s 

coast leading to the late or early return of certain marine life and a trend of a lack of oxygen 

affecting biodiversity in the Baltic Sea (Umwelt Bundesamt, 2021).  

Germany is a developed country despite trying to improve, sustain and make its country greener 

it also contributes globally to assisting other countries with their climate change goals. 

“Germany regards supporting developing countries, emerging economies and transition 

countries with climate change adaptation and mitigation to be closely linked to implementing 

the Paris Agreement and Agenda 2030” (UNFCC, 2019). Germany is committed to Chancellor 

Merkel’s 2015 pledge which states that Germany would double its contribution to international 

climate finance by the year 2020 to four billion euros, the country has increased its funding 

almost seven-fold from the year 2005 resulting in the successful inclusion of climate-related 

problems in its development efforts (UNFCCC, 2019).  

Germany set its priorities by providing support for international resourcefulness to help drive 

and implement the Paris Climate Agreement in developing countries. The NDCs, 
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InsuResilience Global Partnership, and the African Renewable Energy Initiative are all 

noteworthy associations with Germany's involvement.  Figure 7 illustrates Germany's climate 

funding from the years 2017-2018 by region as a per centage in euros (millions).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: German bilateral climate finance 2017-2018 by regions (UNFCCC, 2019). 

 

Germany’s contributions towards climate change are global. Many developing countries, 

including SA, benefit from Germany’s generosity and eagerness to help fight climate change's 

negative effects on the developing countries who need the financial support. Germany, 

therefore, “…attaches great importance to supporting developing countries in adapting to 

climate change. It sees it as an international responsibility and has made it one of the four 

integral pillars of the German Strategy for Adaptation to Climate Change” (UNFCCC, 2019). 

Germany also makes contributions to the IPCC Trust Fund and has given around 10.7 million 

euros between 2016 and 2022 to the Technical Support Unit of IPPC’s working group two, 

which has a branch in Durban, South Africa (UNFCCC, 2019) 
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Despite making valuable global contributions to other countries for climate change, Germany 

is doing the most within its own country, which, in turn, will help countries around the world. 

Firstly, Germany’s choice to walk away from fossil fuels and nuclear energy use give the 

country a chance for a sustainable energy future by 2022. The country will gradually stop the 

use of nuclear power and has already started phasing out coal-generated power plants. 

Secondly, Germany was one of the first countries to set an example for others by setting solid 

principles and targets for climate change policies to become carbon-neutral by the year 2045. 

The country plays a role in international climate policies as well as climate cooperation 

worldwide. Thirdly, Germany is constantly trying to produce greener technology for the world 

to use, as well as trying to make Germany the leading marketer in electro-mobility by having 

more electric cars than fuel-run ones (Fazit Communication, 2021).  

2.4.4 Conclusion 

It can be concluded that like the rest of the world, Germany is being affected by climate change 

but is, however, making valuable contributions and putting in sufficient measures to try to 

prevent the further continuation of climate change effects within its own country and 

internationally as well. It is pushing its ambitions to the extreme and hoping to become carbon-

neutral by the year 2045 and has put in place strict regulations and policies for the country to 

achieve this goal. It is one of the first countries to have set such climate change principles and 

goals in place which is a big plus for the environment and the country moving towards more 

sustainable green sectors.  

Germany, like much of the world, is committed to the Paris Climate Agreement and many other 

global activities to fight climate change. Germany is not only trying to become carbon-neutral 

and greener, but is also supporting developing countries to achieve the same goal. Given the 

laws, policies, principles, innovations for greener technology development, moving away from 

nuclear and coal burning, and international financial contributions that Germany has put in 

place there seems to be a brighter future for Germany concerning climate change. It promises 

to become a leading country that many might follow towards a greener and more sustainable 

future.  
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This section discussed the climate change debate in Germany. The following section will be 

analysing and discuss youth social movements responding to climate change in Germany.  

2.5 Youth Social Movements Responding to Climate Change in Germany  

2.5.1 Introduction and Background to Youth Social Movements Responding to Climate 

Change in Germany  

Germany has a history of establishing youth movements with, for example, the very well-

known Hitler Youth and Nazi Youth movement. Youth movements became popular in 

Germany between the late 19th to 20th centuries when Adolf Hitler came into power. The 

merciless leader aimed to spread his influence through all aspects of society and so youth 

groups became a big part of Nazi Germany’s history. According to the Holocaust 

Encyclopaedia (2020),  “In 1939, more than eighty-two per cent of eligible youth (age 10 - 18) 

belonged to the Hitler Youth or its female equivalent, the League of German Girls”.  

Germany has had a tough political history with inequality and social exclusion, from Nazi rule, 

and wars, to the fall of the Berlin wall. The youth have always been a part of history and 

suffered the effects of their leaders’ choices and decisions. Climate change comes as a similar 

threat to the German youth; only this time, they cannot be silenced. They have shown their 

strength in the past and are standing up to make leaders and people in power responsible for 

the harsh effects of climate change, to try to put an end to it before it is too late. Germany’s 

youth social movements for climate change started with many other countries in Europe. In 

particular, the example set by fifteen-year-old climate change activist Greta Thunberg from 

Sweden led to the emergence of mass youth movements for climate change throughout Europe.  

It is important to note that Germany is comprised of a primarily white working-class and 

middle-class population, and unemployment is very low. This has a huge impact on resources 

and how the youth engage in climate change activism in the country (Duell and Vetter, 2020). 

As a developed country, it has more resources for the youth to use to engage in activism and is 

better equipped compared to developing countries to partake in climate activism. Germany has 

more non-profit and governmental organisations that provide resources and funding that help 



49 

 

young people to participate in political issues and to fight for what they believe in as compared 

to a developing country where resources and funding are scarce (Sengupta, 2021).  

The youth in Germany are taken seriously and are not considered a mere nuisance to the people 

in power. This gives them the drive and anticipation to continue on the path for climate change 

action. An example of this is when Germany’s finance minister and the chancellor of the Social 

Democratic Party (SPD) thanked the Fridays For Future movement. He Tweeted the following  

I am grateful for @FridayForFuture's commitment. You have helped to ensure that 

#climate protection is high on the agenda. I say explicitly: That today's #climatestrike 

is correct. Climate policy is one of the important issues that will be decided in this 

election! (Scholz, 2021; Cwienk, 2021). 

The German state runs most of its schools free of charge. This means that children go to school 

at no cost to them or their parents. Germany has one of the highest-ranking education systems 

in the world (Buswell, 2022). Germany’s schools are very highly organised and easily 

accessible to students. They are always well equipped to deal with the rising temperatures to 

protect children’s health. Germany has a term called hitzefrei which means heat free and can 

send children home or accommodate them in cooler classrooms if the temperature gets too 

high. This is intended to protect children’s health against the rising temperatures that come 

along with climate change if the classroom is not cool enough for them (Carter, 2022).  

Compared to developing countries, Germany has put in measures to try to protect and help 

children against the harsh effects of climate change. The children in Germany are taken 

seriously when they fight against climate change and can hold people in power accountable. 

The youth are therefore more encouraged to participate and learn about climate change because 

they have the chance to make their opinions heard and can be given the chance to adapt climate 

policies. However, the German government does not agree with their youth skipping school, 

as was the case with Greta Thunberg, who skipped classes on Fridays as part of her activism. 

The youth in Germany can be seen as privileged to have this opportunity to actively participate 

in the climate change debate and to be taken seriously in the same breath.  
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German Chancellor Angela Merkel has voiced support for weekly protests by school students 

calling for faster government action to combat climate change. In a video podcast released on 

Saturday, Merkel said she was very supportive of the fact that "students take to the street in the 

cause of climate protection and fight for it (DW, 2019). 

This subsection provided an introduction and background to youth social movements in 

Germany. The next subsection will discuss in detail youth involvement in climate change 

within Germany.  

2.5.2 Youth Involvement and Mobilisation for Climate Change in Germany  

One of the major issues faced by German youth is the climate change debate and protecting the 

environment from future effects that are irreversible and will not only directly affect them, but 

also generations to follow. The youth in Germany are more politically minded than they 

thought and are networking and coming together to fight this common cause and to hold their 

people in power accountable for what’s not being done. The German Environment Agency and 

the Federal Ministry for the Environment (2020) state “Many have also realised that climate 

action and environmental protection must also consider social equity aspects. This level of 

awareness among young people will provide environmental policymaking in Germany with 

great support over the next few decades”.  

What is more, Germany has one of the first and largest youth movements for climate change 

which is Fridays for Future inspired by Greta Thunberg. It focuses on youth-led strikes and 

involvement in climate change. She demanded that government need to reduce their carbon 

emissions per the Paris Agreement. Her determination and consistency have led to Fridays For 

Future which caused a massive uproar of youth from around the world fighting for climate 

change mitigation, adaptation and sustainability for a better future for the generations to come. 

One individual alone led the inspired youth around the world today to take action. These strikes 

continued in two hundred and seventy cities and countries including Germany.  Nijhuis (2021) 

enthuses that,  

The Fridays for Future movement have become an indispensable part of the public 

debate on climate change in Germany ever since it has mobilised masses of young 
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people to protest for more action, at one point getting as many as 1.4 million to the 

streets  

On the 25th of January 2019, Berlin witnessed thousands of youths protesting in the country’s 

capital for the German government to be more effective in their climate change policies to 

reduce carbon emissions. This movement was inspired by, and an extension of, Fridays For 

Future. The event saw youth marching towards the Ministry of Economics where a conference 

on Germany’s coal industry was taking place and protesting for the phasing out of coal usage 

(Queally, 2019). Friday’s for Future believes that to strengthen its climate change approach 

they need to branch into other social issues such as racism, feminism, LGBTQ rights and 

economic inequalities to gain alliances with these different groups to make its movement more 

impactful (Nijhuis, 2021).   

School protest action and strikes fuelled by Friday’s For Future are not exclusive to Germany 

but are taking place and making an impact throughout the world in countries like the United 

Kingdom, the Netherlands, France, the United States of America and Japan to name but a few. 

Youth strikes in Germany, like in many other countries in Europe, are seeing a massive turnout 

of students mobilising to protest climate change. Many of them march to parliament buildings 

and organise mass meetings to make their voices heard. They are all contributing to the 

involvement and mobilisation of the youth in Germany.  

These mass movements also gained attention from labour unions, who gained their support, 

with Germany having the second largest labour union. It asked its two million members to 

partake in the climate strike in 2019 to support the youth, which encourages positive change in 

the social domain (Han, 2020).  

Germany now has a growing political party founded by their youth as a part of the climate 

justice movement known as Kimaliste, meaning climate list, aimed at transforming Berlin into 

a climate-positive city (Klimaliste Berlin, 2020). They are the first party in Germany to look 

at, including the one point five-degree Celsius limit on global warming in governmental 

policies. Klimaliste took protesting from the streets for climate change into parliaments and 

included in their fight, a lowering of the voting age so that youth might become more involved 

in political issues (Unger-Verna, 2021).  
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Since 2018, the youth in Germany have gained mass involvement from young people all over 

the country and mobilisation, which impacted the world as a whole. School strikes for climate 

change have become a big part of young people’s lives in Germany and they are taking it 

seriously. The birth of Fridays For Future and the political party Klimaliste have all contributed 

to Germany’s youth participation in climate justice in their country. Bateman (2021) 

states,  “Young people have been a big driver of climate-friendly policies in Germany in recent 

years, with the Fridays for Future protests drawing thousands of attendees around the country”.  

Access to cheap, easily available public transport, resources for German youth to educate 

themselves and peers, and endless support from parents and different organisations have all led 

to their understanding and will to fight for climate justice in their home country. This has 

inspired other youth from other countries to do the same. However, they have to move from 

the streets and into settings where they can effect policy-making such as meetings, exhibitions, 

and agendas, to further voice their opinions on what climate policies should be to sustain their 

future and those of the generations to follow.  

Subsection 2.5.2 detailed youth involvement in climate change within Germany. The following 

subsection will examine Germany’s youth contributions to climate change policies or laws 

within the country.  

2.5.3 Youth Contributions to Climate Policies in Germany  

Germany’s Youth Strategy aims at involving young people in matters that concern them and 

involves them in the decisions that will affect them directly, which encourages participation. 

This is confirmed in the statement,  

Be it needs-based local transport, affordable housing or climate action measures, 

decisions in any policy area have a direct impact on the younger generation. For this 

reason, the Federal Government, in cooperation with all Federal Ministries, developed 

a Youth Strategy and adopted it in the Cabinet on the third of December 2019 (German 

Federal Government, 2019a).  
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Youth in Germany have more opportunities to engage in political making decisions that will 

directly affect them as opposed to countries that have political instability or where the youth 

are not seen as important players in the policy-making process (Federal Government, 2019a). 

The youth in Germany, therefore, have more opportunities to participate in and shape climate 

policies and laws, and they have been big contributors within Germany. A few of these 

contributions will be discussed next.  

Germany’s high court ruled that Germany’s government must broaden its plan to reduce carbon 

emissions to zero by the year 2050 as the current legislature does not ensure the generations to 

come will be protected from the effects of climate change. The young people who were 

members of Fridays For Future that challenged the law were pleased with the ruling that 

Germany’s high court made to recognise climate justice as a fundamental right and to protect 

those rights in the future (Eddy, 2021). This was a remarkable victory for the youth as they had 

won the high court’s decision to pressure the German government for climate policy. It 

demonstrates the youth’s impact on climate change policy in Germany and the positive 

outcomes that can come from this movement. Nijhuis (2021) claims that “The decision resulted 

in higher national climate targets a few weeks later. Now, climate activists are pushing political 

parties across the spectrum to back the 1.5°C global warming limit outlined in the Paris Climate 

Agreement”.  

The German government also sided with the young people who asked for climate-friendly 

transportation. In 2019, Germany launched a plan to put a tax on carbon emissions that was 

emitted due to cars and buildings. They demanded fewer planes in the air and that an eco-

friendlier mode of transportation, such as electric trains had to be found. The decision was then 

taken to levy a higher tax for planes and decrease taxes on using trains as a means of transport. 

This came along with funding of one point one billion euros until 2030 to modernise their train 

networks to make trains electric to replace the current diesel models to release less carbon 

dioxide into the air (Scaturro, 2019).  

The German youth are constantly pressuring their government to change climate policies and 

laws to become more eco-friendly to try to reduce the country’s carbon emissions in line with 

the Paris Agreement. There is a vast amount of litigation cases put in place by the young people 

in Germany from the Neubauer, et al. v. Germany, in which the youth argued that Germany’s 
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greenhouse gas reduction goals violated human rights, to state litigation cases such as the 

Matteo Feind, et al. v. Niedersachsen in which the youth claimed that there was inadequate 

climate protection law in the State of Lower Saxony (Grantham Research Institute on Climate 

Change and the Environment, 2020-2021a). 

German youth participation in policy-making decisions can be divided into six sections. These 

sections are taken from the European Commission on young people’s participation in policy-

making, namely i) self-organisation, youth associations and youth councils; ii) representative 

participation formats such as schools and student unions; iii) youth forums and conferences; 

iv) youth summits such as J7; v) inclusions and involvement in institutions of the working 

world such as advisory committees in public administration and urban development planning 

and lastly, vi) lobbying models in which adults support the youth’s interest (European 

Commission, 2022). In Germany, youth are given the right to participate per the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child section 12 (1) and they can freely express their views 

on issues that affect them (The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). The Youth 

Strategy in Germany, which was adopted in the year 2019 helps youth to participate in policy 

matters. The Youth council tries to also make development policy more child-friendly 

(European Commission, 2022).   

With the Fridays For Future movement becoming an essential part of climate change in 

Germany, the COVID-19 pandemic hindered the youth from gathering and protesting as they 

usually do, but this did not stop them. Young people moved their actions to online platforms 

to continue their action against climate change, “… through online protests and in meetings 

with politicians such as Chancellor Angela Merkel and European Commission president Ursula 

von der Leyen” (Nijhuis, 2021).  

The youth involved in Fridays For Future also gave a list of demands to the new German 

government which included in it a new adaptation plan and climate policy for the carbon 

dioxide budget which is in line to reduce global warming to at least one point five degrees 

Celsius. According to Fridays For Future (2021), other demands included: 

 The termination of new natural gas infrastructure projects and to phase out the use of 

natural gases by at least the year 2035; 
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 To phase out all uses of fossil fuels in Germany that is socially acceptable latest by the 

year 2030; 

 A stop to the expansion of larger motorways and highways to reduce the use of 

combustion engines by latest in the year 2025; 

 To assume global responsibility in Germany by setting aside budgets for international 

climate finance; and  

 To end trade agreements that harm the climate and the environment as well as put 

human rights in danger. 

This list of demands was given to the Federal Government of Germany to devise better policies 

to achieve the above-mentioned demands. It is important to note that the youth in Germany are 

taken seriously and have seen policy changes made due to their demands for climate change.  

As the youth are allowed to be heard in policy-making decisions, they make valuable 

contributions to climate policies within Germany. Because they have this platform for voicing 

their concerns, they are better able to contribute to policy decisions directly affecting them than 

in countries that do not provide the youth with this opportunity. The Deutscher 

Bundesjugendring (2022) confirms that, 

In the EU Youth Dialogue, young people talk to policymakers about the things that are 

important to them. Results of all EU Youth Dialogue activities are being collected. They 

are then passed on to political decision-makers in Germany and the EU. In this way, 

young people are heard and can influence political decisions.  

It can be concluded that the youth in Germany have made valuable contributions to climate 

policies because they have been allowed to be heard. They are assisting their government with 

climate change concerns and the German government is being held accountable. It is therefore 

making changes towards an eco-friendlier society for the generations to come.   

While this research project focuses on South Africa and Germany as case studies, it is also 

useful to have some perspective on what the trends are regarding youth participation in climate 

change debates and policies in a global context. The next section will briefly look at youth 

social movements for climate change on a global scale. 
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2.6 Youth Social Movements Responding to Climate Change on a Global Scale  

2.6.1 Introduction and Background  

The climate movement is seen as a global social movement which is not subjective to any one 

country, and which focuses on putting pressure on governments and industries globally to start 

addressing the impacts of climate change. The climate change movement started between the 

late 1980s to 1990s, before any major youth social movements joined the cause with massive 

impacts.  

During 2018 and 2019, the world first saw a massive uprising of youth fighting for climate 

change and climate justice. This youth-focused movement for climate justice was born with 

Greta Thunberg, who promoted the idea of climate protest action and strikes for youth which 

caught the attention of young people all around the world. This snowball effect influenced by 

young Greta Thunberg continues until today with students and youth all around the world, 

striking for climate change. They are demanding that their governments make changes to 

reduce the emission of carbon dioxide and greenhouse gases within their home countries. It is 

estimated that,  

…about 1.6 million students in over 120 countries participated in the strikes. According 

to FFF’s website, 359 events had registered a week before the strike, but by the day of 

the global strike, about 2700 events had registered. Although the number of participants 

and events cannot be exactly calculated given the amorphous nature of the movement, 

these numbers suggest that the scope of youth climate mobilization accelerated at an 

unprecedented scale. (Han and Ahn, 2020).  

In September 2019, the UN held its first-ever Youth Climate Summit during which over five 

hundred climate change activists in more than 140 countries were invited to attend. Here, they 

were able to find ways to meet the Paris Agreement requirements and were allowed to voice 

their ideas with each other and world leaders. During this one-year gap, the amount of youth 

participation on a global scale was never witnessed before in history. Millions of youth from 

all over the globe protested, attended summits and put pressure on governments to climate 

action (Han and Ahn, 2020). 
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Many of the youth demands and ideas were taken into consideration on a global scale and many 

countries began to work to change their policies and put a stop to the use of fossil fuels. A few 

examples of the youth action impact can be seen in the United States and Brazil, in which 

leaders stated that there would be a fossil fuel phase out; Germany stated that it would end coal 

mining by the year 2038; in France, there was a call for the reduction in greenhouse gas 

emissions and it announced that it would not trade with countries who are not in support of the 

Paris Agreement. There were many other countries as well who signed on to the Declaration 

on Children, Youth and Climate Action.  

Representing a historic step forward, the governments of Chile, Costa Rica, Fiji, 

Luxembourg, Monaco, Mexico, Nigeria, Peru, Uruguay, Sweden, Slovenia and Spain 

have signed the Declaration. They united around a strong commitment to accelerate 

inclusively, child and youth-friendly climate policies and action at national and global 

levels, including the need to enhance their participation in decision-making. (UNICEF, 

2019).  

In the year 2020, the UN Secretary-General launched the Global Youth Advisory Group for 

climate change in which youths were selected to represent issues faced by the youth and global 

demand changes. Furthermore, youth utilised social media platforms to stay informed about 

climate strikes around the world, and as a means to communicate with each other to engage in 

protests on the current environmental issues.  

More collaboration is visible as countries around the world to come together for the common 

cause of climate change, to educational support. Recently, in 2022, two young climate leaders 

from South Africa travelled to Germany for climate and social justice events and conferences 

to bring together youth from South Africa and Germany for global solidarity and knowledge 

building.  

This subsection provided the introduction to youth social movements for climate change on a 

global scale. The next subsection will discuss the differences in youth activism in Germany 

and South Africa and make a comparison of the two countries’ youth social movements for 

climate change. 
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2.6.2 Differences in Youth Activism on Climate Change: A Comparison of South Africa 

and Germany 

2.6.2.1 Introduction 

South Africa and Germany have many differences in youth activism for climate change, given 

that South Africa is a developing country and Germany is a developed country. In this context, 

O' Brien, Selboe and Hayward (2018) opine that “Many youths are expressing dissent toward 

economic, social, and environmental policies and practices that contribute to climate change in 

diverse ways, but not all forms of climate activism have the same impact or repercussion”.  

2.6.2.2 Resources 

Differences occur in terms of finance, transportation, resources and the willingness to 

participate given the two countries' political and social status. It is imperative to note that South 

Africa consists largely of unemployed and underprivileged citizens and a large black working-

class, whereas in Germany there is a larger white working-class and middle-class, and 

unemployment is very low (Karombo, 2021; Chimbelu, 2020). This plays a role in how the 

youth have engaged in climate change activism. Germany has more resources to facilitate youth 

participation and allow them to be heard. Whereas, in South Africa, many of the youth that do 

engage in protest action are not always taken seriously and are seen as more of a nuisance than 

a valuable contribution to the climate change debate.  

Many South African youth do not have the money or the resources to travel to partake in these 

strikes, whereas in Germany, transport is cheap and efficient for the youth to participate. Many 

universities and schools in Germany have technology and access to the internet where students 

can research and become more aware and involved in climate change in their region. However, 

in South Africa, not all schools or students have the internet or technology to access this type 

of information for them to be as aware. Many students just cannot afford it which makes 

participation even harder if they do not have the means to research and communicate. 

Germany's political culture makes it possible for the youth to get easy access to technology and 

free education, whereas in South Africa there has been a history of student protests on campuses 

for free education.  
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Similar to Germany in 2019, the youth in South Africa made headlines with the South African 

Youth Climate Movement seeing a significant rise in participation in climate justice within the 

country (Beukes, 2021). Germany’s youth movement for climate change also saw a drastic 

increase in the number of youth participants in climate change within their own country 

(Bateman, 2021).  

In Germany, the youth have more access to resources, adequate free education, and technology 

but also, importantly, support from families and people in power in the country. This makes 

mobilising and engaging for climate change much easier for German youth than that of the 

youth in South Africa. Germany does have inequalities but these are better addressed and 

managed for the youth to make a valuable difference in climate change within their country 

and this encourages their participation.  

2.6.2.3 Approaches to Activism and Challenges 

However, despite both countries seeing a notable increase in youth participation in climate 

change justice, there are clear differences to be noted between South Africa’s and Germany’s 

activism approaches. Germany and South Africa have distinct vulnerabilities and approaches 

to climate change and somewhat diverse ways of youth engagement. Within South Africa, 

climate impacts have socio-economic problems, especially for youth whose lives depend on 

primary resources. South Africa’s youth has more to lose when it comes to climate change 

implications than the youth living in a developed country such as Germany. According to 

O'Brien, Selboe and Hayward (2018),  “Youth attitudes may be influenced by gender, class, 

social expectations, ethnicity, life course, values, and education, the same factors that influence 

engagement with climate change within all age groups”. 

South African youth struggle to engage as well as a developed country like Germany when it 

comes to climate change activism due to existing political inequalities, social burdens, 

mobilisation of financial and human resources, inadequate education on climate change, 

inadequate capacity development of young people for climate change participation and poverty 

in areas of the country. Additionally, South Africa faces issues of gender violence which 

hinders women’s participation in climate change in the fear of being inferior to the men in 



60 

 

power. Based on these issues, many young women might not be willing to participate due to 

the lack of gender inequality within the country.  

South African youth are unable to get their voices heard on this issue. One of the issues being 

faced when it comes to activism, is the absence of the country’s long-term policies and 

adaptation responses. This puts pressure on the youth within South Africa to have more 

sustainable approaches while also trying to manage their socio-economic and environmental 

difficulties to try to make a difference. South African youth do receive additional support to 

help them voice their opinions on climate change, such as the South African Climate Change 

Youth Ambassadors group, which aims to provide a platform for youth to voice their opinions 

during climate change conferences. 

 This, however, is not enough for the youth of South Africa, as they still face a lack of support, 

resources, and patriarchal challenges within the country. Climate change only threatens to 

widen the gap between the poor and the rich, as it will impact their homes, educational 

institutions and basic resources. Activist Raeesah Noor Mahomed from a local school in South 

Africa expressed her concerns about the climate change crisis and the need for climate justice. 

She also mentioned the South African schooling system and frustrations with people in power, 

for their lack of action on the climate crisis. During the Climate Justice Coalition Podcast in 

the year 2020, Just Us and the Climate, Raeesah said, “It is problematic that the syllabus doesn’t 

deal with the systemic effects of apartheid and, by consequence, the injustices which are 

exacerbated by climate change” (Masipa, Brodie and Baduza, 2020).  

In traditional and cultural homes in South Africa, youth gain knowledge and ideas through their 

elders and parents who are seen as wiser due to their life experiences and these form young 

people’s ideas and social attributes. The result is that the involvement of youngsters within 

South Africa with concerns such as climate issues, their determining factor to public 

participation is linked to dominant political, socio-economic, historical and cultural factors 

which prevail in their everyday lives as well as their climate activism ones (Nkrumah, 

2021). However, they are also influenced through popular culture, entertainment, schools, 

celebrities and in today’s world social media 



61 

 

Young people should be in a good position to engage in climate change participation given 

South Africa is no longer under apartheid rule. They have more opportunities to attend schools 

and universities, and better work opportunities. They also have freedom of speech. However, 

this is not the case as South African youth have been given limited opportunities to actively 

participate and to be heard such as being excluded, especially in the area of climate change 

(Nkrumah, 2021).  

The German youth have started to integrate different forms of issues within their community 

together with climate strikes. They intend to address and strike for these issues as one mass 

movement. For example, they are fighting for climate justice, social justice, anti-racism, 

strengthening democracy, and giving a different voice to the young people in Germany 

(Nijhuis, 2021). The German youth believe that without social justice, climate justice would 

be impossible to achieve. So, by addressing other issues within their climate movement, they 

believe that this will lead to better success of their youth social climate movement. This can be 

considered a good solution for South Africa as, without social justice, any form of climate 

justice cannot be achieved. Nijhuis (2021) contends “The young activists argue that the climate 

crisis is inextricably linked to issues of social injustice including economic inequality, racism 

and sexism and argue that to fight the former, you need to fight these issues all at once”. 

Much like in South Africa, Germany’s youth, despite having an active and successful role in 

climate justice, also face challenges when it comes to climate activism. Although parents in 

Germany are not as harsh on the youth for skipping school to strike, it is important to note that 

Germany’s schools consist mostly of free education. This is because they are not paying for 

their education. However, skipping school for climate strikes is frowned upon by the German 

government and some citizens within Germany, as they believe students should be getting 

educated to participate in debates. It is also cheap for the students to travel around the country. 

This enables the youth of Germany to move around freely and participate in climate strikes.  

Germany has already seen success with the youth striking for climate change showing that they 

are more knowledgeable than the people in power think they are. Their government has made 

climate protection a top political priority in Germany. Germany has a new climate cabinet in 

place to reduce emissions in all aspects of government as well as climate policies and laws 

created because of Germany’s youth climate participation. “Media observers noted that the 
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students have already left their mark by keeping the climate issue on the agenda and scientists 

see a potentially lasting impact” (Egenter and Waldholz, 2019).  

Germany, like South Africa, has had its history of social inequalities, racism and segregation. 

Under Hitler’s rule, Germany was divided, and other cultures and races were seen as inferior 

and lower class. But today the youth have been able to overcome that issue and work together 

towards a common enemy, which is climate change. This should be seen as a reality that no 

matter one’s past, it should not be seen as an obstacle to fighting today’s challenges. “Some of 

the strongest voices in today’s climate movement come from youth, who claim that the 

changing climate is robbing them of their future” (Gross, 2021).  

2.6.2.4 Support  

Young protesters in Germany have much more support than the young people in South Africa. 

They are encouraged by people in power for their activism, which helps them thrive in the 

knowledge that they have their support. Former German Chancellor Angela Merkel strongly 

supports the youth in protesting against climate change. Although frowned upon by her party 

and educators in schools, she saw the importance of youth striking for climate change and thus 

encouraged them to “turn to the streets and fight for the climate” (Benjamin Wehrmann, 2019). 

Germany is also situated on the European continent, where the first-ever school strikes started 

to happen in Sweden. This gave the German youth first-hand insight into these strikes and 

prompted their quick mobilisation to start participating in climate change activism. Von Zabern 

and Tulloch (2020) report that,  

Thunberg started her ‘school strike for the future on Monday, August 20, 2018, in 

Stockholm, Sweden. The first school climate strikes take place in Germany in 

September. Whereas Thunberg continues her strikes regularly every Friday, FFF 

branches in Germany strike sporadically on December 14, 2018, until they begin 

striking every Friday from January 18th, 2019, onwards.  

In contrast, in South Africa, the youth were not in a hurry to fight climate change even though 

the Youth Climate Movement developed in 2019 (Mjiyakho et al., 2021).  Their late reaction 

to fighting climate change can be directly linked to poverty and a lack of resources which they 
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need to overcome. Another reason for their delay in participation is also being based on a 

different continent to that of the first biggest youth climate strikes in Europe.  

South African youth need more support from the people in power not only in the climate change 

sphere but in all aspects of their lives, so that they may make valuable contributions when it 

comes to the climate change debate. Chersich (2019) argues that, “Not all adolescents are 

equally empowered to take up these challenges, however. There are major gaps in knowledge 

about climate change among adolescents in many low- and middle-income countries, including 

South Africa and climate activism, is nascent in these settings”. 

South Africa and Germany, despite their differences in youth activism for climate change, work 

together and give support to try to combat the issues that come along with climate change. In 

June 2022, two young climate leaders from South Africa had the chance to travel to Germany 

to participate in climate and social justice events and engagements and to attend conferences 

to bring together youth in South Africa and Germany for global solidarity and knowledge 

building. This journey is aimed at educating the youth further in South Africa to take back what 

they have learnt to share it with peers to better enable their climate justice process for more 

efficient responses (Project 90 by 2030). Germany also donates funds to South Africa to help 

the country establish a greener environment and economy and phase out the use of fossil fuels, 

such as coal.  

2.6.2.5 Conclusion 

Much of the youth activism for climate justice in South Africa and Germany stems from having 

first-hand experience of the effects of climate change that lead them to participate in these 

strikes. The differences in youth activism in these two countries also stem from how 

information is given to them by people in power, and in return, how they perceive them, which 

will contribute towards their actions. The different political cultures, upbringing, resources, 

socio-economic status, support and education all affect the differences we see with youth 

climate change participation in South Africa and Germany. This affirmed by O' Brien, Selboe 

and Hayward (2018) when they state,   
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In this sense, expression of any form of political dissent such as climate action requires 

support, including education, to enable young people to reflect critically. It also requires 

courage, particularly in situations where public opinion is highly polarized and where 

dissenters may be vulnerable to the scrutiny or criticism of others, or risk being 

attacked, repressed, or criminalized.  

 

Table 1 depicts some of the main differences noticed in South African and German youth 

climate activism and the reasons behind these differences.  
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Table 1: Differences between youth social movements for climate change: South Africa and Germany 

 

Differences Between 

Youth for Climate 

Activism  

 

 

South Africa (Developing Country)  

 

 

 

Germany (Developed Country)  

 

Education  

 

- Education is not free and often 

becomes a costly affair for 

young people and their 

families in South Africa.  

 

- South African education does 

not do enough to educate its 

youth on the current climate 

crisis.  

 

- Education is free in Germany 

and all students can attend at 

no cost to them or families. 

 

- Germany has a high standard 

of education and includes 

more climate education in 

their syllabus, making the 

youth very knowledgeable on 

climate issues.  

 

Resources  

 

 

- South African youth have 

limited access to resources 

such as transportation, 

technology, and funding in 

order for them to participate in 

climate strikes on a regular 

basis this includes online 

actions. 

 

- Germany’s youth have much 

more access to resources such 

as cheap and easy public 

transport, easily accessible 

technology and funding to 

participate in climate strikes 

regularly.  
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- Transportation comes at a fee 

and funding can be needed to 

facilitate research on this issue 

such as data or computer 

costs. (If not provided by 

educational institutions or 

government) 

- With cheap and safe transport 

in Germany youth can easily 

move around their cities to get 

the necessary research they 

need on climate issues at an 

affordable rate.  

 

Support and 

Vulnerability  

 

- South African youth striking 

for climate change does not 

receive much support from the 

people in power and are often 

seen as a nuisance and fall 

victim to tokenism.  

 

- South African youth that live 

in rural areas have less of a 

chance to be educated on the 

climate issue and limited 

resources to enable them to 

adapt leaving the vulnerable.  

 

- German youth striking for 

climate change receive 

support from people in power 

and often get their voices 

heard on their climate issues.  

 

- Germany has fewer youth 

living in rural areas and more 

of them living in bigger cities 

and towns allowing them to 

enjoy the safety of vast 

resources and educational 

schemes that equip them to 

deal with climate change 

issues, making them less 

vulnerable.  
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This subsection addressed the differences in Youth Activism in Germany and South Africa and 

make a comparison of the two countries’ youth social movements for climate change. The next 

section will briefly highlight youth social movements in climate change on a global scale.  

 

 

Early Activism (Start 

of youth climate 

strikes globally)  

 

 

- South African Youth were not 

as quick to respond to youth 

climate action and did only 

start participating in climate 

strikes a while after other 

countries. It can be stated that 

due to circumstances noted, 

the country’s youth would 

have needed more time to plan 

and re-group.  

 

- German youth were lucky 

enough given conducive 

circumstances, while also 

being situated on the 

European continent where the 

first-ever youth climate strike 

took place. Due to 

circumstances it was much 

easier for German youth to 

plan and re-group.  

 

Political Culture for 

Climate strikes  

 

- South African youth are more 

prone to toyi-toying which 

includes singing, dancing and 

musical instruments such as 

drums in order for the people 

in power to hear their views 

and has been a part of South 

Africa’s political culture since 

apartheid.  

 

- German youth are more prone 

to shouting slogans while 

marching with boards, or 

simply refusing to move from 

a certain spot where they can 

be seen and heard. Germany’s 

political culture although still 

gets the message across.  
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2.6.3 Youth Social Movements in a Global Setting  

There are not many studies that have addressed youth social movements for climate change in 

global climate politics at a national level or even on a global scale, so knowledge about these 

movements is scarce but hopefully on the increase due to the rapid rise in these movements.  

Over the past few years, as discussed previously in this study, the world has seen a rise in the 

number of young people joining forces to fight against climate change but despite all these 

efforts; the youth are still seen as somehow detached from mainstream participation. This view 

is, however ,slowly changing as the youth persist and have started showing signs of matureness 

that shook people in power around the world. Han and Ahn (2020) contend that  “While one 

cannot measure the direct causal impact that these climate strikes have had on state and 

intergovernmental climate change policies, this worldwide youth mobilization has aroused a 

sense of urgency, provided an alternative discourse, and cultivated youth leadership and 

commitment to civic action”. 

All over the world, young people are being seen as climate change game changers for people 

in charge. For instance, teenagers have fought against climate change through various forms of 

activism, including lawsuits against fossil fuel companies and governments” (Han and Ahn, 

2020). Young people are no newcomers when it comes to participating in politics, as they have 

taken many roles in previous years such as democratisation in countries. They have played 

their part in domestic politics as well as international politics to put forward political and socio-

economic transformation. With the youth social movement for climate change, young people 

on a global scale, have adopted a strategy of justice for climate change action to show the 

current failures of world leaders and companies still using fossil fuels as their primary source 

of energy.  

The youth in today’s world have every right to protest climate change on a global scale as no 

country is exempt from the cause or effects of climate change. Youth all over the world are 

experiencing, directly and indirectly, the harsh effects of the escalated climate effects over the 

years as compared to our parents and grandparents. Youth from advanced economies are 

educated on climate change effects and hence they need to stand up for their rights and protect 

their future. In lower-income countries, the education on climate change effects will differ and 
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we see a lack of participation and a lack of resources to enable participation, as well as 

patriarchal societies discouraging youth involvement. Their most significant contribution, 

however is noted by Han and Ahn (2020) when they argue that, 

Moreover, youth climate mobilization created a global attitude shift, elevating the 

importance of climate change in the global agenda and calling for urgent social 

transformation. However, the Youth climate movement and its participants lacked the 

power to bring about immediate policy changes.  

Youth climate movements have demonstrated how young people around the globe can come 

together and fight for a common cause to promote their views and the social changes they wish 

to see within their communities. Globally, they have displayed leadership skills at a time when 

governments have failed to step up for climate change. The youth are the future of this world 

and have shown their roles and seriousness in matters that directly affect their lives. Through 

youth social movements for climate change, they have proven themselves to be valuable 

contributors to the world of politics and international relations. This fight has become a top 

priority globally. The Council of Europe's Advisory Council on Youth (2021) goes on to say, 

Increasing numbers of young people are taking an active stand to influence political 

decision-making in favour of a healthy environment for all. Never before have this 

many children and young people seen themselves as powerful actors of change who are 

willing and able to participate in the shaping of democracy.  

This subsection briefly highlighted youth social movements in climate change on a global 

scale. The conclusion to this section will follow. 

2.6.4 Conclusion  

It can be concluded that youth social movements for climate change around the world have 

sparked mass attention from political leaders, other youths and organisations across the globe. 

There are clear differences between youth social movements in South Africa and in Germany 

and how the youth within the two countries go about their climate change activism.  
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South Africa consists predominantly of unemployed and underprivileged citizens, which has 

affected youth participation in climate action strikes. The lack of resources, funds, education, 

and patriarchal values have hindered the true outcome of what the youth in South Africa are 

cable of achieving for climate justice. This does not mean they are not making valuable 

contributions and are not participating at all. It means that poverty and unemployment have 

made it that much harder for them to make an effective difference in the country. Living in a 

country where there are political inequalities among politicians also makes it that much easier 

for people in power to exclude the youth from policy-making decisions for climate change.   

In Germany, the population consists mostly of a larger working- and middle-class society with 

low levels of poverty. This has helped the youth within the country gain access to resources, 

adequate education, and necessary support to make a valuable contribution to climate change 

justice. The German youth are given the opportunities to have their voices heard for policy-

making decisions and therefore able to make valuable contributions to climate policies within 

Germany. Because they have this platform for voicing their concerns, they are better able to 

contribute to policy decisions directly affecting them than in countries that do not provide the 

youth with this opportunity. The different cultures, upbringing, resources, socio-economic 

status, support, and education have all affected the differences we see with youth climate 

change participation in South Africa and Germany. The next chapter will be looking at the 

theoretical framework used in this study. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter will bring to light the relative theoretical framework used to conduct this study 

and its significance to youth social movements responding to climate change. This chapter will 

give detailed information about the theory used as well as the different levels it was applied to. 

It will also look at other elements used to investigate for more accurate results namely, resource 

mobilisation, collective behaviour, relative deprivation and political opportunity. These were 

all important to look at to gain knowledge about youth social movements for climate change 

on a global scale. 

The social movement theory is often referred to as describing an organised group of people 

who come together to bring about social change or fight towards a common goal in the hopes 

of changing a certain societal structure or values on any given issue. Youth when participating 

in social change and social justice within their societies fall under the bracket of a social 

movement. This is no different for the youth who strike for climate change, as they are fighting 

to bring about social justice and social changes within their own countries concerning climate 

change.  

For this study, the social movement theory was used to help us understand the rise of youth 

social movements for climate change. Jamison (2010) defines a social movement as “…a 

collective form of social behaviour that is explicitly organised for political action. A social 

movement is a process by which human and material resources are mobilized in trying to affect 

political change…”. The social movement theory is very applicable within this sphere of 

research because the uprising of the youth for climate change is seen as a youth social 

movement. The youth have mobilised as there is a need for social change for climate change 

and they are better able to get their voices heard.  

This research has used a social movement theoretical framework. It has applied this theory at 

the micro-level (individual youth activists) and at the meso-level (group youth activists) using 

thematic analysis to analyse the literature. It was applicable in answering the research 

questions, as the social movement theory has helped explain the reasoning why social groups 
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form and to answer the research questions. According to Tarras Zellerbach-Adams, “The global 

climate movement is a specific type of social movement that aims to drive policy shifts, 

economic reforms, and cultural shifts to address climate change” (2020). Social movements 

have been used for years for the public to allow themselves to be heard to bring about social 

change, economic change or political change. Therefore, this becomes no different for youth 

activism against climate change which is a social movement to bring about political, social and 

environmental change. This is in accordance with Lumen’s (2014) argument that “Social 

movements intersect with environmental changes, technological innovations, and other 

external factors to create social change”. 

This section provided an introduction to social movement theory. The next section will bring 

some light into the background of the social movement theory.  

3.2 Background in Social Movement Theory  

The social movement theory tries to define why certain social groups have formed, how and 

why they grow in numbers if they decline after the achievement of their set goals and the 

outcomes of the social movement within societies. According to Houghton (2021), “A social 

movement is an organised effort by many people to bring about or impede social change. 

Although social movements differ in size, they are all essentially collective”. Social 

movements all tend to develop under circumstances of the need for social change. This being 

said, not all social movements that are formed will achieve their set out goals while others will 

fall short of their goals and achieve them much later on, or some social movements will have 

full success in their participation. Various factors are at play when determining the success or 

failure of these movements, such as socio-economic status, education, politics and 

governmental structure.   

The social movement theory seeks to explain these social movements and can be divided into 

many categories as there is no single type of social movement. Social movements can be 

categorised into political, religious, economic, educational or youth movements. These 

movements are mostly seen as political, given that the movement is trying to change certain 

political structures within their societies. Over the years, social movements have been popping 

up around the world for social justice, equality or democracy within the world. The social 
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factors of a particular society will determine the type of social movement that emerges. For 

example, the youth social movement for climate change is being driven by climate justice. The 

youth have been directly and indirectly affected by the harsh effects of climate change and they 

are now stepping up to hold the people in power responsible.   

During the 1900s, social movements were thought of as random occurrences of people who 

would emotionally react to situations just far from their reach. It was thought of as a way to 

partake in protests without being held accountable as an individual, which was picked up by 

Gustave Le Bon who studied social movements during that period. Later, around the 1940s, 

the mass society theory emerged and was used as a means to research social movements during 

that period in which it was thought that socially isolated people are more vulnerable to 

extremism. This theory was used as a means to analyse modern societies and individualism. In 

today’s world, the social movement theory is most commonly used to study and research the 

upcoming groups throughout the world, such as the relevantly new youth social movement for 

climate change. The social movement theory can be applied to different aspects of protest 

action and group formation. Killian’s (2022) viewpoint that  “When short-lived impulses give 

way to long-term aims, and when sustained association takes the place of situational groupings 

of people, the result is a social movement” is applicable in the context of youth climate change 

movements. 

This study has looked at the micro-level being individual youth activists and at the meso-level 

which is group youth activists concerning climate change youth activism. This will be further 

explored in the next section.   

3.3 Social Movement Theory at the Micro-level (Individual Youth Activists) 

Not all movements are started as mass movements and at times are sparked by individual 

inspiration which Houghton (2021) describes as, “…the coming together of people whose 

relationships are not defined by rules or procedures but who merely share a common outlook 

on society”. The youth social movement is the perfect example of an individual giving rise to 

an even greater movement. For this study, it was important to include an individual in the 

research process, even though being a youth social movements research topic. This particular 
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individual, known as Greta Thunberg, led to the mass youth social movement for climate 

change, which we know today as Fridays For Future.  

Greta Thunberg, an individual youth climate activist, sparked a mass youth social movement 

for climate change in 2018. Her small climate campaign consisted of her sitting outside of the 

Swedish parliament every Friday holding nothing but a sign that read “School Strike for 

Climate”. This individual caught the attention of thousands of young people around the globe, 

which encouraged them to start organising and planning their strikes for climate change. Chow 

(2019) contends that,   

Most climate scientists will be quick to say that 2019 was the year that Greta Thunberg 

truly became a force to be reckoned with. The 16-year-old Swedish activist staged solo 

“Fridays for Future” school strikes that triggered a global phenomenon drawing 

millions of people into the streets to protest climate inaction.  

The social movement theory was applied to this individual so that her reasoning for protesting, 

which was to put pressure on the Swedish government to meet their carbon emission targets, 

could be investigated. She believed that there was no point in attending school if there would 

be no world to grow up in one day and so became the first youth individual of the twenty-first 

century to have such an impact on climate change justice. By further exploring the role played 

by Greta Thunberg as an individual activist for climate change action, the researcher was able 

to establish why the youth social movement for climate change began. Furthermore, how it led 

to the much larger youth social movement for climate change we see today. This study allowed 

the researcher to also apply this knowledge to South Africa and Germany, the two countries 

which constitute the case studies for this research project, to investigate how individual young 

people gave birth to their social movements within their own countries to join the bigger mass 

of young people around the world for climate justice.  

One of South Africa’s youth icons who gained attention is Ayakha Melithafa who brought 

attention to the climate concerns in South Africa. She also joined Greta Thunberg to petition 

the UN Committee and called for South Africa to put a stop to its coal, oil and gas extractions 

to prevent further harm from being done to the environment (Beukes, 2021). The petition 

stated, “Guided by the UNICEF Generation 2030 Report, we urge the South African 
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government to acknowledge the importance of harnessing the growing youth demographic in 

creating a climate-resilient society” (SAIIA, 2017). 

Luisa-Marie Neubauer from Germany is a youth climate activist. She is one of the primary 

planners of mass youth climate strikes for Fridays For Future. She works closely with Greta 

Thunberg in an effort to bring climate justice and action to Germany. Schutz (2020) reports 

that, 

A 24-year-old university student, Neubauer is sometimes considered Germany's answer 

to Swedish activist Greta Thunberg. And like the younger Swede, Neubauer staged 

weekly Fridays for Future student strikes in her city to push for a stronger response to 

climate change. 

This section explicated how social movement theory can be applied at the micro-level. The 

next section will be discuss how the social movement theory applied at the meso-level. 

3.4 Social Movement Theory at the Meso-Level (Group Youth Activists)  

The researcher also applied theory of social movement at the meso-level for this study. It was 

based on a group of youth activists in order to gain a richer understanding of why these mass 

youth movements for climate justice arose, how they differ in South Africa and Germany, and 

how they have responded to climate change.  

By using the theory of social movement, the researcher was able to bring to light how this 

movement began and spread across the globe. It was also essential in establishing why this 

movement grew so rapidly and what impacts they were having on society and climate politics 

in South Africa and Germany. An uprising of the youth in recent years has led to more young 

people getting involved in the issue of climate change. Their movements have started to put 

pressure on government officials and policymakers (Rapid Transition Alliance, 2019). This 

gave rise to the need to research this mass uprising of youth and use the social movement’s 

theory to understand these movements on a global and local scale.  

 South Africa has a few youth movements that have developed in recent years and an example 

of a youth social movement specifically focused on climate change within South Africa is the 
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African Climate Alliance(ACA) founded in 2019 in Cape Town. They are a youth-led 

organisation and strive to act and advocate for climate justice. Germany has established one of 

the first and largest youth movements for climate change, which is Fridays for Future, inspired 

by Greta Thunberg. It focuses on youth-led strikes and involvement in climate change. All 

these youth social movements were started based on one common cause climate justice and to 

hold people in power accountable. This is a direct link between youth social movements for 

climate change and social movement theory.  

The significance of applying this theory at the meso-level is that this is where influence over 

individuals and other groups has the potential for more political influence to effect bigger and 

faster change. If Greta Thunberg gained no attention for her protest action, would the Youth 

climate movement even be as large as it is today? It is important to note in this study that for 

an individual such as Greta Thunberg to have such a massive influence over others, she would 

have had to develop some sort of collective identity. This is the self-consciousness of her issue 

for climate change and a type of protest action which would all be linked to individual identities 

as well as cultural ones developed at the micro-level. These then transcended into the meso-

level where other youths identified with this figure and were able to relate and join together in 

their common goal of climate justice.  

This is evident in South Africa and Germany, where, despite all the differences mentioned in 

this research, the activists still identify as youth who need to stand up for climate justice or they 

will not have a future. This resulted in the formation of a mass global youth movement for 

climate change justice. Today, both South Africa and Germany consist of many youth social 

movements for climate change, all of which can be linked back to the individuals that initiated 

the movements known today.  

3.5 Social Movements Theory and Resource Mobilisation  

The theory of social movements was used together with resource mobilisation to provide the 

researcher with a better understanding of the formation of these movements, and how the 

accessibility to resources will form different variations of the same movement. This method 

was an important aspect of this research as the youth being researched were from a developing 
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country and a developed country. These dynamics provided variations in the accessibility to 

resources and their emergence.  

On the micro-level of activism, activists such as Greta Thunberg did not need many resources 

to get attention from the world. She simply sat outside a parliament building holding nothing 

but a sign. It can also be argued that Greta grew up in a developed country where she could 

easily access more resources than in a developing country. However, when youth activism was 

studied at the meso-level, the issue of access to resources come into play as there is now a 

larger group of young people fighting for the same cause. These factors that affect activism 

include the finances that would be required for these groups to travel to venues together, the 

knowledge that needs to be disseminated and acquired to effectively participate in the strikes, 

as well as the legitimacy and support from external elite powers for them to achieve a high 

success rate.  

Resource mobilisation also plays an important role when doing cross-country comparisons, 

especially when comparing South Africa which is a developing country with fewer resources 

available to its, compared to a developed country like Germany. South Africa is comprised of 

mostly black underprivileged citizens and a large black working-class. This population is 

already being undermined and under researched in climate movements that focus more on 

privileged, white, Western youth. However, despite South African youth having access to 

fewer resources to mobilise in comparison to Germany, they have managed to form youth 

social movements that respond to climate change. Yes, they developed despite a lack of 

resources and are still able to express themselves and deliver their views on climate change.  

However, if resources become even scarcer for the youth in South Africa, a decline in climate 

change activism activities is likely to be seen. Germany is comprised of a mostly larger white 

working-class and middle-class where poverty and unemployment are low. This has enabled 

their youth to act in a timelier manner than the youth in South Africa, which has resulted in 

quicker success than in developing countries. Media on a global scale seem to place more of a 

spotlight on white, Western youths acting for climate change and often forget about the 

minorities also making a difference.  
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Cultural and behavioural differences have also been noted in the research and when applying 

the social movement theory. The results are visible in the differences in activism between South 

Africa and Germany.  

3.6 Social Movements Theory and Collective Behaviour  

The theory of social movements was used together with collective behaviour to understand the 

different collective identities that were formed when the youth in South Africa and Germany 

formed social movements. The aim was to understand how these social movements formed 

based on different collective behaviours, but in return formed one larger collective identity 

despite cultural norms and behavioural identities.  

Collective behaviour can be seen as a large group of people or society who share the same ideas 

on a given topic to bring about social change within their countries or communities. In this 

context, South Africa already consists of a large group of youth fighting for different issues in 

the country, the most urgent one being gender-based violence. Therefore, their collective 

identities will already have implied that in a political sphere women are excluded. However, 

this is not the case in South Africa while there is gender-based violence against women in South 

Africa. Where women in politics in South Africa are considered, it has one of the highest 

numbers of women in parliament in the world at 45 per cent. Despite this achievement, their 

collective identities developed through the abuse of women which can hinder their sense of 

belonging in any sphere of participation even in politics (Gouws, 2022).  

Many South Africans and Germans have become a part of the same collective behaviour, due 

to both countries experiencing the direct and indirect effects of climate change that gave rise 

to their youth social movements. Political-cultural norms already a part of South African and 

German identities, have formed differences in their activism approaches. On the one hand, 

South Africans might toyi-toyi to their venue while singing and dancing and using their bodies 

as forms of expression to show their grievances to people in power. On the other hand, in 

Germany, we see that protesters might chant slogans and make signs, but it does not consist of 

dancing and singing as we see in South African protests. However, these youth from different 

countries still form a part of one collective behaviour which is activism for climate justice for 

their countries, despite their socio-economic differences and political-cultural differences.  
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Collective behaviour comes into play when mass groups around the world strike in the streets 

for climate justice and socio-political change. Their collective actions demand that more be 

done by governments to reduce the number of greenhouse gases being released into the air. 

Thus, when applying collective behaviour together with the theory of social movement at the 

micro-level and the meso-level, it is clear that in the case of youth social movements an 

individual collective identity can influence other collective identities to take on the same 

characteristics and ideas. South African and German youth social movements responding to 

climate change, although compared in this study, are thought of as one big social movement 

all fighting towards the same goal. By conducting this research together with the theory of 

social movements focuses on the idea of socialism instead of selective individuals. In this 

manner, the theory can link youth across different factors and geographical locations to 

understand their behaviour holistically. The next section highlights how relative deprivation is 

a significant element of this theory and study.  

3.7 Social Movements Theory and Relative Deprivation   

Relative deprivation together with the theory of social movements was used to understand why 

the youth in South Africa and Germany were forming and what led to their feelings of 

deprivation. Relative deprivation can be a strong driver behind movements for social change. 

This study investigated why the youth mobilised for climate change. Youth mobilisation was 

motivated by feelings of deprivation for their futures and having their human rights threatened, 

due to a lack of effort made by the people in power to combat climate change on a global scale.  

Relative deprivation is considered one of the main reasons social movements are formed to try 

to get social and political change in societies. When the people in power are not doing enough 

for climate change, this directly starts to mobilise the youth as climate change impacts create 

destruction around and to them directly. The youth in both South Africa and Germany have 

mobilised due to certain existing legislature violating the freedoms of young people. Given the 

heavy use of fossil fuels in both countries, the impact has heightened the feelings of injustice 

in the youth. Climate change also threatens to reduce their current basic resources such as food, 

clean water and eventually their futures, aggravating their feelings of deprivation. Climate 

change will cause mass inequalities and exacerbate existing ones among societies, as people 
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will eventually fight for the available resources that are left, which will in return lead to more 

social movements being formed as mentioned in the theory being used to conduct this study.  

South African youth will become particularly vulnerable as poverty already wreaks havoc in 

the country with many of its citizens living in unfavourable conditions. The youth feel the need 

to act before climate change intensifies this issue. The youth in Germany will also eventually 

feel the harsher effects of climate change as food and water decline within the country, causing 

their youth to stand up and join the movement. Feelings of relative deprivation are increasing 

in South Africa. This concept, combined with the social movement’s theory, allows us to 

provide some context to the climate change debate, as the youth are already short of resources 

for them to mobilise for climate change. It is one of the reasons the youth in South Africa joined 

the mass movements around the world so late to fight climate change. The theory of social 

movements, together with relative deprivation in the context of climate change, shows how 

poorer and developing countries have much more to lose from climate effects as these worsen 

existing socio-political issues such as poverty. The youth, especially in developing countries, 

need more opportunities to get their voices heard before it is too late. The next section will 

highlight political opportunities in South Africa and Germany for their youth.  

3.8 Youth Social Movements and Political Opportunity  

Political opportunity, together with the theory of social movements, was used in this study to 

understand youth involvement in politics in South Africa and Germany. This study looked at 

how much political opportunity youth had in both countries to understand the formation of 

youth social movements responding to climate change. This became important in the study as 

many social groups fail after some time when given very little or low political opportunity to 

participate in the debate at hand. When assessing the theory of social movements, it is important 

to note how the reality of low or a lack of political opportunity can spark a rise in social 

movements to try to bring about necessary change within their geographical locations.  

For youth living in South Africa, political opportunities are few and low and they often fall 

victim to tokenism and are not seen as agents of political change or inclusion. Youth have 

therefore found other means to get their opinions across to governments and institutions such 

as youth climate movements. In Germany, youth have some political opportunities and are, at 
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times, listened to by institutions and governments. This is evident in their success regarding 

their activism around climate change. However, both countries see a lack of representation of 

youth in climate politics and have used social movements as their means to stand up for climate 

change and involve themselves in the existing debates. By using the theory at hand and political 

opportunity, it is possible to study the origins of these youth movements and some of the 

positive outcomes they have had so far. Using the social movement theory brings to light why 

some of these youths in different countries are oppressed and lack power in their societies.  

The number of political opportunities given to the youth in South Africa and Germany will 

determine the failure or success of youth climate movements, which rely on government and 

institutions, including them as part of the debate and not just victims. Using the theory 

provided, it is important to note that political opportunity for youth involved in social 

movements is dependent on how the people in power, such as governments, react to youth 

social movements responding to climate change in South Africa and Germany. Different 

governments will provide different types of political opportunities to the youth in different 

countries. This is dependent on political inclusion, political equality in the country, and 

political stability. These opportunities for youth will see the success of youth social movements 

responding to climate change, or their failures in different countries around the world.  

3.9 Conclusion  

It can be concluded that the theory of social movement applied to the different contexts this 

study aimed to investigate. It helped to answer the research questions at hand. It has also 

allowed the researcher to demonstrate how the individual at the micro-level can eventually lead 

up to the meso-level of mass movements. The social movement theory helped bring to light 

why these youth movements have formed, how they are actively participating, what resources 

and opportunities they have, and their contributions to societies as well as the different 

variables at play that make these movements differ in different regions of the world. For this 

study, it was important to look at both micro-level activism (the individual) and meso-level 

activism (group activists) for the research to fully bring to light the emergence of youth social 

movements for climate change in South Africa and Germany, and resource mobilisation, 

collective behaviours, relative deprivation and political opportunity (Staggenborg, 2002). The 
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theory enabled the broadening of the view on micro-level activism and meso-level activism 

and established a clear link between the two in youth social movements for climate change.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction  

 This chapter highlights the research methods used in this study and how the research was 

carried out. The methodology used in this research states clearly how the data was collected 

and how it was analysed. The data was collected over a period of three months. The method 

chosen for any research study is crucial to the research to get the most accurate results. Ahmed 

and Akotia confirm this when they articulated that “The choice of suitable data collection and 

methods of analysis for any research study, is determined by the paradigm of the research and 

the nature of the research questions” (2016). Therefore, the method of research adopted for this 

study was a qualitative desktop study using thematic analysis. 

This study aimed to provide some perspectives on why the youth in South Africa and Germany 

have mobilised for climate change and how they are contributing to the debate through a 

comparative study. By comparing their values and actions, a framework was provided for their 

actions through a case study. The qualitative desktop research approach used secondary 

documents such as published case studies, reports and statistics already found, government 

statements, existing research by scholars, statements and documents made by youth involved 

in climate action, existing laws passed by both countries, and accredited websites to analyse 

data. Bowen attests that “As a research method, document analysis is particularly applicable to 

qualitative case studies and intensive studies producing rich descriptions of a single 

phenomenon, event, organisation, or program” (2009). 

Secondary, high-quality data was sourced which included interviews posted by previous 

researchers who interviewed the youth during our current pandemic; writing done on the focus 

group chosen; and the analysing of current data was easily accessible through news sources, 

social sources, online and government websites. The use of secondary data was useful to this 

study so that the researcher could construct meaning from the lived experiences of the youth 

during that time that would not be made available otherwise. This data collection method 

generated a rich, in-depth understanding of youth social movements responding to climate 

change in South Africa and Germany.  
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Another benefit of analysing secondary data instead of collecting and analysing primary 

data is the sheer volume and breadth of data that is publicly available today. For 

instance, leveraging the findings from studies that the government has conducted 

provides researchers with access to a volume of data that would have simply been 

impossible for the researcher to amass themselves.  

A qualitative desktop study is an ideal method for the theory being used to conduct this study 

to help the researcher get in-depth information on climate change as a whole. It provides 

meaning to youth social movements responding to climate change. Due to financial constraints, 

the researcher was still able to gather valuable information on Germany’s youth responding to 

climate change through desktop research. The research used a comparative design as well as a 

case study of South Africa and Germany to answer and analyse the research questions. It has 

also allowed for the gaps to come to light and how this research can help solve those issues. 

This research gathered information from reliable sources which were analysed in-depth to 

understand the phenomenon under study. By using comparative data and secondary data the 

researcher was better able to understand the theoretical issue of social movements in the 

problem being researched. 

4.2 Research Approach  

A qualitative methodology in the form of a desktop study was used as the primary approach 

for this study to answer the research questions as it helped to explain the events (Climate 

change) and the people associated with them (the youth). This helped the researcher explore 

how the youth are influencing the climate change debate. By using a desktop study, the 

researcher was able to review in-depth secondary writings, reviews, and data sources. There 

were no interferences of the researcher on the variables found by previous scholars. 

A qualitative desktop study was helpful in identifying gaps in previous research, these gaps 

were brought to light by using a desktop study which made previous scholars’ research easily 

accessible to the researcher.  

The qualitative desktop study method that was used required the researcher to use existing 

literature, statements, and research previously done on youth responding to climate change in 

South Africa and Germany. This gave the researcher access to key cutting-edge information 
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from world leaders and key youth role players in the current youth climate change movement 

so we can fully grasp the youths’ experiences and motives behind the climate change 

movement. This viewpoint is supported by Neas, Ward  and Bowman (2022) who assert that it 

can provide an  “important ‘thick description’ of the experiences and perspectives of these 

activists”.  

Given the constraints the researcher faced, desktop research allowed for the study to be 

completed in a much shorter time than physical investigations, and it was more cost-effective. 

It also bridged the language gap for the researcher, as all documentation in German was 

translated into English via Google translate. This would have been very hard to achieve if the 

researcher had to interview German youth who did not speak English. The chosen approach 

helped the researcher see other writers' understandings of the situation at hand and directed the 

research with easy access to all information needed to find answers to the research questions. 

A qualitative methodology was applied at both the micro-level and at the meso-levels of youth 

social movements responding to climate change so that the researcher could grasp an even 

better understanding of how youth social movements responding to climate change function in 

South Africa when compared to Germany. The desktop study made it easy to access individual 

opinions and activism approaches and group opinions and activism approaches from both 

countries to formulate the case study effectively. Desktop studies can be seen as qualitative 

studies because they are text-based but also interpretive.  

The goal of this research is to describe people’s behaviours and realities which were achieved 

through this method of research. This approach meant that the researcher was not confined to 

one geographical region. Carneiro, Resce, Laderach, Schapendonk and Pacillo (2022) affirm 

that, “Considering the pervasiveness of the internet across societies and the increasing 

hybridization of online and offline dimensions in social relations web-native techniques 

represent functional tools for research into cultural and social processes”. 
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4.3 Research Design  

This research used a thematic analysis design to compare current and previous writings and 

research on youth mobilisation for climate change and to interpret it. The researcher was better 

able to compare how the target population (the youth) gave birth to youth social movements 

responding to climate change in both South Africa and Germany, and to formulate the case 

study. The researcher looked at the theoretical problem within the research, which is social 

movements theory, and was able to analyse the climate change debate globally. This method 

was used to interpret information qualitatively and also for the comparative case study of South 

Africa and Germany. By using a case study approach for this study, the researcher was able to 

compare how the youth responded to climate change in a developing country and a developed 

country. It uncovered different challenges, vulnerabilities and political struggles faced by the 

youth in South Africa and Germany which has ultimately led to their differences in how they 

respond to climate change.  

By using a case study for youth social movements responding to climate change and comparing 

South African and German youth, the researcher was able to give different perspectives of the 

same movement as opposed to just a single viewpoint of one geographical region. Therefore, 

the research provided a more in-depth understanding of the youth response to the climate 

change phenomenon. It also reduced the potential bias and provided accurate information from 

both sides of the spectrum. According to Salmon, “Case studies enable a researcher to gain a 

more detailed, unbiased understanding of a complex situation, through the use of a range of 

research tools” (2017). Therefore, by using a case study ensured that, even though specific 

individuals in the youth climate movement are mentioned, the researcher was able to gain a 

holistic review of youth social movements responding to climate change to build a better 

understanding of this global phenomenon.  

4.4 Target population   

The target population was crucial for this research as it relied purely on the youths’ activities 

in climate change in both South Africa and Germany. Therefore, it was important to give the 
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legal definition of youth in both countries in order to successfully study the youth response to 

climate change.  

The sampling design used the following subsets of the population online for the study. Firstly, 

that the legal notation taken from the National Youth Commission Act in South Africa specifies 

as any person between the ages of 14-35 in South Africa shall be classed as a youth (National 

Youth Commission Act. 1996). Secondly, German persons between the ages of 14-26 shall be 

classed as a youth (German Social Code, 1990). The target population was therefore 

demarcated as those between 14-35 years for South Africa and 14-26 for Germany. All 

information gathered on the target population was gathered through secondary data. These age 

groups were taken into consideration when looking at youth participation in the two countries. 

By using a similar age group for both countries, it meant the data collected would show an 

accurate comparison of youth activism for climate change in both countries under study. The 

secondary data used to study the target population made it easily accessible for the researcher 

to gather information on both South African youth as well as German youth simultaneously, 

which saved the researcher a lot of time compared to fieldwork.  

4.5 Data Collection Method  

This research is composed of formal documents, government policies on climate change, 

climate change acts in both countries as well as globally, scholarly research, climate change 

statistics, climate data on South Africa and Germany, online literature and an online research 

thesis. These methods were used to determine how the youth have influenced the climate 

change debate and bring to light their roles. In-depth secondary content such as documents 

from reliable sources and literature were used to ascertain how the youth have managed to 

mobilise themselves over the years towards climate change and compare the two chosen 

countries. 

Data was collected based on other researchers’ findings. It was taken from reliable publishing 

sources as well as governmental websites. Being able to easily access government websites 

open to the public made it possible to gather all research and information posted to ensure the 

information was coming from a reliable source, as well as legitimate websites and news pages 

that made information readily available. All information was collected via the internet on a 
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home-based computer in order to conduct the research. Data composed was taken from reliable 

websites, departmental websites for both South Africa and Germany, governmental websites 

that were accessible to the public for South Africa and Germany as well as video formats. 

Data was collected online from Durban, South Africa as this is where the researcher was based 

during the duration of the research and thesis formation. Data was stored on the researcher’s 

computer as well as links to access website data for future reference.  

4.6 Data Analysis  

An inductive thematic analysis was used to analyse the data, as the social movement theme 

chosen is strongly related to youth activism towards climate change. Data was also compared 

with the assistance of the case study, and the researcher was able to differentiate between South 

African youth responding to climate change and German youth responding to climate change. 

By analysing the data found between these two countries the research was able to make a 

comparison between a developing country and a developed country, this assisted in bridging 

the gap of literature found on developing countries’ youth climate activism.  Reports, legal 

documents, scholarly research and climate statistics were all analysed in-depth for the 

researcher to gain knowledge in order to better understand these youth movements and collect 

the necessary data to answer the research questions.  

The data collected allowed the researcher to get the youth’s voices and views from across 

societies to make an accurate comparison of South Africa’s and Germany’s youth response to 

climate change. The use of secondary data became very important in understanding the youth’s 

fight for climate change justice, as many of the youth took to online platforms to continue their 

strikes when the COVID-19 pandemic confined them to their homes. Voices of Youth (2020) 

confirms that this was the case by stating, “While many schools around the world are closed, 

children and young people are still making their voices heard through 

the #ClimateStrikeOnline, and the Youth Climate Movement is showing solidarity with their 

older relatives by staying inside to help keep everyone safe”. It left a trail of vast amounts of 

information online, which made secondary data a legitimate part of this research for 

understanding why youth only started activism during COVID-19.  
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Analysing secondary data used has proved to be effective in this study to validate the 

effectiveness of the research questions being asked. For this reason, I believe the method of 

data collection and analyses used has shown evidence of the youth’s involvement in the climate 

change debate in both South Africa and Germany. The only limitation noted by the researcher 

in doing a desktop study was the issue of loadshedding which meant that work had to be put 

on hold during power outages.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

5.1 Introduction  

The preceding chapter focused on the research methodologies. In this chapter, the findings and 

discussion are presented. The main research question of the study was: How are the youth 

social movements in both South Africa and Germany responding to the climate change 

phenomenon? The data for this study was collected through an online desktop study of the 

existing literature on youth social movements for climate change.  The discussion draws on 

literature to make sense of youth social movements in South and Germany. The chapter will 

be concluded with in-depth explanations derived from the findings of the research.  

5.2 Research Questions and Discussion 

The following research questions were examined in this study: 

i.  How is South Africa being affected by climate change?  

South Africa is being affected by climate change, according to the findings (Section 2.1.4). The 

temperature within the country is becoming extremely warmer while the concentration of 

greenhouse gases is getting that much thicker. Human activity is the biggest contributor to the 

effects of climate change within South Africa, the countries burning of fossil fuels for energy 

is one of its main contributors to the number of greenhouse gases in South Africa’s air. The 

positioning of South Africa in the world mixed with its socio-economic status makes it that 

much more vulnerable to climate change effects, as the country is already warm and mostly 

arid. This puts pressure on the South African government to take that much more action to 

protect the country from the harsh effects of climate change.  

South Africa will see high risks of a decline in agricultural production and water scarcity as 

temperatures rise and climates shift. This can hinder the growth of food and livestock in the 

country and result in the loss of employment and a decline in the economy. South Africa is at 

a heightened risk of droughts and floods during the rainy season, as seen in 2022. The country 
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witnessed mass flooding and loss of life on a scale that the people in power did not prepare for 

or expect. The rises in temperatures during the hot season will increase the number of deaths 

we see in the country and put a strain on people in all sectors of the economy and society, 

especially people living in poverty. Climate change threatens South Africa with an increase in 

tropical storms and thunderstorms, which can result in the loss of life and developed 

infrastructure. It also threatens to destroy animal life and aquatic life (Scholes and Engelbrecht, 

2021). 

ii.  What is South Africa doing for climate change?  

Even though South Africa has responded to the effects of climate change, more needs to be 

done to prevent future irreversible effects. In this context, South Africa has created a 

Presidential Climate Change Coordinating Commission, a South African Low Emission 

Development Strategy, a National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy and implemented a 

Carbon Tax,  all aimed at fighting climate change. South Africa has various programmes and 

strategies aimed at the economy and society becoming greener and more carbon-neutral. The 

country has also signed the Paris Agreement, as mentioned in Section 2.1.3, to become greener 

in the future. South Africa has climate targets and policies to meet its necessary targets, but 

unfortunately despite South Africa going in the right direction, the country’s policies are not 

yet up to par to meet the Paris Agreements compatibility. South Africa’s overall climate 

policies and targets are currently ranked as insufficient and need improvement to meet the 

world’s demand for the one point five-degree temperature limit. Due to South Africa’s reliance 

on foreign investments, it also relies on a large scale of these funds to go towards climate 

change programmes and strategies to enable the country to meet world requirements by the 

target year (Climate Action Tracker, 2022b).  

iii. Where is South Africa ranked in the world of climate change?  

The literature revealed that when it comes to climate change South Africa is ranked 96th in the 

world according to the data by the ND-GAIN Index (Section 2.2.3). Despite the country having 

a lower vulnerability to the rest of the world, its readiness falls short compared to other 

countries. South Africa is considered the 100th most vulnerable country in the world, given its 
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political instability, this makes climate change a threat due to its rapid rise in aftereffects (ND-

GAIN, 2022). The vulnerability of South Africa puts it under severe stress when it comes to its 

situation on climate change. The country has a high risk of running very low on water, which 

will affect people’s health, livestock and agriculture as mentioned above. South Africa is 

expected to see a rise of at least 39 per cent in droughts by the year 2050. The country is situated 

in a climate that also makes flooding a high risk for its population leading to waterborne 

diseases and damage to life in all aspects. Due to its political situation, the country will also 

suffer financial losses, seeing a decline in South Africa’s economy.  

The impacts of climate change on South Africa’s overall economic growth have been 

predominantly negative and, in the future, climate change in South Africa is anticipated 

to continue to severely hamper economic growth, energy generation, job creation, and 

inequality. (Van Bronkhorst, 2021). 

iv.  What is the climate change debate in South Africa? 

On the one side of the debate, many South Africans debate that climate change is a natural 

occurrence that happens in our world. On the other side of the debate, people believe climate 

change is caused by the direct impact of human, such as using coal for energy. The majority of 

people who live in South Africa are very aware of climate change and the harsh effects it can 

have. South Africans can fall to either side of the spectrum and debate that it is a global issue 

that everyone needs to fight as it is everyone’s problem or that it is an issue merely for the 

wealthy and people in power to deal with. This being said, South Africa is ranked first in the 

world for countries most concerned about climate change, with 83 per cent of the population 

worried about climate change impacts (Meza, 2022). With more people experiencing the harsh 

effects of climate change in South Africa, they realise something has to be done due to direct 

personal effects or even indirect effects that cause them to act. The South African population 

as a whole are a contributor to climate change due to their reliance on coal-powered electricity.   

Despite recognising South Africa’s contribution to climate change, citizens express 

reluctance to moderate their lifestyles to reduce carbon emissions, especially as they 

see little government or private sector leadership on the issue. South Africans say that 
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they do not want to sacrifice things important to them (cars or electricity, for example) 

unless the government reassures them that their actions can have a real impact. (Neville 

et al., 2010). 

 

v.  Are the young people of South Africa mobilising and protesting/contributing 

toward climate change in South Africa?  

The research has revealed that youth in South Africa, like in many countries around the world, 

are taking a stand for climate change within their own country (Section 1.2.2). South Africa 

has seen a rise in the number of young people striking towards climate justice. The African 

Youth Climate Alliance is just one of the big youth-led organisations fighting climate change 

within South Africa. The South African youth want answers for their future from the people in 

power and are demanding better implementations of policies and laws in alignment with the 

Paris Agreement to secure their futures. Young people in South Africa, despite poverty, 

economic struggles and lack of funding are striving hard for the South African government to 

make changes for a greener eco-friendlier economy and society. A few South African youths 

have had chances to participate in world debates on climate change, even working together 

with climate youth icon Greta Thunberg. Although their protests against climate change in 

South Africa started a bit later than in other countries, the youth are a force to be reckoned with 

and should be treated with the same respect as their futures, which they are fighting for. The 

youth in South Africa feel the need to act against climate change as many of them have become 

victims of its harsh effects. They are worried about their futures and want to hold the people in 

power responsible for not acting on their behalf.  

Youth in South Africa also participated in the 2021 Global Climate Strike that was held 

in over 100 countries. Some of their demands included a change in leadership in the 

Department of Mineral Resources and Energy to ensure the transition to renewable 

energy and to put an end to new fossil fuel projects that are polluting and corrupted. 

(Charitar, 2021).  
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vi. Are the youth of South Africa influencing / contributing to climate change 

policies? 

In Section 2.1.2, it was revealed that South African youth, despite their efforts for climate 

justice and trying to get their voices heard for climate policies and laws, are falling short. 

This is despite their initiatives, such as the formation of the SAYCAP. South African youth 

fall victim to the effects of tokenism as they are seen as inferior and not capable of making 

political decisions. The youth have clearly shown initiative and willingness to learn and 

make a valuable contribution to reducing the effects of climate change. However, for them 

to be effective,  they need to be given a voice at the decision-making table, which in South 

Africa they, unfortunately, do not have yet. The South African government should be 

providing the youth with training and exposure so that they can make valuable meaningful 

contributions to the climate debate. In Section 3.8, it was revealed that the youth have a 

lack of representation in politics within South Africa as well as on a global level and are 

often excluded from climate change policy-making decisions that affect their futures. South 

African youth are often victims of violence when they do tend to voice their opinions on 

political matters. This hinders their participation and excludes any contributions they try to 

make.   

According to section 195(1) of the Constitution, public administration must be 

governed by the democratic values and principles enshrined in it and the public must 

be encouraged to participate in policymaking. In other words, everyone — including 

the youth and children — can actively participate in government decision-making 

processes, especially in those matters that affect them. To enable effective participation, 

decision-makers must be transparent with the public by providing relevant and accurate 

information in a timely and accessible manner (Muponde and Lesele, 2022).  

 

vii.  How is Germany being affected by climate change? 

Germany too has fallen victim to the harsh effects of climate change. The country faces the 

threat of high temperatures, drought and heavy rainfall due to climate change. This puts 

Germany at risk of interrupted ecosystems, agricultural decline and a decline in the health of 
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its people. In Section 2.4.2, the Climate Impact and Risk Assessment of Germany indicated 

that urgent action is needed for the heat stress experienced in the cities, water decline in the 

country’s soil, harsh implications on ecosystems in Germany, negative agricultural effects, as 

well as infrastructure and economic damages. Only a few regions in Germany have been 

affected by the very harsh effects of climate change but given the incline of climate change, if 

nothing is done in Germany, many more regions face the same devastation. Germany is also 

still heavily reliant on the burning of fossil fuels which threatens to increase the effects of 

climate change on the country. The effects of climate change in Germany are also becoming 

costly.  

During 2018 and 2019, Germany’s forestry and agricultural sectors suffered damages from 

climate change amounting to twenty-five point six billion euros due to heat waves and droughts 

that hit the country (Reuters Staff, 2022). Germany has built up cities, therefore climate change 

is contributing to the heat island effect in the country which become a major health hazard for 

people living in these cities, especially the elderly and children. Germany has also still battles 

to reduce its use of coal as well as its coal production. It remains Europe’s second largest 

country of coal imports.  

viii.  What is Germany doing about climate change?  

Germany, despite battling to decrease its coal production, considers climate change to be a 

serious matter and has implemented many strategies and plans to become a carbon-neutral 

country (Section 2.4.2). The country has undertaken a binding agreement to reduce its 

greenhouse gases by the year 2030 and has already started phasing out coal-powered electricity. 

Germany also has a new carbon dioxide pricing scheme which is aimed at the transportation 

and building sectors. The world’s first Climate Action Act, known as klimaschutzgesetz, is 

used for Germany to achieve their set out climate targets. Fees for companies who emit high 

levels of CO2 into the atmosphere which will increase over the years to encourage companies 

to lower their emissions have also been put into place. Germany’s decision to shift from coal-

powered energy to renewable energy will benefit the country in the long run as its emission per 

centage will drop drastically. The Federal Government and G7 Germany (2022) estimate that 

“By 2030, renewables are to account for 65 per cent of gross electricity consumption. Before 
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2050, all electricity generation and consumptions are to be greenhouse-gas-neutral”. Germany 

fights climate change effects on every level of government and promotes climate action 

projects to ensure the successful shift of energy uses to more renewable ones. Furthermore, it 

provides adequate funding needed to ensure its success (Section 2.4.3). Germany also consists 

of many climate policies and laws in place to ensure the just implementation of these strategies 

for climate change justice.  

                 Basically, we pursue the goal of Germany and Europe becoming climate neutral                         

                 by 2050. Europe wants to act as a trailblazer in the field of climate action. The  

                 European Commission’s European Green Deal is an important guideline. We are  

                 supporting the Commission in its work on a European Climate Law that is to make  

                 the goal of climate neutrality by 2050 legally binding (The Federal Government  

                and G7 Germany, 2022). 

 

ix.  Where is Germany ranked in the world of climate change? 

When it comes to climate change, Germany is ranked eighth in the world according to the data 

given by the ND-GAIN Index. Germany also has a high readiness score for climate change. 

Although Germany does still need to make changes to adapt along the way, the country is in a 

very good position to adapt very quickly. Germany is considered the 197th most vulnerable 

country in the world, while ranking in eleventh for the readiest country to adapt to climate 

change. Although still at risk of agricultural decline, rising temperatures, health risks and heavy 

rainfall due to climate change Germany is a progressive player in the world of climate change 

and invests large sums of money not only into its own country but in helping developing 

countries become greener. Germany is also ranked sixth in the world (Section 2.1.4) for the top 

ten countries with the highest greenhouse gas emissions according to the world population 

review taken from data captured in 2019 (World Population Review, 2022). Germany’s high 

greenhouse gas emissions mean the country becomes more vulnerable to its effects. 

     “Timely adaptation is becoming increasingly important in Germany if it is to limit  

      damage and risks from changes in the climate, such as rise in temperature and  

      increase in temperature extremes, particularly in the form of more frequent  
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    heatwaves” (Climate Change Knowledge Portal, 2020).  

x. What is the climate change debate in Germany?  

The majority of the population in Germany falls on the side of the debate where they believe 

climate change is a direct impact of human activity and that climate change is the biggest threat 

being faced by humans. However, recently more younger people are concerned about climate 

change from human effects compared to the older generations as they are worried about their 

futures being unsecured. As seen in Germany, the massive uproar of young people fighting for 

climate justice is saying that if nothing is done now, they might not have a world to grow up 

in. While older generations are concerned about climate change effects, the younger generation 

has become more concerned due to the recent youth movements. “Global climate change is 

largely an issue for older and much younger adolescents, with almost 48 per cent of 16- to 18-

year-olds and 46 per cent of 12- to 13-year-olds saying that they are very concerned about it” 

(Lange and Stiftung, 2022). However, compared to the rest of the world, citizens in Germany 

are less concerned about the impacts of climate change, with only 59 per cent of the population 

concerned about the impacts of climate change (Edgar Meza, 2022).   

xi. Are the young people of Germany mobilising and protesting/contributing toward 

climate change in their country?  

Germany, as a European country was a part of the first youth social movement for climate 

change. Since 2019, it has witnessed many youth social protests for climate change justice 

within the country (Section 2.5.2), with thousands of youngsters attending the protests for 

climate change. It did not take long for the news to spread globally. With the support of Fridays 

For Future and Germany having one of the biggest youth social movements for climate change, 

the German youth stepped up to the challenge and are fighting for climate justice. This has 

become a part of the public debate on climate change in Germany. Through this, the youth in 

Germany have made valuable contributions to the debate and even seen success when 

Germany’s constitution ruled that the government’s climate legislature was not sufficient and 

violated the freedoms and rights of the youth. German youth are given the opportunity to be 



98 

 

heard and participate in world debates on climate change and their opinions are taken into 

consideration for strategies and policy decisions.   

The Fridays for Future movement have become an indispensable part of the public 

debate on climate change in Germany ever since it has mobilised masses of young 

people to protest for more action, at one point getting as much as 1.4 million to the 

streets. Though the pandemic has stifled the possibility of mass protests, activists have 

continued to exert influence, for example through online protests and in meetings with 

politicians such as Chancellor Angela Merkel and European Commission president 

Ursula von der Leyen (Nijhuis, 2021).  

xii.  Are the youth of Germany influencing/ contributing to climate change policies? 

German youth are undeniably contributing towards climate policies and laws because they 

have been allowed to participate and be heard. One of their biggest achievements was the 

constitution ruling Germany’s climate legislature as insufficient and a violation of young 

people’s freedoms and rights (Section 2.5.3). Germany also needs to increase young people’s 

interests by making other generations support them and engage with them. It is also advisable 

to decrease the age at which people should be allowed to vote. By decreasing the voting age in 

politics, young people can participate in political decisions. The German government also sided 

with the young people who asked for climate-friendly transportation. In 2019, Germany 

launched a plan to put a tax on carbon emissions from cars and buildings. According to political 

scientist Professor Jörg Tremmel, it’s important to look for ways to have intergenerational 

fairness. For example, Tremmel states that it is important to have future generations represented 

by a council that has citizens decide what is necessary to fight climate change effects (Jörg 

Tremmel, 2009).  Through this, young people can be represented in parliament. The youth 

involved in Fridays For Future also gave a list of demands to the new German government 

which included a new adaptation plan and climate policy for the carbon dioxide budget which 

is in line to reduce global warming to at least one point five degrees Celsius.  
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The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child refers to the fundamental right of 

participation in Section 12 (1). The UN Convention gives children and young people 

the right to express their views freely in all matters that affect them. Their views must 

be given due weight following the age and maturity of the child or young person (The 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989).  

xiii.  What is the difference in youth activism for climate change between South Africa 

and Germany?  

South Africa and Germany, as established in Chapter 2, are bound to have differences in how 

their youth participate in climate activism, given that Germany is a developed country and 

South Africa is a developing country. With South Africa having more political inequalities, 

more poverty, no free education, cultural differences, lack of knowledge on the issue, political 

exclusion and more patriarchal control, this prevents its youth from participating in climate 

strikes. Whereas in Germany, youth receive free education, there is less poverty, more 

knowledge is available due to access to free education, and more support is provided from the 

public and people in power better equip their youth to participate in climate strikes.  

Youth in South Africa have contributed to policies in their own countries , such as the South 

African Youth Action Plan in which they were able to get their voices heard. However, there 

are valid concerns that their document would eventually just be forgotten as they have to obtain 

a seat at the decision-making table. In Germany, the youth have also made valuable 

contributions to policies but have gone a step further. They have won a litigation case against 

the government of Germany, demonstrating that the German youth are being taken more 

seriously compared to those in South Africa.  

Developing countries such as South Africa require more funding and resources for the youth 

to be fully successful in their climate activism. Many youths will be discouraged from attending 

these strikes and missing school as education comes at a cost to their parents. However, in 

Germany, parents might not mind their children skipping school to participate in climate strikes 

because education is free. Furthermore, social and cultural differences within South Africa can 

hinder certain youths from participating, as they are told that politics is not for women or 
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children. This can discourage any child out of fear and respect from even thinking about 

contributing to the debate. In Germany, the cultural context is very different to those living in 

South Africa and German youth can even be encouraged to participate in climate activism as 

it can be seen as a way for youth to develop themselves in the political world.  

South African youth struggle to engage compared to a developed country like Germany when 

it comes to climate change activism,. This can be accredited to existing political inequalities, 

social burdens, mobilisation of financial and human resources, inadequate education on climate 

change, inadequate capacity development of young people for climate change participation, 

and poverty in areas of the country. South Africa also faces issues of gender-based violence 

which hinders women’s participation in climate change for fear of being inferior to the men in 

power. Because of this, many young women might not be willing to participate due to the lack 

of gender inequality within the country. However, despite developing countries like South 

Africa having hardships not seen in developed countries, we have still seen the power of its 

youth and their will to not give in despite these challenges they are still fighting. Climate 

change cannot only be the plight of privileged youth as it affects everybody. Ayakha Melithafa, 

is quoted as saying, “I want people to know that not only privileged people are aware of climate 

change” (Beukes, 2021). 

 

xiv. How are young people globally contributing to the climate change debate and their 

roles in a global context? 

Youth in the twenty-first century have become important role players in the climate change 

debate on a global scale. This is because it has become a deeply concerning situation for young 

people all over the world as they face the fear of not being able to grow up in an eco-friendly 

world one day. Youth also understand that climate change is increasing rapidly due to human 

activities, and have started standing up for their rights and their world of which they will be the 

leaders one day. The role of youth becomes very important in today’s world for the future, as 

the responsibility to fight climate change and protect the planet and its societies will one day 

be passed on to them.  
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Youth in recent years have taken it upon themselves to become more involved in the climate 

change debate and have offered solutions, climate policies and debates for climate change to 

ensure that action is taken before the burden is passed on to them when it is too late. Youth 

have contributed to climate change by forming organisations around the world, such as Fridays 

For Future, to get their opinions heard and hold people in power accountable for lack of action. 

Although many still do not have a seat at the decision-making table, they have attended 

conferences and have been involved in important discussions around the world for the 

prevention of further climate impacts. Youth have also taken it upon themselves to educate 

other young people on the climate crisis, so that they too may go out into the world with this 

important information and make a difference. However, a more defined position in the climate 

debate is needed globally for youth to fully contribute to this global crisis as they are the ones 

at the forefront of these debates.  

We are the youngest population in the world, and we will be the decision-makers of 

tomorrow. It is our future that is at stake. It is time to give us, adolescents and young 

people, the means to be the heroes who will save our beautiful planet (Andriamasinoro, 

2022).  

5.3 Research Problems and Objectives: Broader Issues to be Investigated  

This research project also addressed the following broader questions: 

xiv.  Is there a need for the youth to be involved in the climate change debate? 

The research has found that there is a need for youth to be involved in climate change. They 

need to be educated on the issue and understand that one day this responsibility falls on them 

to not make the same mistakes as previous generations. Youth have also proved themselves in 

recent times more than capable of understanding the issue and making valuable contributions 

to the debate.  

Young people are not only victims of climate change. They are also valuable 

contributors to climate action. They are agents of change, entrepreneurs, and 
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innovators. Whether through education, science or technology, young people are 

scaling up their efforts and using their skills to accelerate climate action 

(United Nations, n.d.).  

 

xv.  Is there a need for a more social sciences approach for research on climate 

change? 

While many other divisions are very important to the science behind climate change and how 

the effects can be limited and prevented, the research revealed that the division of social 

sciences becomes a crucial role as well. Social sciences are important to the study of climate 

change by understanding politics in different countries. Through understanding social 

contributions, and by studying different governments and the youth we can better understand 

the climate change debate and its complexity. Much like this research understanding youth 

social movements for climate change in countries like South Africa and Germany, can bring to 

light a more complex understanding of these movements and their contributions to climate 

change while also analysing areas to improve in, all to fight the climate crisis. Frankhauser 

(2019), articulates that,  

Solid evidence based on the social science of climate change is essential for navigating 

the scale and complexity of the climate crisis. While climate change requires the input 

of many disciplines, the drivers of and the solutions to climate change are 

fundamentally social, economic and political. We need to understand them better.  

 

xvi. What are the effects of youth social movements in the global political domain in 

the past few years? 

The research has found that youth social movements for climate change have left their mark in 

the global political domain, even though in the past youth have been not interested to participate 

and be involved in matters in politics. The climate change debate has changed this outlook for 

young people around the globe. Although youth do not vote or formally partake in politics, 

they are participating in protests and social movements. Using new means of protest such as 

social media has enhanced youth participation in politics to leave their mark and even make 



103 

 

global headlines every time a climate strike is in action. It gained mass coverage worldwide 

due to the thousands of young people that now partake in these climate strikes. While not fully 

changing politics in certain countries for climate change, they have contributed and have had 

many successes as mentioned in the discussion above. Their movements, although seen as a 

nuisance by some politicians, are also encouraged by others who believe their voices are needed 

in the climate debate. They have also made it into world political debates and conferences for 

climate change in which they can speak, get their voices heard and contribute to the climate 

topic at hand.  

Amidst these challenges, many young people are taking up the mantle of climate 

leadership. Driven by the desire to be meaningfully engaged in climate action, they are 

embracing a diversity of roles in government, academia, civil society, media, and the 

private sector and working to respond to humanity’s biggest threat (UN Development 

Programme, 2022).  

xvii.  Do the youth care more about climate change than the adults currently? 

While younger people have shown more enthusiasm for combating climate as is evident in the 

mass social movements globally, when compared to older generations, the older generation 

still seems to lead (Restorick, 2022).  However, when looking at the bigger picture, we see that 

many youth social groups fighting for climate change are considered to care more about climate 

change than older generations. This is not the case when looked at on a much larger scale. 

Many young people still believe that it is not their responsibility to deal with it, or that climate 

change is not caused by human activities. Many youths around the world are also unable to 

build a connection between social and environmental challenges which causes them to ignore 

it instead. Education also plays a crucial role in whether youngsters will form opinions on the 

climate debate or become more or less concerned about the issue. While the media portrays the 

youth as being very involved in climate change strikes, it does not account for the youth that 

are not participating as compared to the older generations who are more concerned about the 

issue.  
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Whilst there is undoubtedly a large group of young people who are highly concerned 

and vocal about climate change, the polling revealed that overall, they are less 

concerned than the older generation and the older generation participates more (fifty-

five per cent of sixteen- to twenty-four-year-olds compared with sixty-six per cent of 

over fifty-five-year olds) (Restorick, 2022).  

xviii. Are the current policies enough to reach global goals in South Africa and 

Germany? 

In South Africa, current climate policies are rated as almost sufficient to reach the 2030 goals 

for climate change but are not yet enough to be in line with the Paris Agreements standards. 

More needs to be done within South Africa for the country to reach global standards. Similarly, 

Germany’s current climate policies are rated as insufficient to reach its country’s goals by the 

year 2030 and would need to drastically reduce its greenhouse gas emissions as well as fund 

other countries to be in line with the Paris Agreement goals, as stated in  Section 2.4.3. This is 

because Germany will need to implement stricter policies than South Africa as they produce 

more emissions than South Africa. It is also important to note that both countries are heavily 

dependent on the use of coal for energy, which is one of the biggest contributors to climate 

change. Furthermore, Germany is the world’s second-largest producer of coal in the world and 

stricter policies would need to be implemented in all aspects of the economy to reduce its 

emissions. South Africa also needs stricter policies within all aspects of its economy if it wishes 

to reduce its greenhouse gas emission. These two countries work hand in hand, however, in an 

attempt to make their economies eco-friendlier and to reduce greenhouse gas production.  

Germany is the European Union’s strongest economy and has been a strong supporter 

of South Africa in the environment focal area since the advent of democracy. 

Furthermore, Germany has demonstrated strong support for South Africa’s objectives 

in the climate change focal area, particularly in the development and implementation 

of green technologies, inter alia, solar technology at the municipal level (Department 

of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, n.d.).  
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xix.  Why is it important for the youth to participate in the climate change debate? 

The youth need to participate in the climate change debate. Given that the vast majority of 

those affected are the youth,  they need to become aware of and make contributions to this 

debate. Youth can be seen as social agents to raise awareness, educate themselves and others, 

support eco-friendlier practices and use technology as well as implement mitigation strategies 

from basic levels such as at home and in schools. Many youths have already demonstrated their 

eagerness and understanding to participate in these debates and have offered mature and 

valuable solutions, so they should not be excluded from this issue. This study was aimed at 

bringing to light the importance of youth social movements for climate change in which it was 

found that it is important for the youth to be involved as key stakeholders in the climate change 

debate. 

Young people are key actors in raising awareness, running educational programmes, 

promoting sustainable lifestyles, conserving nature, supporting renewable energy, 

adopting environmentally friendly practices, and implementing adaptation and 

mitigation projects. Action by youth, such as protest school strikes or speeches to the 

UN by Greta Thunberg, urge immediate action from governments, business leaders and 

school leaders. There are different reasons for this action by youth (Van Den Hazel, 

2019).  

5.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the findings and discussion were presented. The next chapter will give an 

analysis of the findings on youth social movements responding to climate change: A case study 

of South Africa and Germany.  
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CHAPTER SIX: ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION  

6.1 Introduction  

The preceding chapter presented the findings and the discussion. This chapter will analyse the 

key findings found in the research conducted on youth social movements responding to climate 

change in South Africa and Germany. The findings will be analysed in relation to the literature 

and conceptual framework of the study on climate change presented in these two countries, as 

well as the youth contributions made in South Africa and Germany.  

6.2 Climate Change 

As found in this research study, climate change is one of the biggest threats to mankind today. 

It is increasing at an unprecedented rate due to human influence and affecting the livelihoods 

of people around the world as well as our youths. This study found that if not stopped or put 

under control by our governments on a global scale, the effects of climate change will continue 

to impact our daily lives. It was determined that many countries will not meet recommended 

global goals by the year 2030, threatening to keep climate impacts on the rise.  

The shifts in climate patterns will cause more destruction to human lives than war and famine 

would. Many countries, such as South Africa and Germany, which are still heavily reliant on 

the use of fossil fuels, threaten to keep around the impacts of climate change until they are 

forced to take necessary action. As recently witnessed in many countries across the globe, 

droughts, floods, extreme storms and rising ocean levels have already caused mass destruction 

and loss of life. To avoid disaster, loss of biodiversity and human life, more action from 

everyone globally is required to adopt better policies and strategies before the effects escalate 

out of control.  

As a whole, the entire world has a responsibility to reduce climate impacts now so that future 

generations do not have to deal with a world that needs saving from its effects. The literature 

revealed that climate change is not geographically confined to one particular country but to the 

planet as a whole. Many countries do produce more greenhouse gases than others but, in this 
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case, stricter rules need to be implemented to slow down climate change effects. This research 

has found a need for urgent humanitarian action to prevent or drastically slow down climate 

change effects.  

Furthermore, climate change threatens to worsen already existing issues in countries. In poorer 

and developing countries it will exacerbate social inequalities and instability within those 

societies.  

6.3 Youth Responding to Climate Change: A Case Study of South Africa and Germany 

6.3.1 Introduction 

This section will analyse how youth social movements have responded to climate change 

within South Africa and Germany. It will break down the analysis into four sections most 

relevant to these movements to provide a further understanding of the literature. The case study 

of South Africa and Germany used existing literature, writings and facts written on the target 

group used, official documents, official statements made by the government and other people 

in power, formal documents and online research theses.  

The research analysed existing literature found on youth responding to climate change in South 

Africa and Germany and what was noted was the differences in youth activism between these 

two countries as well as their similarities. It was also found that there is a need for youth to be 

involved in the climate change debate and youth social movements responding to climate 

change is a good way for the government to get involved with their young people in their own 

respective countries.  

Analysing the case studies of a developing country like South Africa as well as a developed 

country like Germany brought to light the vulnerabilities faced by the youth in each country, 

the resources available to them, what formed their collective identities to respond to climate 

change nationally and globally, what relative deprivations faced them in their societies and 

what political opportunities they had to respond to climate change. These will be explained in 

the following sections.  
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6.3.2 Resource Mobilisation  

Resource mobilisation is how youth social movements depend on the resources available to 

them and their abilities to use, for them to accomplish their goals and mobilise against climate 

change. South Africa and Germany, as found in the research, have different resources which 

affect their mobilisation for climate change. This will either make their movement thrive or fall 

short of success. As seen in South Africa, the youth do not have as many resources as the 

German youths do. With much of the youth living in poverty in South Africa, participation 

becomes very hard. Germany’s youth population has a higher per centage living out of poverty 

and more resources allowing them to participate in climate strikes. South Africa has higher 

transportation fees, cultural differences, educational costs, insufficient technology in schools 

and an overall lack of resources for climate activism within the country and relies on external 

funding. In Germany, many youths have low fares on transportation, free education, classrooms 

with technology and resources available to them from external organisations as well as 

government support to enable more youth to effectively participate in climate strikes.  

With resource mobilisation being a big part of how these groups form, it is clear that in 

countries with less or limited resources they tend to have lower numbers of participation or 

lower influence over the people they are trying to persuade compared to a country that has 

more easily accessible resources available to them. However, with the rise and use of 

technology, youth can find online resources to use, to help get their voices heard instead of 

physical participation. Many youths around the world have utilised social media platforms, 

especially during the COVID – 19 pandemic, to join or continue climate strikes. This has made 

the impact of their actions more effective than that of previous generations. The issue is still 

that not all youth in developing countries have access to the internet or smart devices to use 

these platforms as means of participation due to the digital divide. Despite this, a large group 

of youth are being excluded around the world that have the same need to urgently address 

climate change in societies around the world. Snow, Soule and Kriesi (2004) argue that,  

The benefits of social-organisational resources are confined to the geographical areas 

in which they are nested. While social-organisational resources would be valuable to 
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social movements in any context, for them to have use-value to a social movement they 

must be accessible, and access to them is limited to the scope of their operations.  

6.3.3 Collective Behaviour  

Collective behaviour is described as an unstructured group of people who have the same 

feelings on a certain type of topic to bring about social change. Youth social movements for 

climate change in South Africa and Germany can be seen as a collective group of young people 

all fighting for the same thing, climate justice. Youth social movements for climate change in 

both the countries under study share a collective identity that something needs to be done by 

the people in power to reduce the effects of climate change on the environment. These identities 

and ideas were formed by youth in South Africa through either the direct impact of climate 

change or through the indirect impacts of climate change, such as witnessing other youth 

fighting for climate justice that got them involved in the debate. 

Many South Africans and Germans would become part of this collective behaviour through 

Greta Thunberg herself or, due to the climate effects witnessed and experienced within their 

own countries for them to take a stand. Class and socio-economic impacts have formed a part 

of the political-cultural in South Africa which has also shaped the collective identities of the 

youth and created differences in their methods of activism compared to Germany which would 

have a different set of political and cultural collective identities. Still, these youth can be seen 

as one single movement, as they are all fighting for climate justice despite differences in 

activisms and so they have formed one larger collective action on a global scale.  

This is the image of the formation of youth social movements responding to climate change in 

South Africa and Germany, which broke social stereotypes of young people being unable to 

deal with political debates. These collective behaviours and actions are embodied in the youth 

climate strikes. Although South Africa and Germany are miles apart regarding socio-economic 

contexts, the movements possess the same collective actions called climate strikes or school 

strikes for climate change. Despite political and socio-economic differences between South 

Africa and Germany, the youth are still mobilising for the same cause.  
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Traditionally, most of these non-institutional collective actions, including those 

associated with social movements, have been treated as varieties of collective 

behaviour. Broadly conceived, collective behaviour refers to extra-institutional, group-

problem-solving behaviour that encompasses an array of collective actions, ranging 

from protest demonstrations to behaviour in disasters, to mass or diffuse phenomena, 

such as fads and crazes, to social movements and even revolution (Snow et al., 2004: 

7). 

6.3.4 Relative deprivation  

Relative deprivation can be described as social movements that emerge due to the feelings of 

people being mistreated, treated inhumanely or unjustly. This links to the rise of youth social 

movements in South Africa and Germany as the majority of the youth who have mobilised feel 

the people in power are not acting justly to preserve their futures from the effects of climate 

change. The youth in South Africa, like those in Germany, argue that the people in power need 

to be doing much more to protect their futures from the effects of climate change. However, 

they also believe that current policies are not enough to protect their human rights in the climate 

change debate. 

As seen in Germany, when the constitution ruled that the government’s climate legislature was 

not sufficient and violated the freedoms and rights of the youth, this case was put forward by 

the youth. This was evidence of relative deprivation amongst the youth in Germany. In South 

Africa, the youth also criticise the South African government’s heavy use of fossil fuels and 

the recent extreme weather in the country that led to the loss of life, infrastructure and massive 

water shortages.  

These continuous effects of climate change over the years have led to a group of very unhappy 

youth worldwide. The youth demand answers as to what is going to be done to protect their 

futures and the futures of generations after them. Youth in South Africa and Germany feel 

deprived of their futures as people in power just are not doing enough to slow down and stop 

the effects of climate change. As observed in this study, both countries face issues of food 

shortages, water shortages, loss of life, economic decline and many more issues associated with 
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the effects of climate change. Young people in developing countries such as South Africa 

already lack resources such as money and social equality to participate in youth climate 

activism. This can become more frustrating for them to get their voices heard in the political 

realm.  

…observation that the evolution of a major social movement is partly dependent on its 

ability to define some existing problem, annoyance, or condition as an ‘‘injustice’’ that 

demands correction or elimination rather than as a ‘‘misfortune’’ that warrants only 

charitable consideration (Snow et al., 2004: 383). 

6.3.5 Political opportunity  

Political opportunity in the context of this research can be defined as how much access in 

politics will the youth have in their climate change activities to try to effect social and political 

change. In South Africa, the youth do not have much political opportunity when looking at 

social movements for climate change, and can often be seen as a nuisance and fall victim to 

tokenism. In Germany, youth have some political opportunities as their voices are heard and 

they can propose social change as seen with their constitutional case mentioned in Section 

6.4.3. The youth of South Africa have to be given more political opportunities, including taking 

part in political debates and even receiving a seat at the policy-making table for climate change. 

It is important for the youth in both countries to get more political opportunities for the climate 

change debate as confirmed in the findings, for them to get their voices heard. Youth are often 

seen as too young to participate in politics but with the youth social movements for climate 

change, they have seemingly proved their worth. Youth do, however, get opportunities to 

participate in world forums, meetings and conferences on climate change but are still fighting 

for a bigger role in the climate issue at hand. The political opportunity given to youth in South 

Africa and Germany will, in turn, dictate the success or failure of youth social movements 

responding to climate change. However, due to the lack of resources and low political 

opportunity in some countries, they are more likely to see a decline in the success rate of these 

social movements.  
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It can be stated, based on an analysis of the literature used, that South Africa will be more likely 

than Germany to see a decline in youth social movements responding to climate change. Due 

to the lack of resources and low political opportunity, many youths might lose hope and stop 

their activities. Due to these challenges, the youth social movement for climate change in South 

Africa can see a decline in members, a decline in the maintenance of the movement as well as 

social and political control asking for a stop to their activities. To see the full success of these 

movements in both countries there need to be resources, motives and political opportunities. 

The concept of political opportunity has become a well-established element in a 

theoretical synthesis in social movement theory built around the concepts of political 

opportunities, mobilizing structures, and framing processes (Snow et al., 2004: 62). 

6.4 Youths' Contributions in South Africa and Germany  

Despite these challenges, it can be concluded that the youth are a force to be reckoned with and 

should not be stereotyped as too young and incapable. Even though the youth do not have a 

seat at the decision-making table, they have impacted climate change in their own way. Since 

2019, both countries have made global headlines due to their mass participation in climate 

strikes and have attended world talks for climate change reform. Both countries work hand-in-

hand to become eco-friendlier. The youth in South Africa and Germany have also had 

numerous encounters with each other to share views and strategies to take back to their own 

countries and enforce what they have learnt.  

The findings analysed showed that when youth are given sufficient resources, support, and 

education they are better able to contribute to the climate change debate and can be seen as 

solution providers and merely incapable of participation. The differences in both countries were 

also important to note in this study as South Africa consists of mostly unemployed and 

underprivileged citizens and a larger black working-class whereas, in Germany, we see a much 

larger white working-class and middle-class where unemployment is very low. This has 

contributed to the differences in youth social movement activities witnessed in both South 

Africa and Germany. While other scholars might disagree that these circumstances do not play 
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a role in youth activism, this study brings to light that they do have a role when comparing a 

developing country like South Africa and a developed country like Germany.  

Both countries' youth developed social movements which have made contributions to the 

climate change debate at national and international levels despite challenges and limitations 

faced along the way. It was important to use South Africa in this study as ethnic minorities in 

youth climate activism are often exclusive of people of colour. This research has brought to 

light the contributions people of colour have made within their own countries while also still 

highlighting contributions made in Germany. It has also brought to light contributions made 

by these youth in their countries as mentioned in the research above in a non-biased way.  

6.5 Summary and Conclusions 

6.5.1 Introduction  

This section will summarise and conclude the research undertaken on youth social movements 

responding to climate change: A case study of South Africa and Germany. It will also give 

recommendations as well as areas for further studies in the researcher’s opinion.  

6.5.2 Summary  

Climate change has left its mark in countries like South Africa and Germany, where citizens 

have experienced the harsh effects that come along with climate change. Recently, both 

countries have experienced extreme weather which has motivated them to consider climate 

change as one of the most important topics on their political agenda. The purpose of this study 

was to find out how youth are responding to climate change in South Africa and Germany, and 

this study found that masses of young people are protesting for climate justice in both countries 

despite the different challenges they face. 

This mass youth social movement globally responding to climate change links back to the 

individual known as Greta Thunberg. She has become the face of youth climate strikes and is 

known by almost every youth climate striker around the world. Her act sparked many other 
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young people to do the same and form the groups we know today. This study has uncovered 

how and why these social movements form and the impacts they have on local and international 

societies. It has also revealed the differences in youth activism in developing countries like 

South Africa in comparison with developed countries like Germany. Here the research brought 

to light cultural differences, resource availability, political opportunity, support structures and 

contributions and success made by youth social groups in the two countries that were being 

studied. Each country’s climatology was looked considered to study the effects climate change 

has had in South Africa and Germany. Here, further investigation was done on when the youth 

social movements were born and why. As discussed in the research, the youth social 

movements responding to climate change formed due to direct and indirect effects felt by the 

youth in these two countries, which led to their activism.  

The findings revealed that both countries needed better policies, laws and strategies to meet 

global deadlines by the year 2030. This concern is what led to youth activism to ask the people 

in power why more was not being done to secure their futures. These policies also directly 

affected the youth as they felt they were being robbed of their future freedoms and equality, 

and that it constituted a violation of their human rights. South Africa and Germany both have 

youth icons who made invaluable contributions and attended world forums and conferences to 

represent the youth within their own countries. They worked together to address the youth 

concerns on the climate change debate.  

The youth also requested  more youth participation in decision-making roles which is a key 

notion advanced by this research project. This includes more education on the climate change 

debates, more governmental programmes that included the youth in climate change debate so 

that they could make more valuable contributions, more youth engagement opportunities and 

more community-level opportunities which involved youth in climate action. The young people 

in South Africa and Germany have proven themselves to be capable of helping provide 

solutions to climate change. Now it is up to the government to include them in environmental 

challenges faced within their countries.  

The youth, as discovered in this study, must ideally be the last generation to stop climate change 

to protect their futures and the generations that come after them. They should be included in 



115 

 

policy-making decisions for climate change, debates on climate change and be able to partake 

in governmental programmes that groom and educate them to help solve this issue. Young 

people around the world should no longer be considered victims of climate change but as 

pioneers for climate change solutions and change.  

For us to achieve and promote the urgent need for climate action in our country, a single 

step can be a huge start. By overcoming our doubts, and starting to act, we can turn 

micro-steps into macro-steps, to help reduce the alarming effects of climate change. 

Being an agent of change is critical (COP-26, 2021). 

6.5.3 Recommendations  

This study aimed to establish why youth social movements for climate change groups formed 

and what in particular they are fighting for, as well as their capacities, to effect meaningful 

change if given the opportunity. This study, therefore, investigated at their participation and 

contributions in South Africa and Germany. Youth in both countries have the right to freedom 

of speech and have shown initiative to want to be involved as solution providers. Therefore, 

the youth should be provided with a supportive structure that will be responsible for driving 

their participation and development of climate justice within their own countries. They should 

be provided with the necessary resources, education, and funding to make valuable 

contributions as well as have access to substantive participation. 

The youth have already expressed concern about falling victim to tokenism and not being taken 

seriously. Thus, those in power should be addressing this issue and guiding the youth for 

effective climate policy-making decisions within their own countries, as well as on an 

international level. More structured programmes and funding should be made available for the 

youth on lower municipal and local levels of government. Furthermore, municipalities and 

government should educate the youth on small differences they can make on a domestic level 

to help climate change effects. They also should not be excluded from climate change meetings 

and debates as this will help them understand the political sphere much better.  
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Even if one youth representative per city is represented at these meetings and policy decisions, 

they can pass this information down to the rest of the youth where they can debate and provide 

solutions. More resources are also needed for these youth to equally participate and make 

contributions. Better education on the topic is needed, as well as the means for youth to feel 

safe in an environment to voice their opinions on this issue. The youth should be included in 

global issues as they will bring different and new insights to the problem not thought of before. 

The youth being mostly unemployed can gain experience and understanding from inclusions 

in higher levels of government in both countries. The structures that should be set up for them 

should be unbiased to youth based on race, social status, disabilities, or gender and should be 

welcoming to everyone as they are the agents for social change and solution providers for the 

climate debate.  

More communication should be conveyed to the youth so that they can be included the current 

climate issues in their country and how they can get involved. More research is also needed on 

these youth social movements responding to climate change. By providing funding and 

resources, people and youth will be able to research to better understand the youths’ 

expectations and the solutions they have. The next section will highlight areas for future 

research. 

6.5.4 Areas for future research  

Future research on youth social movements responding to climate change, especially in 

developing African countries, has to be done. These areas are not usually the focus when 

examining youth movements and they are often excluded from the debate. It can also be 

important to look at more in-depth challenges faced by youth social movements in developing 

countries. Based on this study, future research is required on youth social movements focusing 

on climate change to understand the importance of these groups as agents for change, and to 

investigate the policy differences youth fight for in different countries. There is also more 

research needed at micro-levels of youth activism and at the meso-levels of youth activism to 

acquire the necessary knowledge of how different youth at these levels come together, 

irrespective of their differences in addressing the issue of climate change. Research can also 

explore COVID-19 effects on youth's resources and priorities to mobilise for climate change, 
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whether these movements lost participants due to a new crisis at hand, or whether are they still 

as concerned about climate change as they were before the pandemic broke out.  

Finally, as long as climate change effects are around, we should still see youth climate 

movements in action. Therefore, research will also be needed to track the outcomes, different 

challenges and successes in the future. Youth social movements only gained traction in 2019 

and are still relatively new to the world. The research required to fully understand their 

motivation and actions will have to be conducted in different settings and areas of the world. 

This study hopes to contribute in part to the literature on youth social movements responding 

to climate change and to bridge some of the gaps by comparing a developing country like South 

Africa and a developed country like Germany. 

6.5.5 Conclusion  

This study discussed youth social movements responding to climate change and focused on a 

case study of South Africa and Germany. It examined why they started and where they are 

now. During 2019, youth social movements for climate change grew exponentially around the 

world and spread through the media overnight. Most of the world’s youth today are involved 

in some way or another in climate justice. Despite challenges faced along the way and mixed 

impacts, the youth social movement in climate change can be seen as one mass movement 

around the world, all trying to achieve the same end goal, climate justice and a secure future. 

Their movements have shown possibilities for leadership and commitment around a crisis that 

even the people in power are struggling to get under control.  

In conclusion, there is still much more to learn about youth social movements responding to 

climate change. Many different countries have different youth variations and their own set of 

challenges to be faced in the world of politics and international relations. This research was 

conducted to bring to light why these movements formed, what challenges they face and what 

contributions are they making to South Africa and Germany. The case study of South Africa 

and Germany was used to show the differences in youth activism within both countries and the 

different approaches used. It provided invaluable insight to the contributions the youth have 

made in their own countries and on a global scale. By using South Africa which consists  mostly 
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of black citizens with the majority of the population living in poverty, it was important to bring 

to light this marginalised group. 

This research study hopes to show young people involved in climate change as competent 

individuals capable of making real changes in the world of climate politics. It will also help 

others understand their importance in the political world. Like many other research projects, 

this study has many limitations but it recommends that other scholars continue the much-

needed research on these movements. By using only two countries it does not examine youth 

social movements in other countries and what challenges and contributions they have when 

faced with climate change. Further research can be done to test the effectiveness of these studies 

in developing countries which are largely excluded and often portrayed as incapable due to 

social, political and economic challenges. This research hopes to shed some light on the diverse 

factors behind youth social movements for climate change and reflect on country-specific 

concerns raised by the youth in different ethnic groups seen in South Africa and Germany.  

Moreover, this study examined existing literature found on youth social movements in both 

countries and adopted a qualitative desktop study to evaluate the findings. Future studies could 

conduct similar qualitative analysis as well as detailed fieldwork research to validate this study, 

or build on it to further understand youth social movements responding to climate change
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