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UCT professor calls for urgent action amid SA’s slow progress on
climate change
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Professor Gina Ziervogel. | Photo: Lerato Maduna

South Africa’s progress on climate change has been slow due to various complexities,
according to Professor Gina Ziervogel, the director of the University of Cape Town’s (UCT)
African Climate and Development Initiative (ACDI).

“Working across temporal and spatial scales are genuinely hard. We treat adaptation as an
environmental problem when it is a social and political one too. And partly because investing
now against so many other urgent priorities is a difficult thing to ask,” she said.


https://science.uct.ac.za/department-egs/staff-academic-staff/assoc-prof-gina-ziervogel
https://acdi.uct.ac.za/

Professor Ziervogel was speaking during her inaugural lecture on Wednesday,
12 August 2026 in a packed Neville Alexander Building. Her lecture was titled “Water under
or over the bridge: Governing trade-offs in climate adaption”.

“The question that brings me here is: How might we best adapt to climate change while
meeting our various needs? And by climate adaption, I mean, how do we reduce the impact
of climate stresses and shocks?” she asked.

For water to flow under the bridge, Ziervogel said that understanding society’s vulnerability
is step one. She used an example of her PhD fieldwork studies in Lesotho. She said that at
the start of the research, she quickly realised that her participants had never used the
seasonal climate forecast they received. Therefore, the one-on-one interviews she arranged
with them to establish its value were futile.

Ziervogel brushed up on her participatory method skills and designed activities in which
farmers mapped out their seasonal calendar and used roleplay to act out three imaginary
years with different forecasts. She said this approach helped participants unpack what and
when to plant, how to water their crops and what to do with their livestock.

“Could climate information help people prepare for climate variability and reduce their
vulnerability? Vulnerability was only beginning to emerge as a key concept in climate
research. My supervisor, Tom Downing, encouraged me to think beyond hazards, to look at
how exposure, sensitivity and the capacity to respond shaped people’s vulnerability and
experience on climate impacts,” she said.

Ziervogel also talked about a research project — carried out in partnership with various role-
players including academia and civil society — that demonstrates its value. The project,
currently underway, explores how nature-based solutions can reduce flood risks in informal
settlements. It also uses community voices to solicit answers to pertinent questions.

She said that the project did not kick off with a conversation on climate risk. Instead,
residents started by highlighting the impact of climate change on their everyday lives and
emphasised their priority focus areas. Khayelitsha residents’ stories, she said, were
particularly hard to hear and the solutions to their challenges are complex.

“This reinforced a finding that runs through my work. Climate interventions succeed when
they align with what people value and when they sit inside broader development processes
rather than beside them, which is why I've come to believe that all knowledge should be
welcome here,” she said. “But bringing knowledge together across genuinely different ways
of understanding the world is harder than it sounds. But when it's done well and leads to
real improvement in people’s lives, it can be transformative.”

Ziervogel said that reducing emissions must happen urgently, and everyone has a role to
play in the process. Every South African, she added, must hold the government accountable.

“Climate change will keep testing our institutions, our relationships and our imagination. If
you work in government, ask who was not in the room when the rules were written. If
you're a practitioner, be willing to have your plan changed by the people it is for. If you're a
student, learn how to listen to people who see the world differently from you,” she said.

“It is difficult work. We do not always get it right. But we will keep doing it.”
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