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Abstract

Numerous scholars have lately highlighted the importance of cities in the global

response to climate change. However, we still have little systematic knowledge on

the evolution of urban climate politics in the Global South. In particular, we lack empir-

ical studies that examine how local climate actions arise in political-administrative sys-

tems of developing and emerging economies. Therefore, this article adopts a multilevel

governance perspective to explore the climate mitigation responses of three major

cities in South Africa by looking at their vertical and horizontal integration in the

wider governance framework. In the absence of a coherent national climate policy,

Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban have developed distinct climate actions within

their jurisdictions. In their effort to address climate change, transnational city networks

have provided considerable technical support to these cities. Yet, substantial domestic

political-economic obstacles hinder the three cities to develop a more ambitious stance

on climate change.
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Over the past two decades, authors have provided various insights into the role
of cities in climate policy making. Their studies have assessed the opportunities
and limits of local governments to contribute to climate change mitigation
(Castán Broto & Bulkeley, 2013; Dodman, 2009). They stressed the great sig-
nificance of institutional capacities for adapting to the adverse effects of climate
change at the local level (Agrawal, 2010). They examined the interplay between
urban climate policy making with higher governmental levels (Gordon &
Johnson, 2017; Schreurs, 2008). They underlined the crucial role of local
policy entrepreneurs in public-administrative settings (Bahadur & Tanner,
2014). And they pointed to the emergence of transnational city networks
that create best practices for dealing with climate change in urban areas
(Acuto, 2013).

Despite this burgeoning literature, we still have little systematic knowledge on
the evolution of urban climate politics in the Global South. In particular, we
lack empirical studies that examine how local climate actions arise in political-
administrative systems of developing and emerging economies. Moreover, most
existing studies on local climate policy making have focused on lighthouse activ-
ities of some city pioneers, such as Copenhagen, Portland, Sydney, Yokohama,
and others (Fuhr, Hickmann, & Kern, 2018). The actual embeddedness of urban
climate politics in national, as well as transnational, policy processes has only
recently attracted growing scholarly attention (e.g., Hickmann, Fuhr, Höhne,
Lederer, & Stehle, 2017; Stehle, Höhne, Hickmann, & Lederer, 2019).

Against this backdrop, this article addresses this research gap and seeks to
shed light on the contextual conditions of the climate change mitigation
responses taken by three major cities in South Africa: Johannesburg, Cape
Town, and Durban. To identify factors that shape the climate actions of these
cities, we adopt a multilevel governance perspective. Through this analytical
lens, we explore the vertical and horizontal integration of their administrative
structures and political programs in the overall multilevel climate governance
system. Thus, the main contribution of this article is a thorough empirical inves-
tigation of the question how urban climate politics in South Africa is embedded
in the wider governance framework across different levels and scales.

The analysis shows that South Africa’s local governments essentially act in a
climate policy vacuum. Urban climate politics in South Africa suffers from con-
stitutional ambiguity, lacks a comprehensive national policy framework with
adequate fiscal arrangements and support programs, and encounters a number
of political-economic barriers, first and foremost in the energy sector.
Nevertheless, South Africa’s three major cities, Johannesburg, Cape Town,
and Durban, have all adopted a variety of climate change mitigation measures.
In fact, they have made some remarkable achievements in climate policy making
by establishing organizational structures and implementing sector-specific
actions. With regard to the impact of transnational city networks, it is apparent
that they have considerably supported the climate actions of the three cities.
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Yet, the involvement in such networks is unlikely to resolve the domestic poli-
tical-economic obstacles that restrain these cities to develop a more ambitious
stance on climate change.

This article proceeds as follows: In the next section, we outline the conceptual
framework for the analysis of the embeddedness of urban climate politics in the
multilevel governance system. On this basis, we first assess the vertical integra-
tion of the local level in South Africa’s national climate policy. Thereafter, we
explore the climate mitigation actions of Johannesburg, Cape Town, and
Durban by tracing the organizational and policy changes within their city gov-
ernments. Then, we examine the extent to which the horizontal integration in
transnational city networks has facilitated their climate responses. Finally, we
summarize the main findings from our analysis and highlight the relevance and
implications for the study of the role of cities in climate policy making before we
draw some general conclusions.

A Multilevel Governance Perspective on Urban
Climate Politics

The term multilevel governance was initially used by scholars focusing on the
European Union to account for the vertical and horizontal interplay between
local, national, and European decision-making levels (e.g., Hooghe & Marks,
2001; Marks, 1993). Subsequent studies further developed the concept to high-
light the wide distribution of decision-making capacities and policy making
responsibilities in different areas of global affairs (Bache & Flinders, 2004).
Scholars concerned with environmental politics adopted the concept and trans-
ferred it to the policy domain of climate change (e.g., Betsill & Bulkeley, 2006;
Saerbeck, Jörgensen, & Jänicke, 2017; Schreurs, 2008). They use the term to
conceptualize the various linkages between international institutions, national
governments, and sub- and nonstate actors in global climate policy making
(Gupta, 2007; Weibust & Meadowcroft, 2014). In particular, Bulkeley and
Newell (2015) perceive climate change as ‘‘a multilevel problem, in which differ-
ent levels of decision-making – local, regional, national, and international – as
well as new spheres and arenas of governance that cut across such boundaries –
are involved in both creating and addressing climate change.’’

In addition to the basic understanding of their concept, Hooghe and Marks
(2003) distinguish between two different types of multilevel governance perspec-
tives. Type I resembles a federal system with a stable set of governmental levels
and a central body that maintains key responsibilities and authority. In this type,
the analysis is concentrated on the interaction between different levels of gov-
ernment rather than on single policies. Type II depicts a more flexible or poly-
centric system, spanning across multiple spheres of authority with a plethora of
different actors and institutions that are simultaneously involved in policy
making (Ostrom, 2010). In this type, the analysis not only focuses on the vertical
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dimension of governance but also takes into account the horizontal involvement
in transnational networks. Hence, this latter multilevel governance perspective
offers a useful tool for the analysis of complex policy domains, such as climate
change, as it incorporates both vertical and horizontal interactions between
different governance actors.

By adopting such a multilevel governance perspective, this article focuses on
three different dimensions of local climate policy making in South Africa and
derives three conceptual assumptions that guide the empirical analysis. First, we
analyze the vertical integration of the local level in South Africa’s national cli-
mate policy. In this regard, we assume that the national multilevel context and
domestic political-economic factors strongly affect urban climate politics (Type I
multilevel governance). Second, we investigate the climate mitigation actions of
Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban by looking at their climate-related
organizational structures and actions. Here, we suppose that despite being
embedded in the same national context, cities exhibit varying outcomes in
terms of organizational and policy change. Third, we examine the horizontal
integration of their climate responses in transnational city networks. At this
juncture, we expect that a strong involvement of cities in such networks can,
to a certain extent, bolster local climate actions (Type II multilevel governance;
see Table 1).

Methodology

Departing from these conceptual assumptions, in the next section, we turn to the
empirical analysis that covers the period from 2005 to 2016. We selected
Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban as our cases based on the following
criteria: While all three cities are embedded in the same national public-

Table 1. Analytical Dimensions for Tracing the Embeddedness of Urban Climate Politics.

Multilevel governance perspective Conceptual assumptions

Vertical integration of local

governments in national

climate policy

We assume that the national multilevel context and

domestic political-economic barriers strongly affect

urban climate politics (Type I multilevel governance).

Climate mitigation actions

undertaken by local

governments

We suppose that despite being embedded in the same

national context, cities exhibit varying outcomes in

terms of organizational and policy change.

Horizontal integration of

urban climate responses in

transnational city networks

We expect that a strong involvement of cities in

transnational city networks can, to a certain extent,

bolster local climate actions (Type II multilevel

governance).
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administrative system, they have adopted varying response strategies to combat
climate change and established different organizational structures, policies, and
relationships with external actors. We focus on these major cities because it is
here we expected to be able to best carve out organizational and policy changes,
due to sufficient financial and human capacities. In addition, all three cities are
active members in the two prominent transnational city networks, that is, the
C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group (C40) and ICLEI Local Governments for
Sustainability (ICLEI).

In this study, we adopted a qualitative approach and used three different
methods of data collection (Rothbauer, 2008). First, we undertook an extensive
review of the scholarly literature on climate policy making in South Africa.
Second, we carried out a systematic content analysis of official documents of
the three cities under investigation, such as laws, special reports, policy docu-
ments, strategies, and press releases (see Appendix A). Third, we conducted a
series of 16 semistructured expert interviews with public officials at various gov-
ernmental levels as well as with representatives of transnational city networks
and relevant nongovernmental organizations (see Appendix B). While interviews
are an essential research method in qualitative studies, they entail a number of
potential deficiencies, such as selection bias, false information, or misinterpret-
ation. Nonetheless, we acknowledge the various benefits of qualitative interviews
and have addressed the shortcomings by interviewing a wide range of different
stakeholders (Bogner, Littig, & Menz, 2009).

The Vertical Integration of Cities in South Africa’s
National Climate Policy

Cities and nongovernmental actors were the first to bring the issue of sustain-
ability to the political agenda in South Africa (Davison, Patel, & Greyling,
2016). While their preferences should, according to the constitution, be repre-
sented in national or international negotiating processes, this has been carried
out ineffectively to this point (Republic of South Africa, 1996; Article 154). Prior
to the 2015 Conference of the Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) held in Paris, a multilevel working
group on climate change was set up, and cities took part in the drafting process
of South Africa’s intended nationally determined contribution to the Paris
Agreement. However, some city officials described this process as largely symbolic
action (Interviews 3 and 8). Based on our first conceptual assumption, in this
section, we analyze the vertical integration of the metropolises in South Africa’s
national climate policy. In particular, we identify four factors that have an impact
on the way in which South African cities respond to climate change.

A first factor relates to the constitutional design of South Africa’s political-
administrative system. The country’s quasi-federal or cooperative political system
provides a relatively weak position for local governments in national policy

Hickmann and Stehle 5



making processes. It combines constitutional aspects of a federation with over-
riding powers of the central government that are more typical in unitary systems
of government (Gagnon & Keil, 2016). The different spheres of government are
‘‘distinctive, interdependent and interrelated,’’ granting the local level substan-
tive authority and a range of functions. Yet, the main oversight and control of
public service delivery, policy implementation, and expenditure remain at
the central level (Republic of South Africa, 1996). The field of environmental
policy is constitutionally defined as a concurrent function of the national and
provincial levels of government. In practice, the national government sets a
policy framework that allows provinces and metropolitan areas to formulate
and implement their own strategies and policies but does not provide
them with additional resources to fund their mandate. This puts the onus of
tackling climate change on the shoulders of metropolitan governments while
limiting their influence on national processes of policy making and resource
distribution.

A second factor concerns the absence of a comprehensive national policy
framework. South Africa’s national government started to acknowledge the
issue of climate change in 2004, responding to skyrocketing greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions, mounting scientific evidence, and civil society pressure
(Never, 2012). However, the National Climate Change Response Policy
White Paper was published only in preparation for the 2011 COP to the
UNFCCC held in Durban (Republic of South Africa, 2011). The document
recognizes the crucial role of local governments in implementing climate
change mitigation measures and calls for a clarification of constitutional man-
dates and fiscal mechanisms to counterbalance prevailing disincentives for
local climate actions. Yet, until now, the policy has not been legally adopted
in parliament, and, accordingly, no legal review of local governments’ climate
mandates has been introduced. Turf wars between national line ministries,
industrial lobbying efforts, and a lack of cooperation across governmental
levels on environmental issues have slowed down the policy-making process
and have caused a substantial lack of implementation (Baker, Burton,
Godinho, & Trollip, 2015).

A third factor applies to the country’s political-economic structure.
Compared with other emerging economies, South Africa has a relatively high
carbon footprint and ranks among the 20 largest emitters of GHGs worldwide
(World Resources Institute, 2017). Energy use causes almost 80% of South
Africa’s total emissions, due to an economy that relies heavily on cheap
energy, 94% of which is derived from domestically produced coal
(International Energy Agency, 2015). Accordingly, decoupling economic
growth and GHG emission levels is one of the greatest challenges for the coun-
try’s climate policy (Vorster, Winkler, & Jooste, 2011). A couple of national
policies have been introduced to reduce the high emissions of the energy sector,
through measures in the fields of air quality control, the use of biofuels, and
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renewable energies (Republic of South Africa, 2004, 2007, 2010), but they have
thus far lacked implementation (Tyler, Boyd, Coetzee, & Winkler, 2014).

One of the largest barriers to a widespread inclusion of renewable energies
has been the monopoly on the generation of energy by the state-owned
entity Eskom. It represents and maintains the vested interests of a central elite
in the coal-mining business sector (Jaglin, 2014; Newell & Bulkeley, 2017).
Moreover, the centralized energy system has proved to be highly inefficient.
In 2008, inadequate provision and local outages led to a severe energy crisis.
In response, the Department of Energy established the Municipal Energy
Efficiency Demand Side Management program (Department of Energy, 2017).
Its main goal is to limit the negative impact of supply constraints by enhancing
energy efficiency in municipal infrastructures (Roberts et al., 2016). With annual
grants of up to E1 million per city, the program has become one of the most
important financial mechanisms for local energy efficiency initiatives (Kruger &
Tait, 2015).

A fourth factor pertains to a number of obstacles in the setup of fiscal regu-
lations and the lack of national support programs. As described earlier, city
governments have a number of climate-related competencies, including measures
to improve air quality, building regulations, electricity, and gas distribution
(Republic of South Africa, 1996). In these fields, considerable leeway exists
for cities to create their own institutions and conduct projects, intertwined
with the constitutional right of setting rule and policy making under national
and provincial legislation (De Visser, 2012). In addition, metropolitan munici-
palities are largely self-financing and cover their budgets through imposing prop-
erty taxes and surcharges for service provision as well as electricity, gas, and
water reticulation (Cameron, 2014).

However, the fact that the revenues generated from reselling energy to local
consumers are the largest source of municipal income prevents cities from
achieving strong reductions in energy consumption and causes a gridlock in
the implementation of energy efficiency programs (Elsässer, Hickmann, &
Stehle, 2018; Greyling, Patel, & Davison, 2016). Nonetheless, a few cities have
established tariff structures to incentivize the installation of small-scale
solar photovoltaic systems for private consumption (South African Local
Government Association, 2017).

Eventually, large-scale transformational municipal projects are hampered by
a lack of special-purpose fiscal transfers from the central government. While the
2003 Municipal Finance Management Act allows municipalities to finance infra-
structure adjustments (Republic of South Africa, 2003), its strict regulations and
strong central control have impeded larger processes of sustainable transform-
ation. A notable exception introduced by the national government in 2012 is the
so-called Built Environment Performance Plans, a grant framework designed to
accelerate transformative and sustainable investments in metropolitan areas
(Pieterse, 2017).
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In this policy environment, many cities have chosen an overtly cautionary
interpretation of the existing legal framework to justify their hesitant stance on
addressing climate change. Combined, the four factors identified in the national
multilevel governance system (Type I) strongly affect cities’ climate actions and
considerably impede urban climate politics. In the next section, we trace how the
three cities have tried to circumvent the existing obstacles and became actively
engaged in climate policy making.

Local Climate Mitigation Actions of Johannesburg,
Cape Town, and Durban

Based on our second conceptual assumption, this section examines the individ-
ual climate responses undertaken by Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban,
for which the public policy literature provides helpful tools. In particular, we
investigate changes in the climate-related organizational structures of the city
governments and their policies. Following Capano (2009), organizational and
policy change can be categorized from small change to medium change and strong
change. For the context of urban climate politics, a small policy change com-
prises the setup of pilot projects and GHG inventories. A medium change
implies the establishment of climate action plans, while the adoption of a coher-
ent climate policy or large-scale transformational projects can be considered a
strong change (Lee & Koski, 2014). At the same time, organizational change is
small when only a few people work on climate change issues, whereas the cre-
ation of a climate change unit marks a medium change. A strong change
includes the additional establishment of functional cross-sectoral committees.

With regard to their socioeconomic characteristics, the three cities feature a
number of differences. Johannesburg is widely considered to be a leader of glo-
bally connected cities in sub-Saharan Africa. Cape Town is South Africa’s
second largest economic hub, and although there is less heavy industry in the
metropolitan region than in Johannesburg, per capita GHG emissions are sig-
nificantly higher. Durban has the biggest port on Africa’s eastern seaboard and
is the country’s third largest city after Johannesburg and Cape Town. Due to
comparatively high rates of unemployment and poverty, Durban’s political prio-
rities are strongly placed on social development.

Organizational Change

Within Johannesburg’s municipal administration, the director of the city’s envir-
onmental department supervises the implementation of climate-related pro-
grams and oversees the semiprivate service providers for waste, water, energy,
and infrastructure (City of Johannesburg, 2003). Although climate change was a
priority of Mayor Parks Tau, who was in office from 2012 to 2016, capacities on
climate-related issues remained comparably low, with only two city officials
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working on the topic (Interview 11). Moreover, the head position of the climate
change unit was vacant for more than 2 years, which, according to different
public officials, considerably disrupted the unit’s performance (Interviews 9,
10, and 11). The constant changes in the organizational structure have prevented
the environmental department from effectively integrating climate change miti-
gation aspects into public service provision (Holgate, 2007). The temporary
creation of a sustainability officer within the Mayor’s Office in 2015 could not
improve the topic’s standing but has instead aggravated unclear mandates in the
institutional setup of the city administration (Interviews 11 and 12). Finally, the
absence of a cross-sectoral working group within the city administration appears
to render coherent action on climate change difficult.

In Cape Town, organizational changes within the city administration were
implemented to establish ownership and accountability on the topic of climate
change. The Energy and Climate Change Unit has assumed a particularly active
role in this regard. The unit was supported through a program of the South
African nongovernmental organization Sustainable Energy Africa that seeks to
foster sustainable development by providing training for public officials
(Cartwright, Parnell, Oelofse, & Ward, 2012; Interview 1). Several coordinating
bodies in the city administration ensure the inclusion of climate change in sec-
toral planning processes, such as a think tank on climate issues and an Energy
and Climate Change Committee (CDP Cities Report, 2013). These organizational
structures consolidated during a period of political continuity, with the Mayor
Patricia de Lille having been in power since 2011 (Interview 3).

The key actors on climate change in Durban’s city administration are
the environmental department and the local energy office. Founded in 1994,
the environmental department has gained considerable political influence
in the city government (Roberts, 2010; Taylor, Cartwright, & Sutherland,
2014). Public officials attribute this to the role of its former director, who was
seen as a local champion, bringing climate change issues onto the political agenda
(Carmin, Anguelovski, & Roberts, 2012; Interviews 2 and 8). In 2003, a report
from the same year underscored the city’s vulnerability to weather extremes and
facilitated the establishment of a climate protection unit in 2006 but did not
accelerate cross-sectoral coordination within the city government (Carmin et al.,
2012; Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, 2006; Roberts &
O’Donoghue, 2013).

In a similar vein, the energy crisis in 2008 created momentum for establishing
the local energy office to enhance energy efficiency in the metropolitan area
(Aylett, 2011; City of Durban, 2008). The office has been steadily growing in
importance and launched two working streams on climate change mitigation
and renewable energy. However, the unclear demarcation of its mandate to that
of the energy department resulted in weak communication channels and led to a
temporary suspension of the city’s Energy Steering Committee (Interview 6). The
lack of further adequate cross-sectoral modes of coordination on climate change

Hickmann and Stehle 9



has had an overall negative impact on the implementation of climate-related
projects (Aylett, 2011; Interview 5).

Policy Change

The absence of institutional stability, capacity, and funds on climate change has
prevented Johannesburg’s climate unit from effectively measuring, collecting,
and reporting data on GHG emissions. This has obstructed long-term strategic
efforts and affected the implementation of existing strategies. According to city
officials, considerable budget constraints limited the accomplishment of both the
2008 Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan and the 2009 Climate Change
Adaptation Plan (City of Johannesburg, 2008, 2009; Interviews 9, 10, and 11).
So far, only two GHG inventories for 2007 and 2014 have been established with
the help of external actors, including transnational city networks (City of
Johannesburg, 2015). The resulting lack of comparable data on GHG emissions
causes knowledge gaps about the actual impact of climate actions and delays the
prioritization of carbon-intensive areas (Interview 11). Nonetheless, some of the
sectoral departments have been able to tap into international funding schemes to
kick-start climate relevant projects.

An outstanding example is the cross-sectoral flagship project Corridors
of Freedom, implemented by various city departments under the lead of
the Development Planning and Urban Management Department (City of
Johannesburg, 2014). This spatial transformation initiative aims at achieving
climate cobenefits by improving transportation pathways from disadvantaged
and disconnected townships to nodes in the inner city and by densifying city
quarters (Pieterse, 2017). About E8 million of direct funding comes from the
Global Environmental Facility, and the lion’s share of E120 million is a loan from
the French development cooperation (City of Johannesburg, 2016; Global
Environmental Facility, 2015). Beyond that, the city government has set up a
number of renewable energy projects, involving solar power, landfill gas, and
biogas. Planning processes for the establishment of a landfill gas-to-energy pro-
ject started in 2007, and 6 years later, the national Department of Energy
approved the project under its Renewable Energy Independent Power Producer
Programme (Franks, Euston-Brown, Ferry, & Giljova, 2015). Throughout 2016,
five plants began their operations, rendering it the first and largest municipal-
driven renewable energy project in South Africa (UNFCCC, 2016). Finally, the
city issued a US$140 million Green Bond with the Johannesburg Stock Exchange
to fund the implementation of climate change mitigation strategies and sustain-
able transformation of the municipal infrastructure (C40, 2015).

Cape Town’s administration stands out when it comes to developing climate-
related strategies and policies. This is mostly due to the institutional stability of
the city’s environmental department, the commitment of a number of highly
skilled public officials, and the network-based cooperation with local
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stakeholders (Anguelovski & Carmin, 2011). The city’s Integrated Metropolitan
Environment Policy of 2001 was the first of its kind in South Africa (City of Cape
Town, 2001). In 2006, the City Council adopted the Energy and Climate Change
Strategy and commissioned the compilation of the Framework for Adaptation to
Climate Change (City of Cape Town, 2006b). Further achievements mark the
adoption of a focus area on sustainable energy in the city’s long-term develop-
ment plan and the release of the Energy and Climate Action Plan in 2011 (City of
Cape Town, 2011).

Despite the strategic anchoring of the topic, Cape Town has, in contrast
to Johannesburg, not been able to access big international funds to realize
large-scale spatial transformation projects. Yet, the city has been leading in
implementing energy-saving projects and campaigns and has thereby achieved
a considerable decrease in local energy consumption (Interview 4). This action
was supported by Mayor De Lille, who repeatedly demanded that the national
government devolve powers in the energy sector. Cape Town seeks to gain
more autonomy to increase its use of renewable energy and become independ-
ent from the coal-based national energy system (City of Cape Town, 2016).
The city has carried out low-carbon measures in the building, infrastructure,
waste, energy supply, and social housing sectors (Bulkeley, Luque-Ayala, &
Silver, 2014; CDP Cities Report, 2014). Cape Town has also been the first
South African city that established a feed-in-tariff for small-scale solar
energy facilities into its energy grid in 2014 (City of Cape Town, 2015).
With funds made available through the municipal energy efficiency program
between 2009 and 2014, the city has upgraded all traffic lights and 17% of
streetlights with light-emitting diodes. In addition, it retrofitted municipal
buildings with energy-efficient lighting and rooftop photovoltaic systems
(City of Cape Town, 2015).

These activities have been used by the national Department of Energy as best
practice examples in a nationwide communication (Interview 15). Moreover,
several social housing projects included solar power water heating systems,
but the fear of potential municipal income losses resulting from extensive elec-
tricity savings has prevented a wider application and comprehensive rollout
(Jaglin, 2014). The implementation of the city’s Energy and Climate Action
Plan has encountered a number of other difficulties, mostly caused by a lack
of a change in mindset across sectors (Interviews 1 and 13). In particular, current
infrastructure and spatial planning programs do not sufficiently address major
challenges related to climate change, such as the extensive GHG emissions from
the transport sector, the sprawling character of Cape Town’s settlements, and
the mushrooming townships on the city’s outskirts (Massyn, McGaffin, Viruly,
& Hopkins, 2015; Interview 14).

Durban established its first GHG inventory in 2003. A report on climate
change, commissioned in the same year, underscored the city’s vulnerability to
weather extremes and sea-level rise (Roberts, 2008). These results enabled the
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environmental department to take leadership on the development of the
Municipal Climate Protection program in 2006 (Carmin et al., 2012; City
of Durban, 2015b; Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, 2006;
Roberts & O’Donoghue, 2013). One of the first climate actions taken was
a landfill gas-to-energy project under the Clean Development Mechanism in
2007 (South African Cities Network, 2016). These initiatives kick-started
discussions on the topic of climate change but did not entail a strong climate
change program within the city’s administration (Taylor et al., 2014). Only in
the late 2000s, different external shocks led to a number of climate-related
projects. In particular, a series of heavy storms and floods that hit the city in
2007 generated political support from senior public officials for its work
(Interview 7). The energy crisis in 2008 created a momentum for political
measures to enhance energy efficiency in the metropolitan area (Aylett,
2011). Finally, the hosting of the 2011 COP to the UNFCCC in Durban
was helpful to anchor the topic of climate change on the local political
agenda (Interview 8).

The resulting 2015 Durban climate change strategy set a goal of a 40% share
of renewable energies by 2030 (City of Durban, 2015a). Although several depart-
ments provided their input to the strategy, public officials have pointed to the
insufficient inclusion of GHG emission reduction targets into departmental port-
folios. The absence of cross-sectoral modes of coordination within the city
administration has also had a negative impact on the implementation of cli-
mate-related projects in the urban area (Aylett, 2011; Interview 5). While the
2008 energy shortages initially strengthened efforts to launch efficiency and
renewable energy projects, attempts have failed to expand them into a larger
initiative on low-carbon transportation and infrastructure. Most initiatives have
been halted in the past few years, putting their sustainable character into ques-
tion. However, in 2016, Durban obtained approval from the National Energy
Regulator of South Africa for an interim feed-in tariff structure for small-scale
solar power and energy generation facilities (South African Local Government
Association, 2017; Interview 6).

In sum, Johannesburg has not created strong organizational structures to
tackle climate change, and the city’s climate policy framework is not well inte-
grated into cross-sectoral strategies. Despite this small organizational change,
Johannesburg has implemented large-scale and cross-sectoral spatial transform-
ation projects that can be conceived of as a strong policy change. Cape Town, in
turn, has been overtly successful in setting up stable organizational structures to
mitigate climate change. For example, a number of cross-sectoral committees on
climate change meet on a regular basis, and a target on sustainable energy was
integrated in the city’s long-term strategy. Although the city has not initiated a
large transformation project, Cape Town laid the foundation for small-scale
renewable energy projects, making a case for both strong organizational and
policy change. The changes within the city government of Durban can be
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classified as medium. The city has put some effort into the establishment of
climate-related organizational structures and actions, mostly with respect to
climate change adaptation. Notwithstanding a number of low-carbon policies,
Durban has implemented climate change mitigation projects rather incidentally
in response to external events, shocks, and crises.

Thus, this section has shown that the climate responses of the three cities
strongly rely on the particularities and distinct features of their respective local
contexts. Johannesburg’s global connectivity, Cape Town’s institutional stability
and conducive network of local stakeholders, as well as the presence of a local
champion in the area of climate change adaptation in Durban have shaped the
respective pathway of each city. After tracing the individual climate change
mitigation actions of the three cities, we now assess their horizontal integration
in transnational city networks.

Horizontal Integration in Transnational City Networks

Based on our third conceptual assumption, this section examines the involve-
ment of Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban in the activities of the ICLEI
and C40 networks. Both transnational city networks have a number of common
characteristics and goals but differ with respect to their institutional structure,
key activities, and primary target groups.

ICLEI’s Engagement in Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban

The ICLEI network was founded in 1990 with the goal to enhance local capa-
cities for addressing environmental problems and representing the interests of
local governments at the intergovernmental level (Betsill & Bulkeley, 2004). Over
the past few years, ICLEI has provided Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban
with considerable support in their climate actions (Patel, 2014; Roberts &
O’Donoghue, 2013). This support started in 2001 with the Cities for Climate
Protection (CCP) project that established an initial awareness and strengthened
local capabilities on the topic of climate change (Holgate, 2007; Roberts, 2008).
By providing technical knowledge through workshops and good practice
exchanges, the CCP program, for instance, assisted Cape Town’s early initiative
to formulate an energy strategy as part of its environmental policy (City of Cape
Town, 2006a).

Today, ICLEI interacts with the cities in three main ways, through (a) small-
scale sustainability projects, (b) networking and learning, and (c) consultancy-
based funding opportunities (ICLEI, 2017a; Interview 16). In particular, ICLEI
has aided Johannesburg in the development of its second GHG emissions inven-
tory in 2014 (City of Johannesburg, 2015). Cape Town has participated in vari-
ous projects and events carried out by the network on topics related to building
climate resilience and enhancing energy efficiency (e.g., ICLEI, 2014, 2015).
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Durban has become a leading city in the area of climate change adaptation with
ICLEI’s technical support.

In the past few years, the network strengthened its focus on climate change
adaptation and biodiversity conservation through various initiatives, such as the
Future Resilience for African Cities and Lands project (ICLEI, 2015). In collab-
oration with the World Wide Fund for Nature, ICLEI has incentivized all three
cities to take action on climate change through participating in the Earth Hour
City Challenge (ICLEI, 2017b). This is in line with ICLEI’s recent approach to
enhance its public outreach and raise the global level of ambition to reduce
GHG emissions (Hickmann, 2017).

In this context, the interaction of ICLEI with the three cities seems to have
changed over the past few years. While the network was highly instrumental in
initiating and fostering local climate actions in the 2000s, their recent cooper-
ation on mitigation issues mostly occurred in conjunction with other networks.
In fact, Johannesburg and Cape Town, who in the past experienced considerable
assistance from ICLEI, are nowadays less involved in the network. In contrast,
Durban, with its strong focus on climate change adaptation, continues to be an
active member of ICLEI’s activities.

C40’s Engagement in Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban

The C40 network was created in 2005 and today consists of more than 90 of the
largest cities in the world, representing over 600 million people and one quarter
of the global economy (C40, 2017). In recent years, the network has increasingly
focused on achieving tangible global/local effects with regard to climate change
mitigation and adaptation (Gordon & Acuto, 2015). We particularly identify
three different modes through which C40 seeks to enable urban climate action,
which are (a) knowledge exchange, (b) technical support and capacity building,
and (c) paradiplomatic relations with senior public officials and mayors
(Interview 14).

In regard to knowledge exchanges on climate-related issues, C40 has sup-
ported the three cities by organizing webinars, workshops, study tours, and
project visits with city officials across the world. Being the first African C40
member, Johannesburg’s city administration has received strong support in
policy development through different types of knowledge transfers (Interview
11). Cape Town joined C40 in 2014, and the network has quickly pushed the
importance of climate change on the local political agenda by invigorating the
voice and knowledge of the climate unit. Durban became a C40 member in 2015
and has participated in several working groups.

C40 has moreover provided the cities with tailored technical support and
capacity building, such as reviewing policies, or funding training for city offi-
cials. The C40 regional director for Africa currently has his office in the city
administration of Johannesburg, a proximity that also resulted in close
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cooperation. In 2007, C40 provided access to funding for the bus rapid transit
system through the Clinton Foundation and in 2012 funded the external estab-
lishment of Johannesburg’s first GHG inventory by Siemens (City of
Johannesburg, 2007, 2015). More recently, C40 has supported the revision of
Johannesburg’s strategic framework on climate change and the hiring process
of climate staff (Interview 14). In Cape Town, C40 has capacitated city officials
and funded, for instance, the training of an employee from the Energy and
Climate Change Unit on GHG accounting and reporting. Likewise, city officials
from different sectoral departments regularly participate in various C40 working
groups and study tours (Interview 1).

In addition, C40 directly engages with the mayors and involves them in infor-
mal diplomatic processes and international events (Interview14). In fact, when
Johannesburg’s former Mayor Parks Tau took office in 2012, he recognized the
potential of including climate change into developmental processes of equitable
urban growth and embraced the agenda of C40 (Interviews 9 and 10). In 2014,
Johannesburg hosted the C40 summit and one year later won the network’s
award for its Green Bond initiative (C40, 2015). For Cape Town, the member-
ship in C40 gained significance when representatives of the network convinced
Mayor de Lille to participate in the 2015 COP to the UNFCCC held in Paris
(Interview 2). At this occasion, she attended several high-profile events, from
which, according to staff members of the city administration, she returned as a
climate pioneer. Last, Durban’s current Mayor Zandile Gumede is C40’s Vice
Chairperson for the African Region and sits in C40’s steering committee
(Interview 7).

All in all, the horizontal integration of cities in transnational networks can
bolster local climate action to some extent. The early involvement in ICLEI has
created an initial awareness for the topic of climate change among city officials.
This has facilitated the later development of local organizational structures and
policies, especially in the absence of a coherent national climate policy. The
capacity-building measures of ICLEI and C40 through the provision of know-
ledge are equally noteworthy. Finally, the paradiplomatic involvement of
mayors in the South African context is considered highly important for the
improvement of local climate actions.

Summary and Discussion

In this article, we investigated the contextual conditions of the climate responses
taken by South Africa’s three major cities. Building upon a multilevel govern-
ance perspective, we derived three conceptual assumptions and (a) looked at the
vertical integration of the local level in South Africa’s national climate policy;
(b) investigated Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban with regard to their
climate-related organizational structures and actions; and (c) studied the hori-
zontal integration of their climate responses in transnational city networks.
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First, the analysis has underlined that South Africa’s local governments
essentially act in a climate policy vacuum. The issue of climate change with its
various related policy fields is a constitutional gray zone and marked by the
absence of a comprehensive national policy framework. While the National
Climate Change Response Policy White Paper acknowledges the crucial role of
local governments, the informal transfer of functions to the municipal level is
not accompanied by sufficient financial flows from the central government.
Municipalities hence perceive climate action as an unfunded mandate and do
not prioritize it on their political agenda. This is further aggravated by a number
of political-economic constraining factors such as Eskom’s monopoly on the
generation and transmission of energy as well the fact that cities are not granted
autonomy to design their own energy mix. The Municipal Energy Efficiency
Demand Side Management program is, so far, the only national initiative that
has provided financial support to energy efficiency measures in all three cities
and triggered some institutional changes in this regard.

Second, the study has demonstrated that in the absence of a wide-ranging
national regulatory structure for tackling climate change, the three cities have
taken various climate change mitigation measures. Johannesburg has imple-
mented a number of large-scale infrastructure projects, launched initiatives to
increase the use of renewable energies, and accessed international funding
schemes. At the same time, the city apparently lacks a coherent strategic
vision and long-term approach to address the issue of climate change. Cape
Town has put much effort into the formulation of strategies and the establish-
ment of organizational structures for coping with climate change and has par-
ticularly aimed at enhancing energy efficiency in the metropolitan area. Yet, the
city has been rather slow with regard to implementing large-scale climate-related
projects. Durban has taken several steps to set up adequate organizational struc-
tures to enlarge its resilience against the adverse effects of climate change and
conducted several climate change adaptation projects. Attempts to decrease the
city’s GHG emissions through a number of mitigation activities, by contrast,
occurred rather incidentally. Beyond that, it is apparent that all three cities
grapple with deficiencies with regard to cross-sectoral cooperation and integra-
tion within their local administration.

Third, the investigation indicates that transnational city networks have pro-
vided considerable support to the climate responses of the three cities. ICLEI’s
CCP program was instrumental in building up and strengthening the capabilities
of Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban to take action on climate change.
Moreover, all three cities participated in individual assistance programs offered
by ICLEI. With regard to C40, public officials in the three cities pointed to the
important role that this network has played for their administrations in the past
few years. They particularly stressed C40’s knowledge exchange platforms and
its effort to create political buy-in through direct engagement with the mayors
(Figure 1).
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Conclusion

In the past few years, numerous studies have considerably enhanced our under-
standing of the local level in contemporary climate policy making. However, we
still have relatively little systematic knowledge on the evolution of urban climate
politics in the Global South. Against this backdrop, this article has sought to
shed light on the climate responses of three major cities in South Africa and their
vertical and horizontal integration in the wider governance framework across
different levels and scales. Based on the previous analysis, we contend that cities
are important players in the global response to climate change, while their
embeddedness in national as well as transnational policy processes needs to be
taken into account when analyzing their role in climate policy making.

With regard to Type I multilevel governance, it is obvious that the climate
initiatives of cities work best when they are supported through overarching rules
and funding schemes at higher governmental levels (Jordan, Huitema, van
Asselt, & Forster, 2018). The example of the initiative of South Africa’s
Department of Energy to enhance energy efficiency in municipal infrastructures
underlines this finding. By providing annual grants to metropolitan govern-
ments, the program has created a strong incentive for them to carry out
energy efficiency measures within their jurisdictions. However, comparable sup-
port mechanisms remain largely absent in South Africa’s national climate policy.
This partially explains the existing problems in the implementation of climate
change mitigation actions in Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban, especially
in regard to cross-sectoral cooperation and integration within city governments.

Regarding Type II multilevel governance, transnational city networks and
other external actors can be supportive drivers and catalysts for local climate
action in developing and emerging economies. The openness of city

Figure 1. The vertical and horizontal integration of local responses to climate change in

three major South African cities.
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administrations to outside knowledge and opinions positively influences their
capacity to act on climate change. While the ICLEI network has been conducive
to set off and assist initial climate responses in the three major South African
cities, C40 has become increasingly important for pushing climate-related issues
to the top of the local political agendas.

However, substantial political-economic barriers, such as South Africa’s
heavy dependency on coal-based energy and Eskom’s monopoly on the gener-
ation and transmission of electricity, will not be resolved through the participa-
tion in such networks alone (Hickmann et al., 2017). Further empirical research
is hence warranted to figure out whether and under what conditions local cli-
mate initiatives, with the support of transnational networks, can break existing
barriers in the political-administrative systems of developing and emerging
economies and generate a more ambitious response to climate change.
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Heijden, H. Bulkeley, & C. Certomà (Eds.), Urban climate politics: Agency and
empowerment. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Taylor, A., Cartwright, A., & Sutherland, C. (2014). Institutional pathways for local cli-
mate adaptation: A comparison of three South African municipalities. Paris, France:
Agence Francaise de Development.

Tyler, E., Boyd, A. S., Coetzee, K., & Winkler, H. (2014). A case study of South African
mitigation actions. Climate and Development, 6(1), 49–58.

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (2016). Clean development
mechanism project database: Joburg Landfill Gas to Energy Project. Retrieved from

https://cdm.unfccc.int/Projects/DB/BVQI1343063541.26/view
Vorster, S., Winkler, H., & Jooste, M. (2011). Mitigating climate change through carbon

pricing: An emerging policy debate in South Africa. Climate and Development, 3(3),

242–258.
Weibust, I., & Meadowcroft, J. (Eds.). (2014). Multilevel environmental governance:

Managing water and climate change in Europe and North America. Cheltenham,

England: Edward Elgar.
World Resources Institute. (2017). This interactive chart explains world’s top 10 emitters,

and how they’ve changed. Retrieved from https://goo.gl/N5J6Hl.

Author Biographies

Thomas Hickmann is a Post-Doctoral Researcher and Lecturer at the University of
Potsdam in Germany. His research mainly deals with global sustainability govern-
ance, particularly the role and function of transnational actors, the impact of new
modes of governance on developing and emerging economies, and the interplay of
international bureaucracies with sub-national and non-state actors.

Fee Stehle is a Research Associate and PhD candidate in the third-party funded
project ‘‘Carbon Governance Arrangements and the Nation-State: The
Reconfiguration of Public Authority in Developing Countries’’ at the Chair of
International Politics, University of Potsdam in Germany. Her research focuses
on urban climate politics in the Global South.

24 Journal of Environment & Development 0(0)

https://cdm.unfccc.int/Projects/DB/BVQI1343063541.26/view
https://goo.gl/N5J6Hl

