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Climate change and youth participation are emerging as important clarion calls today. Indeed, very few individuals will possibly
counter a call for the involvement of young people in decisions and actions which (in)directly aﬀect their lives. Presently, some of
the greatest social problems faced by young South Africans are COVID-19, employment, and climate change. These challenges
require the active participation of young people—locally known as the “born frees”—in the construction and operationalization of
interventions, especially in light of the insuﬃcient (sub)national response. That being said, policymakers often adopt top-down
over bottom-up approaches, with the young generation often excluded or at best given a tokenistic role in climate decision-making
processes. Therefore, this paper suggests some new ways of conceptualizing youth agency and brings to light how the born frees
could eﬃciently take part or have a say in negotiating the path to climate adaptation, resilience, and mitigation. By drawing from
the existing literature, the paper concludes that eﬀective engagement with youth is essential in empowering them to key
stakeholders or partners in adapting and/or mitigating climate change.

1. Introduction
In the traditional South African society, young people (un)
consciously acquire knowledge and skills through some sort
of apprenticeships with their elders who are more experienced in diﬀerent spheres. They also routinely learn through
their social interactions with their peers which enables them
to develop social skills and competencies. These young
citizens—which in the local slang are referred to as “born
frees”—constitute more than a third of the country’s demography [1]. With a disproportionate percentage residing
in townships and informal settlements, they are confronted
with a series of societal ills, including gangsterism, poverty,
inequality, substance (ab)use, domestic violence, HIV infection, and teenage pregnancy [2]. Related barriers in the
educational sector include poor teaching practices, overcrowding, hunger, and unhygienic and poorly ventilated
classrooms.
Born frees, or those born since the advent of democracy,
may be grouped into three categories, children (<12), youth
(<19), and young adults (<25). Even though this

classiﬁcation may be signiﬁcant for statistical consideration,
the notion of young people is ﬂuid as individuals within this
category may diﬀer in their world views, emotional response
to a crisis, religious preferences, social orientation, education, and religious preferences. To this end, the attitude and
involvement of young people in various causes and concerns
such as climate issues, the focus of this paper, may also be
underpinned by several factors including life expectations,
social identity, class, educational background, values, and
culture. Other determinant factors to public participation
may be dominant political, socioeconomic, historical, or
cultural factors prevailing in their communities, schools,
work environments, or their homes.
In stark contrast to their (grand)parents, the born frees
occupy a completely diﬀerent sociopolitical context, with no
oﬃcial boundaries on whom they could interact with, which
school to attend, where they live, where they can go, and
what association to join. They are, therefore, well positioned
to use their schools, work environments, and informal
surroundings to engage in active public participation [3].
Yet, the last two decades have not been that promising as
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they have been oﬀered limited opportunities to participate or
have “a say in the decisions that aﬀect their lives,” especially
in the area of climate change [4]. Climate change is by no
means a new phenomenon. While its occurrence dates back
to the stone ages, an increase in greenhouse gas emissions
(GHGs) since the 1700s industrial revolution has triggered
an increase in average global temperature by more than 1°
Celsius [5]. From 1975 to now, two-thirds of the warming
has occurred, at a rate of approximately 0.15-0.20°C per
decade [6]. Towards this end, the enormous GHGs (methane
and carbon dioxide) emissions have been considered as one
of the biggest threats faced by young generations. Changes in
the environment may result in considerable loss of biodiversity, extreme weather events, melting ice caps, and a
general change in the plant’s hydrological systems. Since
most African farmers and rural communities rely on rainfall
for their livelihoods, animal and crop cultivations, it is
projected that changes in rainfall patterns and amounts
might spark violent conﬂict across the region as rural and
urban populations scramble for scarce resources, particularly food and water [7].
While participation—as I will return to later—is a
catchword, there is a raging contestation among scholars
regarding its relevance. Against this backdrop, the paper
will, on the one hand, explore arguments of the school of
thought which appreciates its signiﬁcance in mitigating
climate change, and on the other hand, highlight some of the
criticism advanced by opponents of the theory.
It is important to underscore that, by calling for youth
participation, the paper argues that youth have untapped
potential which needs recognition by adults and be encouraged to trigger and/or have their opinion considered in
the deliberation, framing, and operationalization of environmental interventions. But how can youth participation in
climate decisions be anything other than tokenistic? Does a
genuine youth engagement hold any beneﬁts for younger
generations? These questions will be elaborated in the following, but the paper ﬁrst provides a brief discussion of
challenges faced by born frees in the attempt to engage in
climate actions.

2. Normative Frameworks for the
Participation of a Generation on the Move
Besides its health ramiﬁcations, the COVID-19 crisis has
brought about dire socioeconomic eﬀects across the country.
Born frees have been subjected to some of the harsh conditions brought about by the pandemic, with many being left
behind in education, inadequate social safety nets, poor
working arrangements, and precarious job contracts. These
woes are exacerbated by the mass extinction of hundreds of
species by ﬂoods, extreme temperature, land degradation,
wildﬁres, and decreased crop yields. In a more disturbing
trend, approximately 91% of the country’s land is susceptible
to desertiﬁcation, 83% of river sources have been polluted,
and only 6% of the land is under formal protection [5]. This
leaves only 3% as truly fertile and 13.7% arable land, respectively. This development brings to bear how human
value relates to the environment, as our actions have resulted
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in ecological changes that threaten their survival and
wellbeing.
In an era of demographic transitions, fast-paced ruralurban migration, and industrialization, several elements
(increased automobile and resultant pollution) contribute to
the erosion of natural areas, vanishing playing ﬁelds, and
independent mobility of young people. To a greater extent,
the 20th-century natural world and practice of youth going
hunting, ﬁshing, berry picking, hiking, ﬁnding the ﬁshing
bait under the rocks, and appreciating what is there seem to
recede as natural areas are quickly being cemented and
degraded. In commenting about denaturalizing schoolyards
and steady decrease in youth’s free-range, an adolescent
bemoans.
When I see another school I think, too bad, they’ve just
got a cement yard and we’ve got trees and a river and ponds
with ﬁshes, frogs, tadpoles, snakes and a turtle. You would
never say, “Let’s go outside and learn about a cement yard.”
Now there is always something new to ﬁnd out. I know how
it feels to have ponds. I know what lives there. I’ve seen the
way ponds change [8].
Young people are also often excluded from ecological
and urban planning. This phenomenon begs a crude
question: should the born frees be concerned about deforestation, GGEs, and climate change?
Tutu [9] provides a rather worrying response to the
question when he bemoaned that “if we do not act deﬁnitively on climate change, and soon, the poor of South Africa
and the world will be hit hard.” The Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change [10] aptly suggests that, by the next three
decades, young people will be cohabiting (with approximately 11 billion others) on a planet with sea levels higher by
5–32 cm and 0.8°C to 2.6°C warmer. Since its launch in 1992,
the IPCC [11] has issued ﬁve comprehensive reports, with its
recent Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C decrying
the yearly increase in atmospheric concentrations of
greenhouse gases (GGEs) owing to human activities.
All the above examples provide some indication that
ecological ﬂuctuation remains one of the key contemporary
challenges threatening the livelihood of younger generations. Notably, given the future ecological threats which
await young people, scholars have in recent times shifted
their discourse from a siloed and fragmented gaze to focusing on intersectionalities and how all issues are entwined
and colinked [12]. To a large extent, the lack of coordination
may arguably be informed by the incoherence and separation of these concepts by policy actors and implementers
at the glocal (global and local) levels, particularly in the early
1990s.
Yet, following their active participation in the 1992
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) negotiation, young people have been earmarked
as one of the nine key actors towards the realization of
Agenda 21 in their respective countries [13]. Cast within
three subsections, the UNFCCC focuses on (i) science of
ecological ﬂuctuation, (ii) people’s vulnerability, and (iii)
mitigating interventions. While the label “youth” is not
speciﬁcally captured in the document, article 6 of the
Convention calls on states to mitigate climate change by
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including their citizens in environmental decision-making.
The involvement of young people could be in the area of selfperceived ability to contain or avert potential threats to the
ecology, or advocacy in the realm of biospheric values such
as showing concern for the wellbeing of ﬂora and fauna in
one’s local setting. Additionally, Article 6 of the Doha Work
Programme on Article 6 of the UNFCCC (2012–2020) calls
on states and bilateral institutions to provide the necessary
resources to support youth empowerment and their climaterelated activities. The notion of empowerment makes a
signiﬁcant contribution to the climate debate as a mere
expression of discontent does not always result in policy
reform.
In his thesis, Smit [5] observed that a disproportionate
percentage of university students (15–25) perceived environmental sustainability as not merely tree-hugging, but a
desirable end to be pursued by all members of the society.
Yet, as bemoaned by some commentators, there is a feeling
of resentment and frustration among the young population
as their access to formal channels of decision-making is
curtailed by the state. Faced with similar limitations, young
people across the globe have resorted to unconventional,
sometimes radical, means to address climate change and
environmental degradation. As a means of calling for climate action, a myriad of climate youth movements
(YouNGO) has used social media platforms to mount
pressure on the state to proactively respond to climate
threats. Also by mobilizing public opinion, some of these
movements advocate for sustainable behavior choices at the
government, private sector, and household levels [14]. In
breaking away from the infra-politics of her contemporaries,
the radical approach of a young activist, Greta Thunberg,
appears to have triggered the necessary response. In light of
the nonchalant of policymakers to adopt legislation calling
for a reduction in GHGs, she launched the YouthStrike4Climate movement in 2018 which has appealed to thousands
of adolescents across the globe to skip classes on Friday to
mount pressure on their leaders to mitigate climate change
by pursuing sustainable development.
But what does it mean to have sustainable development?
While diﬀerent scholars ascribe diﬀerent interpretations to
the notion of sustainable development, it is important to add
that one could extract three golden threads from the various
deﬁnition conceptualizations: (i) social, (ii) economic, and
(iii) ecology to withstand the demands of humankind and
still satisfy the needs of future generation [15, 16]. The ﬁrst
two parts of sustainability (socioeconomic) bring to bear the
question of equity, with a speciﬁc focus on participation,
eco-justice (access to justice), intra- and intergenerational
components, and allocation of obligation towards
addressing climatic ﬂuctuation. The notion of intergenerational equity, on the one hand, underscores the urgency for
young citizens’ involvement in the drafting and operationalization of climate action as they will bear the brunt of
ecological hazard in the coming decades [17]. As a rule of
thumb, age has become a clear fault line for emitting GHG:
while young generations will be exposed to the full force of
this climate change, only a few adults will experience some
ramiﬁcations of these gases in time [18]. In the context of
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South Africa, however, emphasis on intragenerational equity
is particularly essential as the majority of the population who
contribute less to GGEs are poor and might have little access
to resources to adapt, contain, and cope with the impact of
climatic variation. The notion of sustainable development
may, for this reason, speciﬁcally be seen as a collection of
sociopolitical, economic, and technical initiatives that are
tailored towards (re)framing, carving, reforming, or (re)
shaping the future of communities [19]. In other words, a
development may be considered sustainable if it addresses
the needs of the current generation without limiting the
ability of the future generation to gain a similar beneﬁt. But
this objective cannot be attained as the future of the young
generation is threatened by climate change and resulting
extreme weather conditions which might reduce crop and
animal production. The onset of these negative eﬀects will
eventually trickle down to food price hike, loss of jobs in the
agricultural sector, and poverty. For this reason, there is an
urgent need to enhance resilience and mitigation eﬀort as a
means of safeguarding people’s access to food, employment,
and sustenance.
It is against this backdrop that Goal 13 of the SDG (SDG13) speciﬁcally obliges states to undertake “urgent action to
combat climate change and its impacts,” by strengthening
adaptive capacity, awareness creation, integrating climate
measures in national planning, meaningful mitigation actions, and improving participation mechanisms for the
marginalized section of the population, such as women and
adolescents. Agenda 21 underscores that the participation of
young people in decision-making must be a high priority of
states owing to their unique insight, ability to mobilize
support, and intellectual contributions [20]. It speciﬁcally
suggests the inclusion of adolescents in decision-making,
with participation acting as a form of exercising their civil
rights to equality, association, eco-justice, and not merely as
weaker and powerless members of society. The instrument
speciﬁcally calls for the engagement of contemporary “youth
in environment and development decision-making and the
implementation of programmes is critical to the long-term
success of Agenda 21” [21]. To intensify their participation,
the document conjures states to frame comprehensive
programmes tailored towards strengthening the capacity of
young people to engage meaningfully in sustainable development. It is worth noting that the procedure of oﬀering
youth a conducive platform to engage in policy formulation
and operationalization also echoes Section 3(2) (a) of the
1996 South African Constitution which notes that everyone
is entitled to the beneﬁts, rights, and privileges of citizenship.
Young people’s freedom of expression is reaﬃrmed in
Section 16(1) (b) of South Africa’s 1996 Constitution which
underscores young people’s right to receive and share ideas
on matters relating to public policy, scientiﬁc research, state
programs, and activities. Yet, despite the catalogue of (inter)
national legislation, genuine inclusion of young people in
actual decision-making remains elusive, as their participation remains superﬁcial or granted a one-time opportunity
to contribute to discussions with often limited impact on
policy [22]. For this reason, the remaining section of the
paper will assess which approach could be used by born frees
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to inﬂuence and/or fast track the adoption of a comprehensive climate change act to cut down on GHG emissions.
But before that, a question lingers: why is it urgent for young
South Africans to advocate for a climate response? To respond to this discursive question, the next section of this
paper will brieﬂy outline some of the fears and daily struggles
of young people due to the eﬀect of climate change.

3. Youth Concerns about Climate Change
For nearly three decades, rising temperatures and increasing
sea levels have continued to impact the educational, social,
and economic lives of young South Africans [23, 24]. Yet, the
ramiﬁcation of increasing levels of environmental toxins and
their impact on youth remains underappreciated even
though climate changes impact the cognitive, psychosocial,
and biological development of young people. Shortage in
quantity, changes in colour, tastes, and quality of water are
some of the most evident manifestations and ramiﬁcations
faced by contemporary youth in the era of climate change
[25]. As some communities rely on river sources or draw
from boreholes, their access to water may be compromised
by ﬂoods which might contaminate these sources with toxins
and infectious agents, and/or droughts which often leave
them dry. Apart from cutting down on food production, the
born frees continue to witness decreasing water supply,
climate-induced migration, drought, and insuﬃcient access
to water for proper hygiene especially amid the ongoing
COVID-19 crises [20]. These factors may trickle down to
related sanitation and health issues, including food and
waterborne diseases, as many adolescents live in communities without toilet facilities or at best rely on pit latrines
that serve as incubators for mosquitoes and other bacterial
aetiologies. Furthermore, social disruptions caused by climate change impact the cognitive and biological development of a disproportionate percentage of young people,
especially as some watched their animals starve to death and
their crops wither during the 2016 El Niño drought in
Southern Africa [26]. As an illustration, a disproportionate
percentage of young South Africans operate as smallholders
or are employed in large-scale farming which is marked by
extreme humidity and heat waves thereby making them
susceptible to heat stress and dehydration during rising
temperatures [27].
The impact of climate change, including water scarcity or
ﬂooding events, may equally impact the behavioural and
psychological health of young people, especially those unable
to adapt due to (pre)existing mental susceptibility [28]. As
an illustration, youth may be unable to keep up with their
adult counterparts in terms of behavioural thermoregulation
even though the two share much the same physiological
thermoregulatory mechanisms [29, 30]. In contrast to adults,
younger generations are often more vulnerable to risks
incurred from exertional heat injuries during physical activities, as they are more energetic and undertake diﬀerent
exercises that expose them to solar ultraviolet radiation. For
example, a pooling data from Cape Town, Durban, and
Johannesburg, calculated that, for every 1 ◦C rise, overall
mortality escalates by 1% and by 2% in those aged above 65
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years [31]. More so, unlike boys, extreme conditions may
impact heavily on the life span and mental health conditions
of young girls owing to their high susceptibility to obesity
which primarily undermines thermoregulation [32].
In a more disturbing trend, many of South Africa’s elementary schools are carved out of iron roofs, corrugated
sheeting, or shipping containers which are known for their
poor ventilation and insulation [33]. After leaving their
(over)crowded and informal settlements, a disproportionate
percentage of young adults receive basic instructions in
classrooms with doors and windows mostly shut to forestall
exposure to outdoor GGEs [34]. It was in this light that
Chersich and others [31] observed that whereas “temperature-related mortality (from cold or hot spells) accounts for
3.4% of deaths in South Africa,” temperatures in government-built asbestos sheeting classrooms “often exceed 30°C
and heat-health related symptoms are commonplace.”
Rising temperatures in container classrooms have been
known to result in thirst, and drowsiness among pupils [35].
Many schools are near toxic substances including industrial plants, mine dumps, and congested traﬃc. Hundreds of pupils in these institutions are exposed to hazardous
gases and enormous heat waves which may have dire
consequences on their health. As demonstrated by a recent
ﬁnding, the risks of respiratory illness (including allergies
and asthma) among adolescents may be increased by a range
of factors including air pollution, pollen increments, dust,
and high temperatures [36]. In light of the pervasive pupilto-teacher and pupil-to-pupil violence in most schools, these
(in)direct elements of climate change may exacerbate the
already (physical and sexual) violence in community settings
[37]. Reﬂective of this trend, the performance of students in
stuﬀy and poor ventilated schools is bound to suﬀer as
educators might become irritable and/or lethargic, while
students may arguably be poorly hydrated and drowsy [38].
In sum, the concentration of CO2 in the classrooms stimulates three key eﬀects: (i) increase in youth’s vulnerability to
asthma attacks; (ii) contribution to drop in student attendance; and (iii) impacts on pupils teaching and learning
abilities. The increasing temperature may have dire ramiﬁcations for the cognitive development of born frees, as
many may experience depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress. This development entrenches poverty and inequality as those with poor marks (informed by
disadvantaged environment) will be unable to compete fairly
with their more advantaged peers for university placement
or employment.
But considering that the wheels of institutional reform
grind slowly, it is apparent that a transformative strategy
needs to be youth informed as they have the required information and time to undertake advocacy. This end could
be achieved through climate education which sharpens their
skills to contribute to the adoption and operationalization of
interventions towards environmental conservation. The
participation of youth in this regard should not only be
limited to seeking their opinion on how to adapt and set caps
on emissions, but also empowering the target group to take
charge of this process. By claiming and exercising their
rights as legitimate citizens in a democratic space, youth are
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empowered to bring about equitable societies through
genuine participation. But ﬁrst, what makes the participatory process genuine?

4. Youth Participation: Genuine vs. Tokenistic
For nearly three decades, the ﬁeld of environmental sustainability and social justice has been marked by rising
contestation on the nexus between causes of climate change
and citizen participation [39]. The notion of participation
has become prevalent and virtually earned a reputation of an
indispensable in contemporary (inter)national political order. Multiple actors such as planners, politicians, economists, policymakers, and donors often rely on this notion
even though it may have a diﬀerent connotation to diﬀerent
actors. To some, it may imply community involvement or
people-centered engagement [40, 41]. To a greater extent, the
concept which could be loosely translated as “engaging in,”
“getting involved,” “conscientization,” or taking part in
activity has evolved to become a buzzword, and often invoked as a ‘feel-good’ word for empowering vulnerable
populations or as a rationale for undertaking development
projects [42]. De Haan and Harenberg (1999) simply conceptualized participation as all individuals having equal say
in matters aﬀecting them, and in due recognition to their
respective capabilities.
The signiﬁcance of this concept could be traced to the rise
of opponents of top-down approaches in the international
arena, and subsequent aﬃrmation of participatory processes
as the new paradigm shift to overcome underdevelopment in
the late 1980s [43]. This consciousness has subsequently
permeated local communities and is still perceived as a key
tenet of environmental governance and grassroots empowerment. Scholars within this ﬁeld may be grouped into two
camps: the conservatives and reformists. The former demonstrates extreme concern regarding the harmful environmental practices by both state and (small and large) corporate
entities, but caution against the use of radical strategies to
coerce industries and individuals to cut down on their GGEs
[44, 45]. They speciﬁcally call for an integration of young
people into climate debate by providing them the necessary
training, information, and resources for eﬀective engagement
[46, 47]. Nonetheless, the view which has gained wide traction
or currency among reformists is that just as GGEs are the
deeds of humans, so must youth resort to social justice to cut
down on GGEs [29, 48]. The argument of these advocates is
underpinned by the assertion that since humans pursue
diﬀerent socioeconomic ventures without jeopardizing the
development of others, they must be able to utilize the environment without causing harm to it, and perhaps restore its
quality or make it better than they met it. To this end, they
encourage young people to use collective action to coerce
states towards renewable energy and corporate entities to cut
down on their emissions. Despite their dissenting approaches,
both camps share similar ecological frustration as well as the
urgency for a change of attitudes on GGEs and youth participation in this shift.
This caveat notwithstanding, the (in)ability of youth to
eﬀectively engage in deliberation may often be dictated by
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insuﬃcient access to relevant information to contribute and
transform their communities into environmentally sound
localities. Youth are more likely to speak about the conditions in their localities if they have the freedom to move
about, the liberty to freely criticize power holders, access to
open dialogues, and the resources to constructively analyze
and address the needs of the society [49, 50]. In instances
where they had been exposed to better conditions elsewhere,
yet are conﬁned to a dictatorial regime with limited liberty to
criticize dominant hegemony, then they are more likely to
rebel or transform the status quo through unconventional
approaches. It was in this light that O’brien et al. [51] observed that, instead of complying with illegitimate legislation
that seeks to foster the interests of powerful few, youth
should exercise their moral judgment and withhold consent.
Born frees who are uninformed or less informed may be
minimally involved and overlooked, whereas the conﬁdent
and knowledgeable are more likely to be involved in the
process [52]. Even though the latter may not necessarily be
reﬂective of the wishes of the entire youth population, they
have the disposition to contribute to ecological deliberations
when relevant information is easily accessible. Participation
in this context could be unpacked from three standpoints: (i)
genuine, youth are given a genuine role to engage in public
deliberation; (ii) exclusionary, youth are completely removed
from consultation process; and (iii) tokenistic, to what extent
are young people used as a cliché to legitimize illegitimate
policy.
4.1. Genuine. From infancy onwards, young people develop
thoughtful views through their daily observations of society
and daily events. With frequent adult-young policy interaction, the participation space is expanded as both learning
from and inﬂuencing the thoughts of the other. This form of
mentorship may take the shape of verbal instruction, often
through physical gestures as a means of scaﬀolding a novice
child to undertake a new activity. A participatory process
could, therefore, be deduced as genuine or authentic when it
seeks to develop the social, cognitive, and personal skills of
adolescents as a means of triggering a social transformation
or advance civic development. Young people are genuinely
involved in decision-making when they are recognized as
active citizens, while their views and opinions are integrated
into/or shaping policy outcomes. To Tolppanen and Aksela
[53], this form of participation seeks to (re)form and (re)
construct the status quo or existing structures by recognizing
born frees as young citizens and having the right to use the
necessary platform to inﬂuence policy outcomes. It was
against this backdrop that Ward and de Vreese [54] argued
that, by perceiving youth as (young) citizens, the state acknowledges their right and entitlement to participation and
respects their opinions in project design, speciﬁcally, given
their innate and acquired capabilities.
Cox and others [55] argued that genuine participation
sharpens the (negotiating, communication) skills and
knowledge of young people on civic ideals (phases of decision-making) which (in)directly foster their potential to
inﬂuence the content of climate policies and programmes.
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The skills of youth may be developed through two steps: (i)
learning and (ii) scaﬀolding. On the one hand, learning
occurs by doing, emulation of conduct, observation, and
other ontological approaches instead of epistemological
means. Scaﬀolding, on the other hand, implies the provision
of training, information, education, and guidance through
the practical application of acquired skills. A blend of the
steps may serve two purposes. First, they may act as a means
of accomplishing a speciﬁc (sub)national agenda. Second,
they may serve as transformative elements if the outcome of
a deliberation reﬂects the broad views of the target community. This observation is mainly based on the fact that
genuine participation creates a platform towards sharpening
the skills of young people through information dissemination in local and simple language to enable (il)literate
young people to understand the complexity of ecological
problems and forge relevant solutions. Participation in this
sphere often assumes a horizontal and vertical relationship,
with the former representing grassroots deliberation among
(in)experienced youths on the challenges triggered by climatic ﬂuctuation and what local interventions (ecological
reserves, landscaping, parks, and public transportation) are
needed. On the vertical axis, groups of well-informed youth
are selected to actively engage with more experienced adults
(policymakers, teachers, politicians, and think tanks) on
issues relating to adaptation and mitigation.
Inherent within genuine participation is the theme of
“ownership.” By collaborating with youth, operationalization of
environmental decisions may be less costly as this form of
engagement stimulates a sense of ownership among the participants and builds conﬁdentiality. Through active engagement, adolescents are empowered and challenged to invest
themselves in the activities of the community [54]. By investing
one’s concepts, identity, eﬀort, and time into creating something, the individual feels attached and, thus, owns their creation in the same context as they own themselves. Put
diﬀerently, the engagement of an individual with an object
inextricably ties the self to the object and ultimately enhances a
sentiment of ownership towards the latter. By their toil, youth
commits their mental energy, physical eﬀort, and time to the
end product of their activities, which is managing carbon
footprints. Scaﬀ [56] observed that the concept of mine underscores the cognitive-aﬀective state which deﬁnes the human
condition in terms of one’s belongingness, objects, and subjects. In echoing Scaﬀ’s argument, Wootton [57] moots that
since individuals own themselves and their toils, they are inclined to feel that they possess what they (re)created or (re)
invented. In other words, the more intensive labor one
commits to a speciﬁc course, the more the person is willing to
commit to ensuring its realization. They, thus, see themselves as
“self-environment,” where the individual self and environment
are inextricably linked and not abstractions. For this reason,
youth who were given a fair opportunity to contribute to
ecological policy form some sort of bond with their environment, ﬁnd places to care for, and recruit others to join them
in their eﬀort [58]. As an illustration, just as a reviewer is more
likely to accept a revised manuscript that incorporates his/her
initial comments, so are youth more likely to join hands with
their elders in operationalizing climate policy when they feel
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such instruments
recommendations.

reﬂect

their

initial

concern

or

4.2. Exclusionary. Even though there is no speciﬁc model of
an ideal participatory process, the success of such a procedure is measured by the means of reaching a speciﬁc
outcome [59]. There is a potential for young people to
enhance their capabilities when they engage in a social world
where they interact irrespective of age and contrasting
potentials. At the most basic level, young people display a
tendency to participate in domestic aﬀairs and for their
views to be heard, a tendency vital for ecological civic engagement. Meaningful interactions of adolescents with one
another or more experienced members of their locality
enhance their engagement with their communities and
trigger medium- to long-term outcomes for the individual
personal development and community sustaining eﬀort
[60]. But, as evident in most communities, the partitioning
of classrooms, dormitories, and recreational centers into age
groups has segregated youth into sub-groups, thereby exacerbating the relegation of young people into private spaces
and disengagement with their adults on key policy issues
[61]. This disconnection impedes their prospects of taking
on roles of greater competence in their localities, particularly
as they feel disempowered to assume greater responsibilities.
To some observers, this detachment is informed by the local
notion that the maturation of young people into adulthood
is organic and the attainment of total humanity only comes
with time [62]. Against the backdrop of this social (mis)
conception, born frees may literally and metaphorically be
branded as too inexperienced to contribute to key environmental debates. The breakdown in the youth-adult relationship has played a little role for the latter to assist the
former in attaining their objective of safeguarding the environment. The exclusion of this group from verbal dialogue
and formal participation impact on their decision-making
skills militates against their analytical thinking capabilities.
4.3. Tokenism. Young citizens in this environment experience series of limitations and are unable to inﬂuence debates
aﬀecting their environment or wellbeing. In line with the
psychological and biological concepts of developmentalism,
young people are still seen as not fully human (beings), but
instead as human becomings. To welcome them to the table
and have their voice heard is perceived as gifting, as young
people are evolving into citizenship instead of being citizens
themselves. Young people in this context are still perceived
as passive recipients of entitlements, naı̈ve and troublemakers, without much consideration to their capabilities as
equal partners [63]. They are seen as bearers of obligations
rather than entitlement, thus, incapable partners which have
ultimately served as a pretext for adults to keep their grips on
policymaking.
One essential trait of tokenistic participation is the decorative involvement of a few youths in an adult-dominated
engagement. In instances where the doors are opened for
young people to contribute, the born frees are often outnumbered by the sheer number of adults in the room which
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militates against their (cap)ability to be useful assets in policy
formulation. In most cases, they are invited to make a brief
appearance—for want of better words—and submit inputs or
petitions regarding any reservations they might have regarding
existing policies or draft legislation [64]. In other cases, for their
suggestions to be recognized or documented in a formal institutional register, such recommendations need to be coauthored by adults who ultimately dilute the original meanings
and linguistic expression of young people as contained in the
initial text. This form of tokenistic participation focuses on
merely appreciating the presence of adolescents who will be
bound to comply with the policy outcome [65]. Their unequal
representation might generate policies that favor a section of
the population to the detriment of others, as the ﬁnal document
will reﬂect the views and opinions of the more persuasive adults
who may outnumber the young ones by almost a two-to-one
ratio [66]. Such an approach does not give positions of inﬂuence to young people who remain at the periphery and are
deprived of assuming greater roles and responsibilities as a
means of enhancing their skills or having considerable say or
inﬂuence over a set agenda.
In sum, as young people are bound to inherit the increasing GGEs, their participation in ecological governance
or measures towards mitigating climate change cannot be
downplayed. To Pierce et al. [67], three motivations inform
the eagerness of youth to be involved in environmental
discourse: naturalness (emotionally tied to the environment), moral reason (desire to ensure posterity inherits a
better planet), and survival (ecology serving as the source of
livelihood for themselves and their families). Yet, since they
continue to face major hurdles in contributing to climate
interventions, it may perhaps be useful for them to use
courtrooms to remind policy actors of their inherent right to
inhabit a healthy environment. Litigation, which may be
rebranded as legal activism, is recommended as a corrective
approach for three reasons. First, South Africa is known to
have one of the most progressive constitutions in Africa
which entrenches the fundamental right of young people to
adequate nutrition and health which could be compromised
by “ecological degradation” as proscribed by Section 24 of
the Constitution. Second, the country’s judiciary, headed by
the Constitutional Court, has on numerous occasions
adopted an activist approach towards safeguarding the rights
of vulnerable groups against the excesses of state power.
Third, there is emerging international jurisprudence that
born frees could draw from in ﬁling an environmental
application. It is for this reason that the next section brieﬂy
peruses some of the contemporary climate cases alleging
degradation of the environment by young activists.

5. The Road Not yet Taken: Climate Activism
Activism could radically be conceptualized as grassroots
activities aimed at awareness creation on a speciﬁc political or socioeconomic issue. It is extroverted and seeks
to recreate and revive existing systems without inciting a
regime change. To organizational theorists, one could
group youth who engage in activism (activists) into two
camps: those directly aﬀected or concerned with the issue
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at hand (insiders) or those not directly aﬀected but
demonstrate solidarity to the cause of the aﬀected (outsiders). The latter may also be used to refer to youth who
are equally aﬀected by the adverse eﬀect of climate change
yet experience enormous hurdles in inﬂuencing or gaining
attention during policy discussions. In such an instance,
youth who have insuﬃcient access to institutionalized
mediums of policymaking may mobilize and engage in
collective action as a means of triggering reform to
existing social order or address a social practice that is
perceived as contributing to GGEs. It is important to
underscore that the use of a particular strategy by activists
or mobilization of aggrieved citizens—in this case,
youth—is often informed by their expected outcome [17].
It is for this reason that young people who appreciate the
signiﬁcant consequence of rising GGEs have forged different tools to challenge their adults to adopt proactive
steps in overcoming the (root and immediate) causes of
ecological variation. In this context, climate youth activists are primarily the harbingers of new openness, such
as actors who have taken steps to mitigate climate change
and with speciﬁc roles for youth or act in the interest of
the latter. This approach seeks to enhance the creativity of
youth, their perspective about the local and the global
context, and their ability to frame simple solutions to
address complex problems, critical consciousness on the
environmental crisis, and in the long run their autonomy.
It was for this reason that Rogoﬀ [68] observed that “an
individual participating in shared problem solving or in
communication is already involved in a process beyond
the individual level.” In addition to the many young
activists who use their classrooms, playgrounds, canteens,
and dormitories as platforms for climate awareness, there
has been a proliferation of young activists who resort to
diﬀerent forms of activisms, from novel approaches such
as social media (Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram), street
protests, and brochures dissemination to signing petitions. As an illustration, the African Youth Initiative on
Climate Change, Climate Action Network, Sustain US,
Sunrise Movement, and Zero Hour collectively aim to
mobilize, empower, and inspire a generation of youth to
take a positive stance on climate change. But, since this
form of activism is nascent and not all young people are
empowered to resort to radical tactics, some have
approached courtrooms as an avenue of holding public
and private actors to account.
Through legal activism, activists direct their eﬀorts either
towards more general environmental issues or speciﬁc eﬀects of
heat exposure. In terms of the former, even though South
Africa has not recorded a speciﬁc climate legal precedent over
the last two decades, a 1997 pollution jurisprudence might be
instructive. In the Cape/Gencor lawsuits (re So. Africa), ﬁve
South Africans approached the British High Court with an
application seeking reparation from Cape PLC for their asbestos-related disease as a result of the latter’s milling and
mining activities in their home country [69]. The plaintiﬀs
argued that as former employees and persons living near the
company’s operations, they were exposed to high volumes of
harmful dust without adequate protective gear. Eventually, the
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company settled with the plaintiﬀs by providing adequate
compensation for their injuries [70].
Yet, in terms of climate youth litigation, one could turn to
four international cases which are quite striking. In Juliana v.
United States, a group of 21 adolescents (between eight and
nineteen) approached the Supreme Court alleging a breach of
their right to health, property, liberty, and life owing to the
government’s unwillingness to adopt adequate measures to
safeguard their right to safe climate [71]. Despite calls by the
state requesting the court to dismiss the application on procedural grounds, the latter held that the plaintiﬀs will be
allowed to argue their case as they have a basic entitlement to an
ecological system capable of safeguarding and sustaining human existence.[13] Also, in STC 4360-2018, the Colombian
Supreme Court reached a historic verdict when it upheld the
claims of 25 youth and obliged the government to refrain from
deforestation and take proactive measures towards climate
ﬂuctuation [2]. In adopting similar reasoning, courts in Ashgar
Leghari v Pakistan [14] and Urgenda Foundation v The
Netherlands [72] held the states responsible for violating the
rights to life and dignity of current and future generations
owing to their inactions to ongoing ecological threats. The
courts jointly ordered the respective states to cut down on their
annual hazardous emissions to safeguard the health and life of
present and future generations. One striking aspect of these
global cases is that, unlike Cape/Gencor, youth in these cases
were not in pursuit of ﬁnancial reward for damages, rather
overarching climate action plan to be adopted and operationalized to forestall escalating levels of carbon dioxide and
related GGEs into the atmosphere.
By drawing from their contemporaries, South African
youth could ﬁle a similar claim alleging the government’s
inaction to climate change and their alienation from key decision processes in this respect. Their vast knowledge of GGEs
through secondary experience (social media, television, books,
and discussions on the radio) and coupled with their ﬁrst-hand
experience of water scarcity, drought, could be useful during
court hearings. In drafting remedies, young people must call on
the state to empower them (through climate education) and be
genuinely included in relevant debates. Also, climate information should be simpliﬁed, yet grounded on the ideological,
economic, and historical context of local communities to
enable youth to relate and to have a better understanding of the
issue at hand. Within this context, youth must seek considerable leverage in initiating (participatory planning, dialogue,
and action process) or leading (charting the direction of) an
environmental intervention. This may span from problem
solving, gathering and assessing information, interpreting the
results, leading formal processes, and forging recommendations, to communicating conclusions. In light of the constellations of ideas, interests, and power relations, resolutions
emerging from such youth-adult dialogues are often overarching and addressing diﬀerent needs.
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change, they need to be actively involved in relevant deliberations and interventions. This was followed by digging a
little deeper into the normative basis of youth participation
in climate decision(s). The paper discovered that while
various (inter)national instruments entrench their right to
be actively involved in cutting down on GGEs, they are often
disentangled from such a process which has led to inaction
or insuﬃcient policies towards mitigating the impact of
climate change. The paper then shifted its focus to examine
some of the contemporary challenges faced by South Africa’s
youth in light of the onslaught of ﬂuctuating climate.
Whereas the ramiﬁcations of climate change transcend (sub)
national boundaries, with the poor and aﬄuent facing
similar challenges, the former face the greatest threat as
many lack the resources to aﬀord food, water, and electricity
due to their scarcity and price hikes. Poor educational
performance, asthma, irritation, and school dropouts were
identiﬁed as some of the repercussions of climate change
which need urgent attention. By calling for the active involvement of born frees in climate decisions, the paper
highlights the tokenistic participation of (dis)enfranchised
young people and how it hinders their prospects in stimulating transformation or driving the agenda of climate
change. It, thus, called for youth to undertake legal activism
as a means of securing genuine participation, with a focus on
shared-decision-making and consultation, marked by
honesty and clarity in terms of the power of youth and their
potential to engage in light of their interest and capabilities.
The organizational structures and interpersonal engagement
of youth in this sphere eventually enhance their competencies, societal and (inter)personal skills. The paper argues
that youth are well positioned to play a key role in this
respect as they have suﬃcient time to engage in advocacy
(unlike their employed older adults) and require less training
on environmental advocacy as they have exposure to contemporary data. In sum, the paper argues that climate actions should be codesigned with youth as they have acquired
the necessary skills to genuinely participate in ecological
debates as they will inherit the dire ramiﬁcations of climate
change over the next decades.
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6. Final Thoughts
This paper has attempted to navigate the trouble of assessing
youth participation in the era of climate change. It began by
arguing that since the youth will face the brunt of ecological
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