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Greta Thunberg and her call to arms 

It would be difficult not to have noticed the passionate Swedish teenager, 

Greta Thunberg, whose UN reprimand this week reverberated around the 

world: "You have stolen my dreams and my childhood with your empty 

words, and yet I'm one of the lucky ones. People are suffering. People are 

dying. Entire ecosystems are collapsing." While a small group of right-

wing commentators are dismissive of the young activist, Greta's unequivocal 

condemnation of the world's slow response to climate change is timeous, 

even for municipalities. While local government in South Africa often struggles 

to perform its basic service delivery mandate, consciousness of the 

environment needs to become a cross-cutting priority. This Personality 

considers both Greta and what she would expect of the sphere.  

 

Make the world Greta again 

It is difficult to believe that a single teenager, who skipped school for three weeks last year to protest against 

climate change could galvanise support from 4 million people across 161 countries with the increasingly vocal 

demand to accelerate climate change (www.businessinsider.com). 

Straight-talking, fiercely determined Thunberg has been diagnosed with Asperger's syndrome, making her 

message to implement climate change measures based on scientific data crystal clear and unapologetic, with the 

Nobel Peace Prize nominee glowering disapproval at mocking, climate sceptic, Donald Trump at the UN 

(www.iol.co.za). 

As impressive as Thunberg is, it is her message and its urgency that matters the most, bringing to mind the 

(somewhat dated) adage "cometh the time, cometh the man (sic)". Thunberg would most likely endorse this 

view, quoted as saying "I’m deeply grateful for being one of the recipients of this great honour [the prestigious 

Swedish Rights Livelihood award]. But of course, it is not me who is the winner. I am part of a global movement 

of school children, youth and adults of all ages who have decided to act in defence of our living 

planet" (www.theguardian.com).  
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Local government is in many ways on the front line of climate change; required to manage all-too-common 

catastrophic events like drought, floods and fires. But taking Thunberg's call for urgent action to heart, there are 

a number of proactive measures that should be implemented across the board to reduce the carbon footprint of 

municipal operations, and functionality of municipalities, including: 

 Planning with clear consideration of environmental ramifications; for instance, housing settlements that do 

not link to public transport networks should not be favoured if this promotes the use of cars. 

 Housing needs to, wherever, possible use environmental fittings, such as solar-powered geysers 

and insulating materials, low-flow taps, and energy-efficient electrical fittings. Low carbon footprint 

materials should be encouraged wherever possible, with considerable innovation in the sector to be tapped 

(see for instance the use of polystyrene for housing, www.brandsouthafrica.com). 

 Repairs and maintenance spending, especially on water infrastructure needs to be prioritised to 

reduce the waste of valuable resources through leaks (www.engineeringnews.co.za). 

 Demand management of water and electricity present the other side of the resource preservation coin. 

Transparent billing for consumption is important in increasing awareness of the use of resources. 

Consumers should also be encouraged to generate clean energy (where feasible), reducing reliance on 

South Africa's coal-hungry electricity grid. This, as we have noted, requires a long-term strategy from 

finance departments to consider ways in which to find alternative revenue sources in lieu of electricity 

surcharges. Renewable energy projects like the use of wind and solar farms (already evident in the Eastern 

and Northern Cape, respectively, www.businessinsider.co.za) are also necessary responses.  

 Transport is crucially important. Efficient public transport, especially where green hydrogen-fuelled buses 

are used (see plans to use these, www.polity.org.za), can represent major leverage in reducing greenhouse 

emissions. 

 Recycling needs to be a major focus of waste management, with many municipalities already working in 

this area, with opportunities to integrate the livelihoods of waste pickers into this important green activity 

(www.businesslive.co.za). 

 Community projects that promote food security need to be pursued wherever possible, raising community 

awareness and contributing to better livelihoods, with opportunities to work with civil societies and 

institutions such as churches and creches. 

 Air quality management is an important but often neglected responsibility of local government that should 

not be overlooked. 

With these and other cross-cutting measures, municipalities can also contribute to making the world "greta" 

again! 
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