A team of eight staff and students from the Department of Environmental Science at Rhodes University will be jetting off to Durban in a few weeks to attend the 17th Conference of the Parties (COP17) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Since the UNFCCC began in 1995, the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC have been meeting annually to assess progress in dealing with climate change. 
Senior lecturer in the department, Dr Sheona Shackleton said she believes this will be a great opportunity for the group to learn from and experience all that is on offer at such an internationally renowned event. Dr Shackleton, who attended COP 15 in Copenhagen two years ago, described the experience as phenomenal, saying: “Although the negotiations didn’t go too well it was amazing being there. It’s a very level playing field. In the lift you stand next to foreign ambassadors. Everyone is there in the same capacity and they are all people who feel that climate change is real and that something needs to be done about it.” 
MSc student Keitometsi Abu-Basutu said she is looking forward to the growth opportunity presented by the trip. “I hope the views of the general public will be aired and that solid and concrete conclusions will be reached,” she said, adding that there should be follow-ups conducted after the conference. Nick Hamer of the Jongaphambili Sinethemba Project, who assisted with the organisation of the trip, said it would be wonderful to be there “when the negotiators break through the impasse and see world leaders taking climate change seriously.”
In deciding to organise the trip, Dr Shackleton said she felt it would be a useful learning experience and eye-opener for the students, especially seeing as it is being hosted in Durban. “COP 17 provides the opportunity for South Africa to showcase what we have to offer; it would be nice if there are lots of South Africans there supporting it. It’s also a once off opportunity and it will probably be difficult to get to something like this again,” she said. Mr Monde Ntshudu, who is involved with helping to facilitate the department’s community engagement work, will be among those attending the event. “I am very excited about this and hope that from my presence there I will be able to learn about adaptation strategies from other countries and share these with the communities I am working with,” Mr Ntshudu said. “Monde helps facilitate the social learning aspect of our four year climate change project by encouraging a two-way knowledge and learning exchange process between the community and researchers. I think it’s only fitting that he gets to experience what a lot of our work is about at the highest level,” Dr Shackleton said.
Five members of the group will sit in on the negotiations, due to space constraints, but all eight will participate in the various side events and educational activities concerning climate change. Events that the group have signed up for are Forest Day, Agricultural Day, tours of climate change projects around Durban and the SANBI led biodiversity events. According to Dr Shackleton, side events present the opportunity for NGOs, international organisations and university researchers to share their passion and work in the area of climate change. “People take this as an opportunity to showcase their work. You can pick up CDs, films, policy briefs and brochures. I’m still using some of the DVDs I picked up at COP 15 in my teaching,” Dr Shackleton said. 
Rhodes staff and students will co-host a side event entitled “  Gender, Justice, and Social Learning: Exploring Theory and Practice in Adaptation” as part of a World University Network Project, led by Penn State University in collaboration with Monash University, University of Cape Town, Rhodes University and the University of Western Australia under the banner “Limits to Adaptation”. Students will share their research through posters at this side event. Dr Shackleton is also delivering a keynote address during the Dry Forests Symposium on 1 December, which will set the scene for a research agenda on dry forests in Africa. “My talk, which points to the significance of dry forests for livelihoods and human well being in Africa, will provide the context and direction for a round table discussion on vulnerability and adaptation in dry forests under a changing climate,” she said. 
Remaining optimistic about Rhodes University’s contribution to creating awareness about climate change, Dr Shackleton said students are currently involved in a Canadian $600 000 project. The project entitled “Vulnerability, Coping and Adaptation within the Context of Climate Change and HIV/AIDS in South Africa: Investigating Strategies to Build Resilience” involves five master’s students, one PhD student, one post-doc and has had various honours students attached to it. “Students have not only been undertaking their research, but also liaising closely with the communities, incorporating a strong community engagement aspect into their work,” Dr Shackleton said. Other climate change related projects in the Department include research into climate change adaptation of coastal communities in Zanzibar and the development of a carbon standard for landscape restoration projects in South Africa.
Dr Shackleton wishes to thank Dr Peter Clayton of the Research Office for his assistance in helping to fund some of the costs of the trip.
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