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ABSTRACT 

Recent environmental disasters happening all around the world, particularly in 

Africa, have given rise to the need for ways to protect and preserve the 

environment. However, one of the ways to achieve this is via accurate 

dissemination of information regarding climate change to the citizens as 

information is crucial to action. This study examines the trends in the 

dissemination of information to the public regarding climate change and 

environmental preservation. Through a critical evaluation of the exchange and 

dissemination of information, via social media, between the government and the 

public on two official Twitter handles of environmental agencies in South Africa 

and Kenya, the paper examines the extent of awareness created by the agencies in 

respect of climate change and environmental issues. Approaching 

environmentalism from a communication point of view, the paper argues that much 

of the efforts/interventions towards addressing climate change will be more 

effective if the public are duly informed and involved. It intends to do this by 

establishing the current state of climate change knowledge/awareness in the 

selected countries, thereby contributing to knowledge on approaches to better 

environmental preservation/conservation. Thus, in order to ensure participation 

and achieve sustainable environmental governance in Africa, there is need for 

adequate and consistent education/awareness on the part of the citizenry. 

Keywords: Environmental Governance, awareness, public, Social Media, Africa. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Environmental governance can be 

described as the appropriate and 

judicious control or utilization of 

natural resources and the 

environment for development. 

The term is synonymous with 

interventions aimed at changes in 

environment-related incentives, 

knowledge, institutions, decision 

making, and behaviours. More 

specifically, “environmental 

governance” refers to the set of 

regulatory processes, 

mechanisms and organizational 

activities through which political 

actors and technocrats influence 

environmental actions and 

outcomes (Lemos and Agrawal, 

2006). In current literature, 

however, the vested interest in 

environmental governance has 

gone beyond “political actors” to 

accommodate other actors (both 

state and non-state) thereby 

broadening the scope of 

environmental governance. It has 

also ben argued that 

environmental governance is used 

to denote patterns of interaction 

that derive from the strategies of 

various actors (both state and non-

state) to govern or “steer” society 

towards achieving 

environmentally-related 

objectives (Adger and Jordan, 

2009). Be that as it may, 

environmental experts have 

identified the absence of 

coordination among government 

agencies as a major challenge 

confronting environmental 

governance in Africa. 

In the same vein, sovereignty, 

existing divergent values, 

different levels of development, 

corruption and insincerity of 

purpose have equally been 

identified among challenges 

militating against a healthy 

environment in Africa (Amollo, 

2011). In much of these efforts 

that have examined challenges 

and ways to navigate out of them, 

little is often said about the 

critical role of the media. In 

seeking to fill that gap this paper 

turns to the use of social media 

platforms as major tools in the 

dissemination of information 

aimed at making that public 

significant role players in the 

campaign for a sustainable 

environment. In other words, as 

part of the strategies needed to 

solve the existing challenges 

highlighted above, the effort is to 

conceptualize the use of social 

media in achieving environmental 

governance. 

Current research also shows that 

traditional mainstream mediums 

such as radio, television and 

newspapers have not enabled 

enough participation in programs 
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designed for environmental 

education especially in view of 

the opportunities made available 

by digital technologies. In other 

words, traditional media have not 

been sufficiently used to 

communicate environmental 

governance in Africa. 

Furthermore, they (traditional 

media) have also limited ordinary 

people’s participation in the 

communication process, as 

prominence is given to the 

opinions of elites in the media 

(journalists, politicians, civil 

organizations) over those of the 

less privileged. The quest for a 

broad-based participation 

therefore makes the use of social 

media a thing to consider. In 

doing so, an examination of the 

potentials of social media in 

communicating environmental 

governance might be a good 

starting point. 

 

Social Media as Game Changer 

Social media is regarded as a 

useful vehicle for the sharing and 

exchange of information and to 

stimulate change at the global, 

regional, national, and local levels 

(Kavada 2014, 2012). Again, in 

view of the proliferation of new 

technologies, especially the 

Internet, opportunities exist for 

citizen participation in message 

production and consumption 

(Castells, 2012). Thus, the advent 

of social media has enabled the 

democratization of citizen 

participation and the unrestricted 

flow/exchange of messages for 

action. As such, Information and 

Communication Technologies 

(ICTs) continues to play a crucial 

role pro-environmental and other 

social values to help shape 

consumer preference for greener 

or alternative lifestyles. In other 

words, social media on their own 

will not necessarily save the 

planet [however] “they might just 

encourage a more sustainable 

future” (Lie and Servaes 2015). In 

view of this, the objective is to 

explore the use of social media for 

environmental education in 

Kenya and South Africa. While 

these African states are diverse 

and can be differentiated using 

certain indices; these countries 

have been selected because they 

have made relative progress 

institutionalizing environmental 

governance in their countries 

respectively. 

This study will highlight factors 

that has enabled the positive 

institutionalization of 

environmental governance in the 

selected countries. It intends to do 

this by examining the 

communicative approach that are 

being used to achieve such feat 
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particularly when it comes to 

communicating with their 

audiences’ online. As such, the 

effort is to explore the kind of 

social media contents/messages 

that government agencies such as 

the Department of Environment 

in Kenya and South Africa uses to 

interact with their audiences’ 

online. This is to evaluate the 

nature and manner in which 

environmental messages are being 

disseminated to the online 

audience in the selected countries. 

Another of such objective is to 

establish if the government 

environmental departments in 

both countries are living up to 

their mandate and are discharging 

their environmental duties as 

expected. 

Going further, and apart from the 

efforts of the United Nations and 

other environmental stakeholders 

in utilizing social media as a tool/ 

instrument in disseminating 

environmental information to the 

audience, there is the need to 

explore ways in which social 

media can be utilized as a tool for 

mainstream environmental 

education. Therefore, and in the 

context of the selected case 

studies; the question is: Is social 

media being used as a medium of 

communicating environmental 

governance in the selected 

countries? What social media 

platforms are being used to 

communicate environmental 

governance? What are the 

contents of messages on the social 

media platforms and what kind of 

messages are being disseminated 

on the platforms? Ultimately, the 

aim is to assess the extent of 

participation and information 

being conveyed on these social 

media platforms and the 

reactions/feedback to such 

messages. Hence, a cursory look 

at the social media sites of the 

Department of Environment in 

Kenya and South Africa to 

explore and review the messages 

being disseminated and the 

reactions/feedbacks to the 

disseminated messages. 

 

Social Media and 

Environmental Education in 

Kenya and South Africa 

Current literatures reveal that 

social media has been an active 

instrument for the dissemination 

of environmental information in 

Africa particularly in the selected 

countries. This is evident in the 

report on the State of Internet 

Freedom in East Africa (2015). 

The report indicates that Internet 

access continues to rise, with 

penetration in Kenya standing at 

69% of the population, and mobile 

phone access rates standing at 
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(84%) in Kenya. Furthermore, the 

Nendo Report (2020) ranks on 

popularity basis the most 

common digital media platforms 

used to disseminate 

environmental information in 

Kenya and these include: 

YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 

WhatsApp, Twitter and LinkedIn 

among others. According to the 

report, the digital world in East 

Africa is growing relentlessly 

because of telecommuting and 

digitization of businesses and 

essential services is moving 

communication to the digital 

platforms; opening up of remote 

areas to Internet services. The 

same is true of South Africa as 

well as ICTs (social media) 

continues to permeate and has 

particularly been used as a tool for 

climate change communication. 

In a way, this indicates that social 

media is a pervasive educational 

tool in Africa. 

However, despite all these 

positive developments, climate 

change information is still largely 

inaccessible owing to the mode 

and language of dissemination in 

Kenya (Muchunku & Ageyo, 

2022). In South Africa, the 

challenge is that the South 

African media has not done much 

to improve the public’s 

understanding of climate change 

because citizens are unable to 

associate climate reporting with 

their day-to-day lives.  As a 

result, citizens do not 

understand and are unable to 

relate to the essence of climate 

change as well as the mitigation 

and adaptation policies regarding 

climate change. The reason, 

according to Sithole (2023) is that 

South Africa’s media houses rely 

too heavily on the use scientific 

languages and vocabularies that 

do not appeal to the interests of 

the greater number of citizens in 

their coverage of climate change 

messages. 

As such, the goal is “to shift 

climate change from a problem 

that seems ‘out there’ and 

‘abstract’ by telling “stories that 

show local impacts on people’s 

lives” (Ledwell, 2017:1). One 

way to achieve this is to ensure 

that climate change messages are 

framed in ways that evoke 

emotion and interest and 

demonstrate usefulness especially 

by: simplifying and 

contextualizing climate 

information; using forms and 

media that are largely accessible 

to the audiences; and repackaging 

scientific information into local 

languages and non-scientific 

narratives that resonate with daily 

experiences of local communities 
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(Media & SEI, 2020). This, in a 

way, suggests that there is the 

need to inject more of local and 

indigenous languages in 

communicating environmental 

information in Africa. This 

thought re-echoes in the thoughts 

of (Muchunku & Ageyo, 2022) 

who recommends that climate 

change messages should be 

repackaged and disseminated 

globally in newer accessible and 

locally relevant languages and 

formats in Africa. 

 

THEORETICAL 

CONSIDERATIONS 

This study is grounded in new 

media theory. This theory focuses 

on the utilization of popular new 

media to increase dissemination 

and access to information - in this 

case, environmental/climate 

change messages. Broadly 

speaking, it conceptualizes the 

implications of digital 

technologies: from the novel 

socio-political configurations 

fostered by computer-mediated 

communication, to the aesthetic 

and cultural significance of digital 

culture (Giraud,2018). This new 

media includes the Internet, and 

other social digital platforms. 

The new media theory earlier 

forecasted by Marshall McLuhan 

(1964) predicted that 

communication would become 

fluid and dynamic as a greater 

force to change the trajectory of 

communication globally would 

emerge –which came in the form 

of the Internet and other 

associated digital communication 

technologies. Thus, this new 

media has been succinctly 

described as communication 

technologies that enable as well as 

facilitate user-to-user interactivity 

and interactivity between user and 

information (Rice, 1984). 

Focusing on the later kind of 

interactivity (user and 

information); has the new media 

enabled interactivity with climate 

change messages in the selected 

countries? 

Furthermore, building on the new 

media theory in relation to climate 

change communication; O’Neill 

& Boykoff, (2021) highlighted 

three cardinal roles of the new 

media and its implications for 

climate change engagement 

which includes: Information, 

Interactivity, and Inclusivity. As 

such, the new media theory 

recommends that apart from its 

primary role which is to 

disseminate climate messages and 

information; the new media must 

be interactive as well as and be 

inclusive while at it. The next 

question then is: Are the social 
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media platforms (in the countries 

under study) informative, 

interactive, and inclusive in 

communicating climate change? 

Again, what are the social media 

sites being used to communicate 

environmental governance in the 

selected countries (South Africa 

and Kenya)? 

Focusing on two social media 

platforms (Facebook and 

Twitter), the effort is to know 

which of these social media sites 

is being used to disseminate 

environmental messages and how 

much of environmental messages 

is being disseminated via both 

platforms in the selected 

countries. These two social media 

platforms were selected because 

they are popular and rank high 

among the most commonly used 

social media sites for sharing and 

disseminating information (Irwin 

et al.,2012; Merchant, 2012; 

Kimmons, 2014). The attempt is to 

measure the level of citizens’ 

participation and interaction to the 

environmental messages they 

receive on these social media 

platforms. 

It is fast becoming common 

knowledge that social media now 

form part of the tools used by 

government and other corporate 

entities in sharing and 

disseminating information. A 

cursory look at the selected social 

media platforms (Facebook and 

Twitter) will be done to indicate 

which social media platform is 

frequently being used. The study 

also intends to measure the extent 

of feedback/interaction, 

participation, and responses to the 

messages being received via these 

platforms. As stated, “the 

complexity, immediacy, and 

ubiquity of environmental 

problems and crises demand novel 

and unusual human responses. 

Understanding such responses 

better and using them well is 

necessary if tomorrow’s 

population are to inherit 

sustainable planet”. (Agrawal and 

Lemos, 2007:5). In other words, 

environmental education is 

sacrosanct towards sustainable 

environmental governance. 

METHODS 

The exploratory nature of both the 

study and the means to achieve the 

objective of the study already 

suggests the kind of method to be 

used- which is the qualitative kind 

of method. Thus, a qualitative 

review/content analysis of the 

content/messages on the official 

pages of the department of 

environment in both countries 

was done. It is assumed that the 

Ministries/Departments of 
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Environment (as the case maybe) 

in the countries of focus are 

expected to disseminate 

environmental messages to the 

citizenry (which forms part of 

their obligations). Thus, the 

Department of Fisheries, 

Forestry, and the Environment 

(DFFE) in South Africa, as well 

as the Ministry of Environment 

and Forestry in Kenya would serve 

as the cases in study. 

The Department of Fisheries, 

Forestry, and the Environment 

signed up on the Twitter Platform 

in June 2015, their first tweet/ 

engagement on the platform 

began on the 02nd of November, 

2021. However, the content 

analysis will begin from the (1st 

of January, 2022 to 31st March, 

2022). In Kenya however, the 

Ministry of Environment and 

Forestry in Kenya registered on 

the Twitter Platform in July, 

2015, while their first public 

tweet/engagement on the 

platform began on the (25th 

October, 2021). Hence, the 

content review will begin from 

the (1st of January, 2022 to 31st 

March, 2022). 

Thus, the content reviews and in 

both countries (South Africa and 

Kenya), will begin from 

(November, 2021- March, 2022). 

A quick glance through the 

contents of the social media pages 

of the Department of 

Environment in Kenya and South 

Africa indicates the absence of 

environmental 

messages/information to the 

citizens on how to conserve the 

environment against the impacts 

of climate change and other 

environmental hazards. Rather, 

much of the contents of the social 

media pages were used to discuss 

and highlight the administrative 

activities of the department and 

ministries in both countries as it 

showed no messages relating to 

environmental education/climate 

change education. 

Focusing on two social media 

platforms (Facebook and Twitter) 

in both countries, the researcher 

was unable to find any official 

Facebook handle belonging to the 

Department of Environment in 

Kenya and South Africa 

respectively. Thus, there was no 

sign/presence of communication 

on Facebook in both South Africa 

and Kenya. For Twitter however, 

there was presence of 

communication on the Twitter 

handles of the Ministries of 

Environment in both countries. 

This suggests that government 

and government agencies are 

comfortable and find the Twitter 

social platform a suitable place to 
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interact/engage with the citizens. 

Hence, focus will be on the 

Twitter handles of the 

Department of Environment in 

South Africa and Kenya. 

Going further and in view of the 

advancements in technology and 

the provision of a digital feature 

called analytics used in social 

media platforms like Facebook 

and Twitter to (primarily meant to 

measure and do an aggregate on 

the contents and feedback and 

interaction of the 

tweets/information on social 

media platforms);  the  most 

convenient approach would have 

been to review the content of the 

analytics (if it was accessible), 

make inferences and draw 

conclusions. However, in view of 

the fact that this is a research work 

coupled with the fact that there are 

people who have been hired to 

handle and manage these 

platforms; it will be unethical and 

would constitute a breach of 

privacy to request for the 

platform’s analytics to conduct 

this research. Thus, in the absence 

of such, the author’s effort was to 

critically review the contents on 

the social media platforms 

(Twitter) as well as to check the 

engagement of the public to those 

messages. 

The table below constitutes the 

discussion and analysis of data 

gathered through the review of the 

contents on the official Twitter 

platform of the Department of 

Environment in Kenya and South 

Africa respectively. As earlier 

stated, the official Twitter 

platform of the Ministries of 

Environment in South Africa and 

Kenya showed sign/presence of 

engagement as the Facebook 

platforms of the Department of 

Environment in both countries is 

non-existent. Hence, only the 

Twitter handles of the 

Department of Environment in 

South and Kenya was used to 

carry out the content analysis. 

The Twitter handle for the 

Ministry of Environment and 

Forestry in Kenya is represented 

as: @Environment_Ke; while the 

Twitter handle for the Department 

of Forestry, Fisheries, and the 

Environment in South Africa is 

represented as: @environmentza. 
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DISCUSSION 

The above are the analysis of the 

contents of the messages on the 

Twitter platforms of the 

Ministries of Environment in 

both countries (South Africa and 

Kenya). The table further reveals 

the rate at which people 

interacted with the messages 

disseminated on the Twitter 

platforms. A number of issues 

emerged from the reviews. 

The language used on the official 

Twitter platforms of the Ministry 

of Environment in South Africa 

and Kenya is the English 

language. As is expected on such 

official accounts, the language 

was formal and succinct. 

However, the tone and expression 

of the language used on the 

Twitter platform of the Ministry 

of Environment and Forestry in 

Kenya was more explicit and 

engaging compared to the 

language used on the Twitter 

handle of the Department of 

Fisheries, Forestry, and the 

Environment in South Africa. 

That, in a way might be 

responsible for the increased 

level of citizen engagement / 

interaction on the Twitter handle 

of the Ministry of Environment 

and Forestry in Kenya. This, in a 

way, highlights the importance of 

language in disseminating 

environmental messages. 

Drawing on the recommendations 

of the new media theory which 

places emphasis on inclusivity 

and interaction - were the 

languages used (in the social 

media platforms of both 

countries) inclusive and 

interactive? It is important to state 

that in order to stimulate climate 

change action, proper use of 

language in communicating 

climate change is important. 

Furthermore, and from the 

analysis of the contents of the two 

Twitter handles, there was little 

or no evidence of messages 

informing or educating citizens 

on how to conserve their 

environment and mitigate against 

the effects of climate change. 
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Thus, the bulk of the messages 

seen on both Twitter platforms 

were only to highlight the 

administrative activities / 

engagements of the Ministry of 

Environment in both South 

Africa and Kenya. There were 

few occasions when the twitter 

handles of the Ministry of 

Environment and Forestry in 

Kenya tried to briefly educate the 

citizens especially in 

commemoration of some 

environmentally significant days. 

These days are insignificant 

compared to the constant 

reportage of the administrative 

activities of both Departments. 

While these observations are not 

intended to water-down the 

efforts of the Ministries in both 

countries in showcasing and 

bringing the citizens up to-date 

with the activities of the 

Ministries, there is need to do 

more in terms of using those 

social media handles to educate, 

teach, and create awareness to the 

people on how to conserve their 

environment against the impact 

of climate change. 

Another significant finding is the 

evidence of citizen interaction to 

the messages on the official 

Twitter handles of the Ministries 

of Environment in Kenya and 

South Africa. This was in the 

form of likes, shares, and 

comments. It is evident that there 

is an online audience. However, 

the number of citizen interaction 

to the messages differs in both 

countries, there was evidence of 

citizen interaction to the 

messages on the official Twitter 

handles of the Department of 

Environment in both countries. 

As indicated in the table above, 

the number of citizens who 

interacted to the messages from 

the Department of Environment 

in South Africa is low compared 

to that of Kenya. The question to 

then ask is: What is responsible 

for the higher level of citizen’s 

interaction/engagement to the 

messages disseminated on the 

twitter handle of the Department 

of Environment in Kenya? This, 

in a way constitutes a topic for 

further research- to explore the 

approaches the Ministry of 

Environment in Kenya is using to 

keep/engage the interests of their 

citizens to the messages. 

Going further, and from the 

analysis in the table above, the 

bulk of messages from the official 

Twitter handles of the 

Department of Environment in 

both countries were purely 

administrative and official 

messages. There was no evidence 

of messages to educate the 
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masses on environmental 

conservation, adaptation skills 

and strategies to mitigate against 

climate change and other 

environmental issues. This is 

clearly a gap that needs to be 

filled. This, therefore raises the 

need for increased environmental 

education/awareness, and 

training in both countries. While 

it is understandable that the 

primary task of any official social 

media platform of any 

government ministry is to 

highlight the efforts and activities 

of that same Ministry to the public 

it swore to serve; it also would not 

be out of place for the Ministries 

of Environment to educate the 

public on ways to safeguard and 

conserve their environment 

against the impacts of climate 

change- which in fact is their 

primary duty and mandate. From 

the reviews of the official Twitter 

pages in both countries, there was 

clearly no clearly no effort at 

educating the citizens through the 

social media platforms. This 

clearly defeats the purpose of 

utilizing such social media 

platforms. 

However, considering the power 

that social media wields in mass 

education; there is really no better 

media platform capable of 

reaching the public faster than 

social media especially in this 

digital age. Thus, it suffices to say 

that, the Ministries of 

Environment in both countries 

(South Africa & Kenya) have 

under-utilized the capabilities of 

their social media platforms in 

educating the masses on 

environmental 

governance/climate change.  

Upon further investigation, it was 

discovered that the Department of 

Fisheries, Forestry, and 

Environment in South Africa 

(DFFE) has been able to achieve 

this by publishing a quarterly 

environmental newsletter that 

gives a more robust and 

comprehensive details of the 

Department’s activities to the 

public. The newsletter also 

contains other relevant and useful 

information to the public on the 

environment. The name of the 

newsletter is ‘Environmental 

Quarterly’ and its recent release 

was for February to March, 2022. 

CONCLUSION 

There is no doubt that despite the 

various forms of interventions and 

investments from the United 

Nations and other stakeholders 

towards achieving sustainable 

environmental governance, 

environmental governance 

remains a challenge in Africa. 

This, according to the findings 
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from this study is as a result of the 

manner and ways in which 

climate change messages are 

created and disseminated on 

social media platforms. 

Channeling and tailoring climate 

change messages in appropriate 

and understandable languages 

(particularly on digital platforms) 

is key in educating the public. 

This is taking into account the 

heterogeneity of the public and 

their different learning patterns. It 

cannot be over-emphasized that 

social media play an important 

role in mass education. As such, 

environmental education via 

appropriate social media 

platforms need to be done using 

the appropriate language. A 

bottom-top approach is useful in 

making available climate change 

and environmental governance 

messages to the public in order 

for them to participate and be 

involved in environmental 

governance crusades. 
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