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Preface

There is little doubt that climate change will lead to unprecedented changes in the
natural environment, which will in turn affect the way we live, with potentially 
dramatic consequences on our health, energy sources and food production
systems.

There is also increasing recognition that these impacts are being felt
disproportionately by poor people who already live under precarious conditions.
Climate change, with its many facets, further exacerbates existing inequalities
faced by these vulnerable groups. It threatens to undermine the realization of 
fundamental rights for many people and to reverse progress made towards the
achievement of the internationally agreed development goals, including the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). It is a global justice concern that those
who suffer most from climate change have done the least to cause it.

The concept of climate justice acknowledges that because the world’s richest
countries have contributed most to the problem, they have a greater obligation
to take action and to do so more quickly. However, many fear that whatever
international agreement is reached between governments, it will compound the
already unjust burden on the poor and vulnerable. A rapidly growing number of 
social movements and civil society organizations across the world are mobilizing
around this climate justice agenda. Citizens from both the South and the North
are drawn to this concept, in part, because many are already experiencing the
impacts of climate change and they worry about the fate of their families, homes
and livelihoods.

It is the role of NGLS to ensure that these voices and perspectives are brought to
the table. These voices can help lead to more innovative forms of collaboration to
address daunting global challenges. Our experience suggests that the solutions
to the problems that we face as a planet will only succeed if they have both broad
input and broad ownership from all stakeholders. 

Climate Justice for a Changing Planet: A Primer for Policy Makers and NGOs
examines how to move towards a climate justice agenda and to ensure that equity 
is at the core of any solution to climate change. It compiles the latest research and
analysis made by several international organizations and by the aforementioned
civil society movement, highlighting in particular the need for climate change to
be addressed simultaneously with the furthering of the international development
agenda, achieving poverty reduction goals and respecting international human
rights norms. It clearly demonstrates that climate justice is not only an ethical
imperative, but also an economic and social one.

Elisa Peter
Acting Coordinator

United Nations Non-Governmental Liaison Service (NGLS)
November 2009
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“Adaptation is becoming a euphemism for social injustice on a 
global scale. While the citizens of the rich world are protected from 
harm, the poor, the vulnerable and the hungry are exposed to the 
harsh reality of climate change in their everyday lives. Put bluntly, 
the world’s poor are being harmed through a problem that is not of 
their making. The footprint of the Malawian farmer or the Haitian 
slum dweller barely registers in the Earth’s atmosphere.” 

— Archbishop Desmond Tutu
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Introduction

Equity and Justice

will affect everyone, regardless of geographical location or socioeconomic status.
It may determine the way we produce food, our access to water, our health, where
we live, and the diversity of plant and animal species. No other current concern
can claim the scale of climate change – and the scope of the potential catastrophe
if the world fails to act in time.

environment, it has emerged through the economic and political systems that
govern the world today. These same systems are now charged with sorting out
the threats from climate change. However, actions to date have fallen short, while
global temperatures climb and the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that cause
climate change continue to grow.

As a phenomenon that affects the whole world, climate change clearly warrants
a comprehensive global response. While this has been the intent of international
negotiations held on the subject, starting with the 1992 UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and continuing through the annual meetings of 
the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the convention, there has been an ongoing
tendency to focus on some issues and interests, but not others.

One of the most fundamental gaps involves the equity dimensions of climate
change. Climate change at its heart reveals the still stark divides in resources,
development paths and emissions contributions between rich and poor nations,
and rich and poor people within those nations. Almost all aspects of climate
change can be traced along these lines: who has caused it, who can cope with

consequences.

Because of its magnitude, climate change shines a strong light on longstanding
inadequacies in the way the world operates, politically and economically. The
UNFCCC noted the inequities that have resulted and committed nations to
reducing them. But since then, many disparities have deepened or gone unresolved.
Contested international negotiations have produced partial solutions, not all of 
which have been fully implemented. Still missing is the crucial acknowledgement
that no solution will work without equity at its core. A path of development and
low emissions is possible for everyone – if extreme imbalances in development
are evened out.
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Equity is foremost a matter of justice and human rights, recognizing that 

their development are now called upon to ensure that other groups have equal 
opportunities to develop, within a framework of mutual efforts to slow the pace 
of climate change. The fact that some of the people with the lowest levels of 
emissions and development will suffer some of the most severe consequences of 

as a whole, rather than delaying them until the consequences are more severe, 

Given the history of climate change negotiations to date, a position of equity is 
also pragmatic, because it will be the only way to strike a meaningful political 
consensus that will be viewed as fair and result in sustained action by most 
countries. 

In recent years, the notion of “climate justice” has emerged as a way of 
encapsulating the equity aspects of climate change. Climate justice builds 
on a platform of equitable development, human rights and political voice. It 
is an agenda that seeks to redress global warming by reducing disparities in 
development and power that drive climate change and continued injustice. This 
implies transformative changes and the need to look beyond national boundaries 
to what is good for the world as a whole.

Climate Justice for a Changing Planet: A Primer for Policy Makers and NGOs 
considers how to move towards a climate justice agenda. It is designed for people 
engaged in climate change policy-making, whether through governments or 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as well as others interested in better 
understanding the current discourse. Chapter 1 explores international discussions 
on climate change through an equity lens, and takes a critical look at attempts to 
mitigate emissions. Chapter 2 examines four major gaps in equity – development 

central topics for climate justice policy advocacy. Chapter 3 introduces possible 
policy directions.

The booklet is premised on the notion that political will strong enough to forge 
a meaningful international consensus on tackling climate change can emerge 
– and transform both the content of decisions and how they are made. By 

human rights to sustainable development, security and the shared resources of a 
common planet. The alternative: a patchwork response and worsening inequities 
in a steadily warming world.



11

Chapter 1

We’ve Come a Short Way

Climate change began in the rapid development spurred by the Industrial
Revolution in the 19th century, although its effects are being felt today. In just
under 20 years, the international community has formally recognized that
climate change is taking place. It has agreed that greenhouse gas emissions must
be mitigated and adaptation strategies put in place to shelter people from climate
threats. Commitments to share technology and resources have been made.

But emissions continue to grow on an unsustainable scale. Most countries
remain unequipped to cope with the rising incidence of extreme weather events
and environmental shifts that directly impact development. Why has so little
progress occurred?

One or two degrees Celsius (C) in the coming 40 years. It doesn’t sound like

predictions – would be much more than the 0.74 degree C rise in average global
temperatures that has occurred over the last 100 years.2 Two degrees represents
a 14 percent increase in the global average. The average was around 14 degrees

the 21st century.3

In nature, greenhouse gases make up only about 1 percent of the earth’s atmosphere, 
where they act like the glass roof of a greenhouse and trap heat. Adding more of 
them means trapping more heat, so global temperatures rise. Since the Industrial
Revolution, the natural levels of greenhouse gases have been supplemented by 
emissions of carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels such as coal, oil and
natural gas, by methane and nitrous oxide from farming and deforestation and by 
several long-lived gases from industrial production. Preindustrial levels of carbon 
dioxide, the most prevalent greenhouse gas, were at 278 parts per million (ppm), a

4

Once greenhouse gases are aloft, they remain in the atmosphere for a very long time, 
during which there is cumulative damage through higher temperatures. This means
that once the process begins, some impacts become inevitable. Immediate action, 
such as steep cuts in emissions, will not have an immediate effect, but could mean
that temperature increases eventually will not be so severe. Climate change has to be
understood as a process that began in the past, is gathering steam today and could
have irreversible implications for generations into the future. 
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The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), the leading 

change, says that emissions must peak 
by 2015 – or the world will not avoid 
the worst impacts of climate change.5 

It calculates that maintaining average 
global temperatures between 2 degrees 
C and 2.4 degrees over preindustrial 
levels will require global emissions cuts 
between 50 percent and 85 percent over 
2000 levels by 2050.6  

The Stern Review on the Economics 
of Climate Change, a ground-breaking 
study produced for the British 
Government in 2006, made predictions 
based on the world continuing on a 
path of “business as usual,” meaning 
emissions remain high in today’s 
industrialized countries and accelerate 
in fast-growing developing countries. It 
estimated that temperatures would rise 
by at least 2 to 3 degrees C within the 
next 50 years, with a 50 percent chance 
of warming by more than 5 degrees C 

7 By 
comparison, the last 5 degree shift in 
global temperatures occurred between 
the Ice Age – and now.8

The environmental impacts of climate 
change with a 0.74 degree C increase 
are already obvious. More and more 
extreme weather events are striking 

around the world. Sea levels have risen by 10 to 20 centimetres. Rain patterns are 
shifting and glaciers are melting.9
 
Since all human beings are dependent on the earth’s resources, these impacts extract 
a direct economic and development cost in lives, livelihoods, health, food security 
and so on. The Stern Review estimated that the costs of extreme weather alone could 
reach 0.5 to 1 percent of world gross domestic product (GDP) per year by the middle 
of the century10 (see Box 1 for a regional example). 

The review also predicted that if greenhouse gas emissions continue unchecked, 
climate change will reduce global per capita consumption between 5 percent and 
20 percent. Calculations at the higher end of the range factor in impacts on the 
environment and health, and the disproportionate share of the climate change 
burden on poor regions of the world. By contrast, stabilizing emissions to maintain 
a temperature increase around 2 degrees C would require around 1 percent of GDP 
annually until 2050.11 

In other words, the cost of emissions reductions is far less than the cost of doing 
nothing.
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A brief history of negotiations, as the climate changes

Steps to negotiate international consensus on addressing climate change began
in 1992, when governments attending the UN Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED) signed three landmark conventions: the UNFCCC, the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and the UN Convention to Combat

The UNFCCC established a broad set of commitments for elaboration over
time and created the COP as a governance mechanism to annually review 
implementation. The convention states that the threats of climate change should
be reduced through the control of greenhouse gases, on the basis of equity 
and common but differentiated responsibilities and capabilities. The greatest

referred to collectively as the Annex 1 countries, since they have historically 
been the source of most greenhouse gas emissions. The convention also calls
on developing countries to limit emissions, but in accordance with the right to
sustainable development, and with the recognition that having the resources
to take climate change measures depends on achieving some level of economic
development. A precautionary principle stipulates that States Parties should
pursue measures to anticipate and prevent damages from climate change, even if 
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The Kyoto Protocol was negotiated under the UNFCCC as a legally binding
international agreement to reduce emissions, entering into force in 2005 with
emissions reduction targets for 37 industrialized and transition countries, and
the European Community. They are known as the Annex B countries,13 and meet 
at the same times as the COP.14 For the period from 2008 to 2012, their targets
for emissions cuts are an average of 5 percent below 1990 levels.

The protocol highlights three market-based options for reducing emissions:
emissions trading, the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) and joint
implementation (JI).

Emissions trading – sometimes called carbon trading – allows countries that
have emissions under their targets to sell this excess capacity to those that are
over their targets. The International Transaction Log (ITL), administered under

The CDM permits a country with emission reduction targets to implement an
emission-reduction project in a developing country and earn “offset” credits that
can be applied to the Kyoto targets – the idea being that lower emissions in the
developing country will balance higher emissions in the industrialized country.

Joint implementation is the same arrangement, but entails countries with targets
investing in reductions in other industrialized countries, namely, countries with
economies in transition. 

How are industrialized countries faring on reductions so far? Overall, among
those that signed the UNFCCC, there has been a decline of 4.7 percent from

decrease on the part of countries with economies in transition due to economic
decline. Emissions in other industrialized countries have actually climbed by 9.9
percent.15 The United States, historically the largest global emitter, did not sign
the Kyoto Protocol. Canada, which is a signatory, is emitting at 25 percent above
1990 levels, even though its target is 6 percent below.16

Global emissions, accounting for both developed and developing countries, are
now growing at 3.5 percent a year, compared to 0.9 percent in the 1990s.17 The UN
Development Programme’s 2007/2008 Human Development Report estimatedt
that if all the world’s people were to generate greenhouse gases at the same rate
as some industrial countries, nine planets would be required to maintain an

carbon budget – a set amount of acceptable emissions worldwide – for the entire
21st century will be used up by 2032 – assuming that the objective is to avoid
dangerous climate change scenarios.18
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Rich world, poor world

byproduct of a development model based on rapid industrialization, production
and consumption. Through new modes of development and the widespread
adoption of low-carbon technology, this link could be broken, but that has yet to
take place. As a result, emission rates today offer a clear picture of how inequitable
development has been – and continues to be. In Sri Lanka, which ranks at 102
out of 179 countries on the UNDP Human Development Index (HDI),21 annual 
per capita carbon dioxide emissions from energy consumption are 0.6 metric

19 metric tons.22 The carbon footprint of the average person in Burundi, one of 
the poorest countries in the world, is about the same, annually, as a television left
on standby mode.23

Since 1950, Annex 1 countries have contributed up to three-quarters of the increase
in emissions, despite accounting for only 21 percent of the world’s population.24

The World Bank suggested in 2002 that a single multinational corporation,
Shell, has contributed more greenhouse gas emissions through burning gas as
part of oil extraction in Nigeria than all other sources of greenhouse gases in sub-
Saharan Africa combined.25

Today, a handful of developing countries have started emitting on the level of 
industrialized countries, although in per capita terms, not in overall national
emissions, and not with the historical record of industrialized nations. Countries
such as Malaysia and the Republic of Korea, which are not bound by Kyoto targets
because they are not Annex B countries, have reached European emissions levels.
Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates now occupy the top four
ranks in per capita emissions – Qatar’s rate has quadrupled since 1990 and is
three times that of the United States.26

China now produces the largest amount of overall national emissions, topping the

is four times as large as that of the United States, making its per capita emissions
rate roughly 75 percent less.27 Together, all developing countries now account
for around half of total global emissions, which is still far below what would be
an equitable share based on population sizes. The 100 least-emitting countries,

percent of the global total.28

One unjust irony of climate change is that even though developing countries
have historically contributed less to emissions and most continue to have a small
carbon footprint, as a group they will suffer earliest and most from harmful shifts
in the environment.
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The poorest in particular are heavily dependent on agriculture for food and 
incomes; it is the economic sector most sensitive to climate change, including 

existing infrastructure, to adapt to what lies ahead. Some studies estimate that 
for every 1 degree C rise in average global temperatures, annual average growth 
in poor countries could drop by 2 to 3 percent, with an associated cost in human 
development and basic survival.29

Already, it is estimated that fallout from climate change kills 300,000 people a 
year, including through the spread of disease and malnutrition, and seriously 
affects another 325 million. Four billion people are vulnerable in some fashion; 
500 million are at extreme risk. Developing countries have 98 percent of affected 
people and 99 percent of all deaths from weather disasters. They bear 90 percent 
of the total economic losses.30

Stalled debates
Despite the obvious disparities in the causes and impacts of climate change – 

rights agreements since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights – stark 
divisions between rich and poor countries have consistently marked international 
climate change negotiations. They have mostly run aground on the question 

their emissions and changing their consumption and production patterns, or 
developing countries, in restricting emissions at the expense of development to 
pull people out of poverty. Agreements that have been struck, like Kyoto, have 
been stymied by the lack of progress on emissions in rich countries, and the failure 
to live up to commitments to provide new resources and low-cost technology to 
developing countries to manage the impacts of climate change and move towards 
low-emissions development.

In fractious talks, some industrialized countries have maintained they will 
not commit to emissions targets unless emerging developing economies do 
too. Some representatives of developing countries have declared that the only 
emissions limits they will accept are those that are identical to the ones industrial 
countries already enjoy. Given the pace of climate change already in motion, the 
implications of either position could be catastrophic. 
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intended to build on the Kyoto commitments, offered further evidence of the

Sustainable Future,” the Group of Eight (G-8) major industrial countries agreed
that their emissions should be cut by 80 percent by 2050, but suggested that
baselines should vary.31 Developing countries countered that the 1990 baselines
in the Kyoto Protocol should be maintained and not manipulated to allow meager
reductions, since baselines after that point tend to be higher. They also called for
aiming to cap global temperature increases at no more than 1.5 degrees C, rather
than the 2 degrees C stipulated by the G-8. Sea level rises beyond 1.5 degrees C
may already be enough to swamp parts or all of the territory of low-lying and
island States.

G-8 countries reiterated the expectation that emerging economies will cut their
emissions, without acknowledging the vastly different starting points between
the two groups (see Boxes 2 above and 3 below). Many developing countries

half the level of a high-emitting Annex B country.
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property rights (IPRs), which might affect technology transfers to developing

to maintain incentives to innovate, a large amount of money is at stake. In
the next two decades, expenditures on global energy systems alone, including
on low-carbon technology, will need to double to US $20 trillion to make
them economically viable.32 Industrialized countries already dominate the
environmental technology market, with a share of 79.9 percent. Only a few 

amounts of clean energy technology.33
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9
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(Box 4 continued)

however, insisting that it must be linked to climate change negotiations.

in 2004. 

— Sources: Shashikant 2009; US House of Representatives, Committee on Energy and 

Commerce 2009; Sanderson 2009; WWF 2009; Worldwatch Institute 2009; Bradsher 2009.
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W
The backdrop to climate change talks is who has the right to develop, since many 
of the activities that produce greenhouse gases, such as energy supplies, relate

countries who are trying to “catch up” have said explicitly that they need to
continue emitting to develop, like rich countries have in the past, or have access
to massively scaled up resources and low-carbon technologies.

Industrialized countries are concerned about holding on to the development they 
already have. In cutting emissions too fast, they might crimp their economies.
For example, the Government of New Zealand has indicated, based on its own
modeling, that it “will continue to meet any future international obligation
primarily by purchasing international emission units rather than by domestic
emissions reductions. This occurs because domestic abatement opportunities
are limited and costly, and are often associated with output contractions.”34

The problem with the global dimensions of climate change is that the habitual
negotiating position of defending national interests and maintaining business-
as-usual economic models – which often ends in making nominal concessions
– is no longer sustainable, nor fair (see Box 5 for one alternative).
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Emissions mitigation: trading in the future?

The Stern Review famously referred to climate change as “the greatest and
widest-ranging market failure ever seen.”36 Yet Kyoto settled on three market
mechanisms – emissions trading, the CDM and joint implementation – in order
to address it. So far, these have been the most prominent global emissions
mitigation efforts.

Emissions trading makes carbon dioxide into a marketable commodity. In doing
so, it establishes a pattern of supply and demand, and a carbon price. Under
the most common scenario, the cap and trade system, emissions allowances are
assigned to sectors or industries under a cap that shrinks over time. Emitters who
exceed their allowances then have the option to purchase additional credits from
those who have not. An alternative is to purchase offsets to make up for going
over an allowance – such as through investing in CDM projects in developing
countries. Under the Kyoto Protocol, countries can also trade “removal units”
on the basis of land-use changes and forestry activities that act as “sinks” by 
absorbing carbon emissions.

By building on existing market structures, emissions trading is intended to bring
a wide-ranging group of governments and private sector enterprises on board
the emissions reduction agenda. The idea is that market incentives will stir
moves towards reducing emissions, such as through the adoption of low-carbon
technology, cuts in excess consumption or new manufacturing patterns. Trading

decisions that can be linked to considerations in the larger economy or business
environment.

In 2006 and 2007, emissions trading under greenhouse gas caps was part of 
reducing an estimated 1.5 billion tons of carbon dioxide-equivalent emissions, just
under 2 percent of total emissions.37 The overall carbon market, which includes
“voluntary” markets not linked to the Kyoto Protocol, doubled in 2008, reaching
US $126 billion. Of this, transactions by the EU’s Emissions Trading Scheme

projects conducted under the CDM and joint implementation systems. Much of 
the rest, just over US $26 billion, went into the secondary CDM market, which
involves spot, futures and options transactions that do not result in emissions
reductions.38

a trillion-dollar market in the coming decade or so,39 emissions trading has
been criticized for its ineffectiveness, volatility and potential to exacerbate
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inequities. The ETS, for example, which involves 10,000 factories and utilities
in 30 countries,40 has mostly distributed emissions allowances free of charge.

them extra allowances. Companies can build the value of these allowances into

Despite plans for an auctioning system that would assign a cost for some
allowances by 2010, European leaders have agreed to give free emission permits
at least until 2020 to high-emitting industries, including cement, chemicals and
steel. Companies asked for exemptions on the basis of the global recession and
foreign competition; a high percentage of European manufacturers will qualify 
for the free permits.41

On the carbon market, speculators already do the majority of carbon trading
– about two-thirds of carbon investment funds by volume serve capital gains
purposes, rather than helping companies comply with carbon caps.42 Through
practices such as short-selling, speculation induces price volatility, which
is already built into the nature of the emissions market itself, since supply is
controlled by caps but not demand. When demand declines and prices fall too
low, businesses have less incentive to cut emissions or make longer-term low-
carbon investments.

So far, there has been little impetus to regulate carbon trading, including shoddy 
carbon offset credits that qualify as “subprime carbon” and carbon derivatives
– forecasted to surpass the credit derivatives markets that helped trigger the

stringent regulation that puts a heavy burden of proof on traders to show both

44

Problems with offsets
The continued reliance of industrialized countries on offsets is another concern.
This system essentially depends on poor countries subsidizing the reductions
that rich countries should be taking. The EU15 countries,45 for instance, have
achieved emissions reductions of 2.7 percent to date, towards a commitment
of 8 percent by 2012 based on 1990 levels. The European Environment Agency 
expects reductions to rise to 3.6 percent by 2010.46 But almost all will come from 
external offsets in developing countries, and creative accounting in the EU for
reforestation and forest management.47 After the G-8 agreed in 2009 to support 
a goal of industrialized countries cutting greenhouse gases by 80 percent by 2050,
one estimate found that the United Kingdom will most likely comply by buying
up 50 percent of the reduction from abroad. Emissions in the United Kingdom
will only decline by 40 percent.48
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In the United States, Greenpeace has predicted that weak targets in draft
legislation on climate change will be “further undermined by 2 billion tons per
year of allowable offsets. That number is so large that the amount of available
offsets will exceed the actual pollution reductions required under the cap until at
least 2026 – meaning it will be more than a decade before polluters would have
to make real cuts in their emissions,” even though the bill commits the US to an
83 percent reduction by 2050.49

Other problems with offsets, whether done under the CDM or elsewhere, come

CDM projects found that three-quarters of dams receiving credits did not meet
the CDM standard of being additional – in other words, they received credits
even though they had been built and were already operating.50

Some offset projects have had unintended consequences, as in cases of displacing
indigenous peoples and introducing invasive species of trees. They can have
perverse incentives, such as encouraging pollution so that it can be offset (see
Box 6). Industrialized countries tend to pursue the cheapest, easiest offsets,
potentially leaving more expensive ones for future reduction commitments
d l i t i d t k

and Brazil, with 4 percent and 3 percent shares, respectively. While new countries
entered the CDM pipeline in 2008, including some in sub-Saharan Africa such as
Senegal and Tanzania, most of the least-developed countries (LDCs) have been
overlooked, even as they have the most limited public funding capabilities and
access to foreign direct investment (FDI).51

At the December 2007 COP-13 meeting held in Bali, a new offset mechanism
was put on the table – Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest
Degradation (REDD). Since deforestation contributes to about 20 percent of 
greenhouse gas emissions in any given year52 countries would be able to earn
carbon credits to trade on international markets by refraining from cutting down
trees. Beyond mitigating climate change, the scheme could transfer resources
from industrialized to developing countries that could be used for sustainable
development and to protect biodiversity. Opponents of REDD and offsets fear
that this will provide another opportunity for shifting away from major reductions
in industrialized countries.
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Trying taxation 
One alternative to emissions trading and offsetting is a carbon tax. Proponents 
argue that it is a more transparent mechanism, imposing a direct cost on carbon 
usage that cannot be whittled away through trading allowances or offsets. To 
avoid penalizing people with fewer resources, taxes can be recycled as tax relief, 
such as for energy usage in households under a certain income level. 

emissions cuts, like cap and trade. Tax rates can be adjusted in line with reduction 
objectives, however. Overall, this approach can be more politically palatable as 
well, appealing to governments otherwise unwilling to adopt emissions caps 

be used to fund infrastructure and development investments. Sweden adopted 
a national tax on carbon emissions in 1990. Since then, it has seen an 8 percent 
decline in emissions while GDP has risen by 48 percent53 (see Box 7 on a variety 
of other national “green” initiatives). 
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Price: the bottom line
For both emissions trading and carbon taxation, the bottom line is the price of 
carbon in countries that have exceeded an equitable allowance of atmospheric
space. When it becomes expensive to emit, people and businesses will look for
ways to compensate. Both cap and trade and carbon taxation can increase the
price of carbon, but taxes may do so in a more consistent manner. In either

“externalities” – of releasing it into the atmosphere, including in restricting
development options for poor countries. Economic and social costs are already 
high and, according to a growing body of evidence, increasing.

Adapting to the inevitable

Climate change negotiations have focused so far primarily on emissions reductions

to live with inevitable climate changes, is equally critical. The recent record of 
UN appeals for humanitarian aid underscores the need: in 2008, 9 out of 11
appeals involved climate-related disasters.55 Adapting to climate change involves
a variety of activities, such as improving water supplies, strengthening disaster
preparedness and adopting new agricultural techniques.

All countries will have to develop adaptation strategies at some point, but
countries with more wealth and knowledge will be far better equipped to do so.
Looked at just as a matter of money, the UK is already spending US $1.2 billion

water and the Swiss in snow-making machines. Venice, a single city, will spend
56

adaptation in developing countries – about US $279 million.57 They are beyond
the reach of most developing countries, many of which struggle with persistent
gaps in information, infrastructure and social protection that undercut even
basic adaptation efforts. In a blunt way, they indicate the depth of development
disparities that, as climate change progresses, will further reinforce existing
patterns of marginalization. Some people will manage to cope with climate
challenges, while others fall further behind.
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As much as mitigation, adaptation is an issue of development and equity, but not 
just because people who know and earn more have more adaptation resources and 
options. There is also the question of who should pay to adapt to the fallout from 
historical and current emissions: those who have produced them, or those who are 

to the UNFCCC, every US $1 invested in anticipatory costs can save up to US $7 in 
future relief.58 And the less that is done now on mitigation, the more that will be 
required to adapt later on. 

momentum around it may have several explanations. One is that adaptation can 
involve a more complex set of policy choices spanning all aspects of development, 
from jobs to healthcare to food. It does not lend itself easily to a market mechanism 
such as emissions trading. It requires large public investments in actions that may 

investment. Another reason is that industrialized countries already have the capacities 
to equip themselves for adaptation – although only if climate change remains within 

require stronger acknowledgement of the “adaptation debt” produced by their 
emissions, and its moral and ethical dimensions. 

For the most part, adaptation continues to be viewed primarily as something that 
will occur to manage the impacts of climate change. A more far-reaching perspective 
also considers adaptation in terms of factors that have produced climate change, 
such as wasteful consumption and production patterns in industrialized countries 
and in the wealthier echelons of developing countries.

Low-carbon technology will go some way towards emissions reduction. But current 
patterns of production, consumption and waste all contribute to greenhouse gases 

single kilogramme of food requires 10 kilogrammes of waste, for instance. A one-
ton car comes from 70 tons of materials.59

goes through 15 million sheets of paper and two million plastic beverage bottles.60 
Some analysts have begun suggesting that a consumption-based approach be used 
in negotiating emissions reductions.61

In a sense, both mitigation and adaptation need to be points where development and 
climate change intersect. A new type of development could be one that avoids the 
pitfalls that have characterized the past and led the world to the brink of disaster. If 
current efforts simply build on existing development patterns and the inequities that 
accompany them, they will not be swift or deep or fair enough. 
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What’s Missing? Mind the Gaps

Climate change has grown in prominence as a global concern since the adoption
of the UNFCCC in 1992. But the piecemeal international responses so far
constitute a kind of tinkering around the edges, while the roots of the problem
lie undisturbed. Not enough has been done to qualify these efforts as equitable
or effective.

A climate justice agenda requires closing gaps in four sets of issues that have
appeared in negotiations but should be at the centre. These comprise development
disparities; vulnerable groups; governance; and resources. All involve substantial
shifts in current political dynamics and economic equations. But if unaddressed,

stall meaningful progress.

Disparities in development

Development is the starting point for discussing climate change – for all
countries. This immediately directs attention to the ways that development

development encompasses activities that produce emissions, such as generating
electricity and cutting down forests, and the elements essential for human well-
being and adaptation to climate change, such as food security and livelihoods. It
must be premised on a notion of balance, where people can both thrive and draw 
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must be shared. Justice comes from recognizing that people who are poor have 
the right to pursue opportunities to seek well-being – just as wealthier people 
have already done – rather than being further penalized by poverty.

Politically, making development the reference point for climate change is 
complicated because it requires industrialized countries to recognize that climate 
change has come mostly from their own development, and to face the reality that 
they may no longer be able to sustain what they have achieved simply by holding 
on to existing practices, whether in manufacturing, consumption patterns or in 
demanding more than a fair share of atmospheric space.

to emissions control as long as industrialized countries are unwilling to make 

technology. Regardless of actions taken by industrialized countries, developing 
countries face fallout across the full range of development issues that many are 
already struggling to resolve, and the imperative of developing fast enough to 
cope with new challenges. The poorest countries are not at a level of development 
where they will be able to keep up or adapt in even the most nominal ways without 

Climate change effectively multiplies other stresses on development that 
developing countries already have more of, such as high rates of population growth, 
poor health, lack of water and sanitation, vulnerable employment and political 
instability. Many of these stem from inequities that undercut development and 
capacities to improve it. Three common results are deterioration in the pace and 
quality of development; migration as people are forced to move; and insecurity 
as people cornered by a lack of options struggle for basic subsistence. One study 

countries with 2.7 billion people.64 

Fallout from climate change is already strongly evident in the following areas, 
with impacts expected to grow if concerted and timely actions are not taken.

Food security and agriculture
In the area of food security and agriculture, an estimated 1.02 billion people 
globally are suffering from malnutrition due to problems in the production and 
distribution of food, worsened by the impacts of the world economic crisis as well 
as climate change.65 Through water stress and temperature increases, climate 
change will reduce the output of staple crops. Even if food is available, people 
may not have access to it due to other impacts from climate change, such as 
diminished livelihoods due to the destruction of natural resources and general 
economic instability. The number of malnourished people may rise by 600 
million more.66

In the supply of food, subsistence farmers will be most vulnerable to climate shifts, 
as they have the fewest resources to adapt to them. Extending mass industrialized 
agriculture, which has broadened access to food in some parts of the world, will 
be complicated if current production patterns continue. Agriculture has made 
substantial contribution to greenhouse gases, comprising 14 percent.67
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Water
Water is one of world’s most basic and increasingly contested resources. It is 
critical to agriculture, health and sanitation, manufacturing, power generation 
and daily household use – and a major element in climate change. Current usage 
of freshwater exceeds a sustainable level by some 25 percent,68 but over a billion 
people still lack access to safe drinking water. Freshwater supplies may decline 
due to climate shifts by as much as 20 to 30 percent in some regions.69 By 2025, 
1.8 billion people may be living in areas experiencing water scarcity.70 

higher sea levels absorbing land for human habitation. People who are already 
poor will have few defenses against these changes, since managing them generally 

anticipated on a scale not seen for tens of millions of years, if current emissions 
trends continue – will alter sea resources, depriving coastal people of food and 
livelihoods. 

Health
Poorer quality of water and air and higher temperatures will combine to threaten 
health through increased diarrheal, infectious and cardiovascular diseases.71 
Existing poor health, often linked to poverty, makes people less equipped to 
survive physical stresses. Malaria cases are already about 250 million per year.72 
As many as 400 million more people may be at risk of the disease due to climate 
change, including in regions where it had been eradicated.73 Up to 80 percent 
of malaria deaths already occur in sub-Saharan Africa,74 where health systems 

have undercut domestic social spending, and HIV and AIDS.

Energy
Development depends on energy, which partly explains the strong resistance 
to emissions controls. Energy fuels modern economies and has a direct impact 
on human development, productivity, health, education, communication and 
transport. No country has substantially reduced poverty without a large increase 

75 

People who lack modern energy sources – an estimated 2 billion worldwide76 
– resort to fuels such as wood and dung, which harms health, turns basic tasks 
such as cooking into time-consuming activities, and contributes to deforestation 

their vulnerability to climate change. It also contributes to greenhouse gas 
emissions.77

to electricity are up to US $1 per kilowatt-hour, while corresponding carbon 
damages would be only a few cents per kilowatt-hour. Providing basic electricity 
to all currently unconnected households, globally, would add only one-third of 

energy measures.78

Fossil fuel subsidies are one aspect of energy provision that require closer 

population segments and maintaining high emissions rates. The 20 largest 
economies outside the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
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(OECD) currently provide annual subsidies of over US $300 billion.79 National 
spending on this is many times higher, in some cases, than spending on health 
care or other critical development priorities. Investments in new forms of energy 
and green jobs are among the opportunities that may be missed. 

Some groups face more threats

Billions of people are vulnerable to climate change because of the conditions 
imposed by poverty. Additional threats come when poverty intersects with other 
parameters of exclusion, such as gender, ethnicity, age, health status, caste or 
geographical location. Excluded groups are often pushed into marginal lands or 
neighbourhoods in cities. They have limited access to a wide range of resources, 
from housing to water to livelihoods. 

Women
Gender discrimination, as one of the most widespread inequities, is embedded 
in social, economic and political systems around the world. This leaves women 
with less access to resources, a less powerful political voice and more limited 
capacities to claim their rights. 

These persistent constraints can be seen at work in natural disasters, where 
women die at higher rates than men. Those in poor households gather most of 
the household water and fuel – two natural resources most likely to be affected 
by climate change. In rural areas, they tend to depend more than men on 
agriculture for food and income. They are already more prone to malnutrition, in 
part because of childbearing and more limited access to health care than men.

Analyzing the dimensions of climate change from a gender perspective requires 

Women may have greater needs for energy services due to household work, for 
example. If a poor country embarks on a low-carbon development path without 
a corresponding extension of affordable modern household energy sources, they 
would bear the brunt of the burden.80

Where resource and technology transfers are involved in combating climate 
change – as under the CDM – current patterns of discriminatory access suggest 

managing forest resources in some areas and make substantial contributions to 
agriculture, for example. But they hardly factor into existing policies, programmes 
and budgetary allocations for either sector. This exclusion has held true for the 
UNFCCC negotiations. It has only been in the run-up to the 2009 negotiations 
in Copenhagen that several States Parties have begun concertedly advocating for 
the inclusion of gender equality provisions.81

Children
Children have also rarely featured in climate change debates, even though they 
will inherit a future irrevocably marked by climate change, and they comprise 
a large segment of the current population. A third of the world’s population is 
under 18, with 85 percent in developing countries.82 
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Children will suffer more health consequences from warming temperatures
because of their physical, cognitive and physiological immaturity. The current
main killers of children – malaria, diarrhoea and undernutrition – are highly 
sensitive to climate.83 Around 80 percent of malaria deaths already occur among

84

Children also have a higher mortality rate from weather-related disasters than
adults. They are at risk of being orphaned or separated from their families, and

these, they can also be seen as agents of change, reached through schools to learn
new attitudes and behaviours that will be crucial to reducing and adapting to
global warming.

Indigenous peoples
One set of groups that depends heavily on natural resources threatened by climate
change is indigenous peoples. Amid dwindling natural resources, some have

Carbon sink and renewable energy projects, for example, have appropriated
indigenous lands. This experience has sparked concerns about the REDD
initiative. By increasing the value of indigenous lands through monetizing it on
the international markets, REDD could work to the disadvantage of indigenous
peoples. Many do not carry formal land titles and have limited economic and
political power. Dispossession or reduced access to traditional natural resources
could be among the possible outcomes, making existing inequalities worse.

Some governments have pushed for the inclusion of indigenous peoples’ rights
in the UNFCCC discussions. As a whole, indigenous peoples have a documented
legacy of creative and effective local responses to climate change, and a valuable
body of traditional knowledge gleaned from living closely with the natural
environment. 

Migrants
People who are vulnerable to climate change and lack the resources to adapt will
use multiple coping strategies. One of the most obvious will be migration, either
permanently or temporarily, and within or across countries. Natural disasters,

many more people to migrate, on top of those who will be refugees and internally 

may be affected.
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Economic drivers that fuel migration will likely become more acute if livelihoods
tied to natural resources are lost or threatened by climate change, although the
poorest people will be the least likely to have even this choice. Population densities
may increase in areas that become destinations for people seeking habitable
places to live and work, adding pressures on remaining natural resources and
land use, and social and political systems.

Meaningful participation

strategies, but should also guide participation in making choices, implementing
them and accounting for them. Decision-making dominated by a few issues or
groups has proven inequitable and inadequate.

In climate change talks, while consensus is the aim, national interests – at times
linked to commercial or trade concerns – overridingly continue to drive the
scope of international negotiations, despite the fact that the future may depend
on a much stronger notion of the common welfare. Industrialized country 

governments have kept the focus on emissions and mitigation, even though
adaptation is more important now in many developing countries. “Meaningful
participation” has come to refer to the willingness of developing countries to
commit to an emissions reduction regime. It does not encapsulate whether or
not the process of participating in climate talks is meaningful to developing

and other groups not sitting at the negotiating table.87

The UNFCCC and Kyoto Protocol both call for “cooperation” among governments,
but so far the structures enacted to carry this out have been contested. The
Global Environment Facility (GEF), for instance, funds initiatives in developing

mechanism. But it has a separate board and strong institutional links to the
World Bank, which is still the GEF’s trustee. Questions have been raised about
equitable access to GEF funds for some smaller and poorer countries.88

The International Monetary Fund (IMF), as the other arm of the Bretton Woods

have produced climate change. In 2009, the G-20 agreed to channel US $750
billion out of a US $1.1 trillion global rescue package into the fund. Governance
reforms have been promised to expand voting rights, given that the top 20
countries still have nearly 70 percent of the votes and the remaining 166 have
under 30 percent.89
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Questioning of the quality of international decision-making around climate 
change, especially in light of continued reliance on economic models that have 
fueled it, is now coming from multiple sources. Nicholas Stern has said that an 
effective response to climate change must involve international understanding 

He suggests a framework in which individual countries assess their own 
responsibilities and targets with reference to progress made in the rest of the 
world.90 The United Nations has put forward an argument that shifting to a low-
emissions, high-growth development pathway requires a governance structure 
that can “pursue a much more focused and coherent agenda, prevents dominance 

contributions and disbursements.”91

An increasingly vocal climate justice movement has mobilized civil society 
groups, extending political activism beyond environmental organizations to those 
focusing on development and human rights. Indigenous peoples associations, for 
example, have demanded a voice in the forums making decisions about climate 

national, regional and international courts, drawing attention to the threats they 
face. 

The lack of accountability for the emissions targets in the Kyoto Protocol is 

has also fallen below what has been promised. These shortfalls have deepened the 
distrust of many governments participating in climate change talks, weakening 
the COP as an instrument for global cooperation. 

Some governance concerns relate to the private sector, which both contributes to 
and must play a major role in curbing global warming through the creation and 
use of greener, cleaner technology. To date, high-emitting industries have been 
skillful in convincing governments to loosen restrictions on emissions, although 
some are also seeking new business opportunities in mitigation and clean energy. 
Less clear is how private sector decision-making corresponds with the global 
movement to respond to climate change, or with development and human rights 

Coordinated governance is important within each country, entailing collaboration 
across branches of government, and the public and private sectors. Equity 
concerns are as critical here as they are on the global stage, given the widening 
social disparities at work within some developing and industrialized countries. 
Bolivia is an example of a country that has put a framework in place to deal with 
climate change – through its constitution, which makes commitments to the 
right to development and non-discrimination, including in reference to the use 
and protection of natural resources. 
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Who should pay?

There is no doubt: large quantities of resources will be required to combat climate
change. Climate justice requires deliberate attention to how resources can be
directed to reduce development disparities. Realistically, poorer countries are not

a will and a sense of threatened national interests, funds can be raised. Massive
public funding, amounting to US $18 trillion or almost 30 percent of gross world

to about US $2.7 trillion.93

consider infrastructure and technology requirements for mitigation and
adaptation, without factoring in potentially much greater development costs from
poorer health, food insecurity and so on. There is growing agreement that most

as consensus has grown that total carbon emissions will need to stop at lower
thresholds – 450 ppm or below – to avoid crossing the 2 degree C mark.

Nicholas Stern has raised his estimate for the costs to cut emissions from an initial
1 percent of global GDP by 2050 to 2 percent, and warns that the actual cost may 
be substantially more.94 The IPCC has predicted that costs to stabilize emissions
at 445 ppm would be 3 percent of global GDP between 2012 and 2030.95

These economy-wide studies diverge from “bottom-up” estimates that look at
the mitigation potential of a range of technologies in different countries. The
UNFCCC estimates that an additional US $200 billion to US $210 billion will
be needed annually for mitigation by 2030 to return emissions to current levels,
along with US $432 billion annually invested in the power sector and US $148
billion in renewable and low-carbon energy, and carbon dioxide capture and

96 A McKinsey & Company study 
has suggested that upfront investment in mitigation measures could climb from
US $780 billion in 2020 to US $1.2 trillion in 2030.97

Estimates on costs for adaptation vary widely. The World Bank has calculated

investments at between US $9 billion and US $41 billion annually from 2010
to 2015, with costs after that jumping to US $80 billion to cover a variety of 
impacts.98

a survey of 13 national adaptation plans, while UNDP has suggested it will top US
$86 billion a year by 2015.99



28

Climate Justice for a Changing Planet

A 2009 study by the International Institute for Environment and Development 
and Grantham Institute for Climate Change claimed that current adaptation cost 
predictions are much smaller than they should be, in part because they do not 
account for low levels of current investment in development that make some 
countries more vulnerable to climate change than others. Without full funding 

100

For overall climate change-related transfers from industrialized to developed 
countries, the G77/China has put forward a calculation of up to 1 percent of the 
annual gross national product of Annex 1 countries.101 Members of the African 
Union have stipulated that Africa alone will need US $67 billion to US $200 
billion annually in compensation for what will likely be severe constraints on 
already low levels of development.102

A record of inadequacy

estimated US $20 trillion to be spent between 2004 and 2030 to meet global energy 
demands could be critical to “decarbonizing” economic growth, for example.103 
In the OECD countries, however, both public and private expenditures on 
energy-related research, development and deployment have declined in recent 

decades ago, while private funds have fallen to US $4.5 billion compared with US 
$8 billion a decade ago.104 

At the World Bank, the largest decline in lending for infrastructure projects since 
the mid-1990s has occurred in the electricity sector, on the expectation that the 
private sector would take up the slack. The trend at the Bank reversed in 2002, 
but new commitments have not yet reached the level of the mid-1990s.105

multilateral and bilateral channels is about US $21 billion106 – about two-thirds 
of the amount that OECD countries spend on energy production subsidies.107 

Bank.108 

Only US $279 million has been explicitly committed to multilateral adaptation 
projects over the next several years – resources for mitigation generally dwarf 
those for adaptation, even though the latter is a priority in low-emitting poorer 
countries. The Oxford Institute for Energy Studies calculated that from 2000 
to 2006, an estimated US $600 million was offered by OECD countries for 
assistance with adaptation, but mostly for disaster risk reduction. This was only 
1/34th of the US $11 billion spent in that period on climate projects, most of 
which went towards mitigation measures in a few countries.109 

development assistance (ODA) is not encouraging. Very few countries have 
reached the longstanding international commitment of giving 0.7 percent of 
GNP. In some cases, disbursement of funds lags behind. Aid delivery continues to 
focus on the strategic priorities of donor countries rather than developing country 
requirements. In 2004, only 40 percent of the US $3.4 billion in emergency 
humanitarian funds requested by the UN was delivered, much of it too late to 
avert human development setbacks.110
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Underfunded Funds
A series of funds to support developing countries has been set up under the
auspices of the GEF, including the Special Climate Change Fund, the Least
Developed Country Fund and the Strategic Priority on Adaptation. Just over US
$157 million has been spent by all three so far, on 98 projects with an average
cost of US $1.6 million.111 As an indication of the potential costs of adaptation
and the possible inadequacy of these expenditures, one recent study found that
adaptation of a single watershed in China would be US $1 billion a year.112

The Least Developed Country Fund encourages eligible States to create national
action plans for adaptation based on urgent needs. As of May 2009, 40 countries
had submitted plans, with a total cost of US $1.63 billion,113 but the fund has only 
disbursed about US $48 million.114

The UNFCCC calls on industrialized countries to provide new and additional
resources for climate change measures, including for adaptation costs in
particularly vulnerable countries. They should take all practical steps to

technologies.

substantially increase to qualify as “additional,” and should not be counted
under existing ODA commitments. Some donor countries have maintained that

decisions to be agreed upon and made under the relatively democratic UNFCCC
COP. Industrialized countries have preferred to channel resources bilaterally 
or through the World Bank. The Bank’s Climate Investment Funds have been
stocked with US $6.2 billion,116 with an additional US $900 billion for its carbon

with US $2.7 billion for the GEF over the past 17 years,117 and the much smaller
amounts in the GEF funds for climate change adaptation.118

of clean energy has been disputed, since it includes “clean” coal and large
hydropower plants considered less clean than wind, solar and thermal systems.

alone, it increased spending on oil, coal and gas by 94 percent over the previous
year, while spending on renewable energies increased only 13 percent.119
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Some NGOs have also questioned the wisdom of sending resources through World

in an atmospheric debt to developing countries for their disproportionate use of 
atmospheric carbon capacity.

A market role?

120 Some 
investment is already happening through the CDM and joint implementation
projects. The Adaptation Fund, created after the Kyoto Protocol came into force

between US $80 million and US $300 million a year by 2012 depending on
trading volume and price.121

122

development hover around the small sums involved so far, and the fact that
a large segment of CDM funds are still going into carbon-intensive industries
and fossil fuel projects.123 Proponents argue that the CDM and other offsetting
mechanisms need a major expansion to produce larger transfers, but this would
not address the existing problems with proving that projects are additional and

example, require large upfront spending and a long timeframe, and involve

private sector resources. Adaptation costs are more likely to be perceived as
public investments requiring levels of ongoing support that generally come from
the public sector. 
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p
Looking forward, and driven by increased pressure in international negotiations,

(see Boxes 10 and 11). General options include the auctioning of emissions
allowances, an international assessment system beyond ODA, levies on

and the shifting of fossil fuel subsidies in industrialized countries into climate
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treated as investments in the global public good of stabilizing climate change.
From a climate justice perspective, equitable distribution of resources takes on
board the historical reasons why some people and countries are further behind
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Towards a Climate Justice Agenda

A climate justice agenda is founded on the principle of equity, across all aspects
of climate change, but beyond that point it must be a living agenda. The elements

which we all depend. 

It is beyond the scope of this booklet to offer a set of comprehensive
recommendations for a climate justice agenda. Presented here are some
starting points to begin reframing current climate change debates, as part of a
broader process of people claiming their rights to sustainable development and
participation in decisions that affect their lives.

Make justice the starting point. This is the only approach that is
comprehensive enough to tackle climate change, foster sustainable economies,
and be politically acceptable to the majority of countries. Climate change talks

at all costs carries the risk that decisions made to reduce inequities will be
postponed, while climate change threats continue to grow. There can be no grand
global bargain without justice at its core.

Build on existing development and human rights agreements. Both
adaptation and mitigation activities should be carried out under the well-

of national and international policies and actions. Climate change cannot
be reversed at the expense of poverty eradication or by thwarting the right to
development. The continued tendency to view climate change and development
as parallel rather than intertwined issues will hinder progress on both fronts.

Step up action—urgently—to slow climate change. As a whole, the 
world has the knowledge, resources and technology to counter climate change.
It articulated a common political vision in the UNFCCC. Given the escalating
pace of global warming, it now has to act with far greater urgency to realize
these commitments. Change is possible even if it requires major economic and
political rearrangements around the core principles of equity and sustainable
development. 
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Aim high—adopt the most ambitious targets. Climate change predictions 
have consistently proven to be underestimated. Using the most pessimistic 
calculations recognizes that some countries and peoples face lower thresholds 
for threats than others. By aiming for the most ambitious targets, there is 

for small islands and low-lying territories as discussed in Chapter 1, the world 
should take a precautionary approach and aim to keep temperature changes to a 
maximum of 1.5 degrees C. The 1990 baseline for emissions cuts must apply to all 
industrialized countries – it is unjust to allow extra years to be added to a history 
of overconsumption of atmospheric space. Overall greenhouse gas emissions 
should be reduced and kept at a ceiling of 350 ppm, and the trajectory of global 
emissions must shift downward no later than 2015.

Move adaptation to the foreground. Adaptation efforts need to move 
promptly to the foreground of international and national support for 
development and climate change, even as mitigation efforts are dramatically 

should be linked to the depth of their own mitigation efforts, the ability to pay 
and historic emissions. In developing countries, national development plans, 

resilience among vulnerable groups, such as through social protection schemes 
and targeted investments in public services and infrastructure. All of these steps 
should be taken urgently, given that the costs of adaptation rise when actions are 
delayed.

Transform the systems and institutions that have created climate 
change. Tinkering around the edges describes much of the response to climate 
change so far. This falls short of what is needed. As the world stalls, only 
some people continue to reap rewards from current political and economic 

should be built around notions of justice and equity, with the objective of 
working for the planet and people as a whole, and evening out imbalances that 
are not sustainable. It is not enough to talk about low-carbon pathways through 
technology, for example, without also rethinking current models of production, 
global trade and consumption patterns. 

Reduce exclusion in global decision-making. Climate change talks and 
actions have featured a few voices and priorities, and neglected many others. 
The small island developing States (SIDS), least developed countries (LDCs) 
and indigenous peoples face particular threats that are not being adequately 
addressed, in addition to the injustice of being low emitters struggling to cope 
with severe impacts on development and even territorial integrity. The notion of 

must include those who do not have a powerful role in the global economy. 

All major climate change decisions should take place within the UN system, as 
the most democratic international forum, including those related to the use of 
adaptation and mitigation funds, and the setting of targets. At the same time, new 
accountability mechanisms need to be developed to ensure that these decisions 

development needs. 
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Call on both industrialized and developing countries to set climate 
and development targets. Both climate change and development have to 
be viewed from a global framework under which appropriate, equitable and 
sustainable balances can be struck. Targets should be part of national planning 
and set in agreement with informed citizens about the kind of world people want 

but differentiated responsibilities, as well as variations in development contexts. 
The Greenhouse Development Rights framework, which integrates responsibility 

targets. 

Industrialized countries could take the lead and demonstrate what can be achieved 
by adopting and implementing targets of a 45 percent decline in emissions over 
1990 levels by 2020. Developing countries, particularly those with fast-growing 
economies, may need to adopt targets by 2020 or before, but they should not 
be required to accept binding targets until industrialized countries demonstrate 
how lower carbon growth can work, commit to equitable and inclusive global 

support in accordance with national development plans. 

Agree on a convergence in per capita emissions. This should be set at an 
annual 2 tons of carbon dioxide and equivalent greenhouse gases per person by 
2050, with minimal scope for deviation. Current mitigation and development 
plans and targets should be framed with this average in mind. 

Back a public investment approach to climate change. Key decisions 
should be made by the public sector in accordance with public interests, and 
deliberately linked to objectives such as reducing emissions while ensuring 
equitable access to energy services required for development. An appropriate 
public policy framework could, for example, build links between the adoption of 
green technology, the expansion of energy services, and the generation of new 
opportunities for decent jobs. In industrialized countries, for the near term, other 
public policy priorities should include allocating responsibilities for emissions 
between producers and consumers, and setting a price on carbon through 
taxation or regulations on market minimums.

The private sector can play a role in addressing climate change, but the market 
should operate in service to development, not the other way around. An under-

effective policy and regulation of markets at the heart of the response to global 
warming. Market imperfections will otherwise continue to hinder mitigation 

in place to ensure, rather than assume, that markets are making contributions to 
reducing climate change and fostering sustainable development. 

Challenge market-based cap and trade, and offset programmes. These 
have contributed little to emissions reductions. There is a lack of conclusive 
evidence on whether the problem is the models being used or current 
approaches to implementation. To be warranted, both systems need to make 
clearly demonstrable contributions to lower emissions and climate justice – 
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groups. Both should be rigorously monitored for whether or not they are 
perpetuating inequities, as when industrialized countries mostly pursue offsets 

Development costs caused by carbon, such as impacts on health and food security, 
should be factored into the market price of carbon regardless of where in the 
world they originate. 

 The sums for halting climate change are large but feasible. 
There should be an immediate scaling up of investments to slow the pace of 
change and avoid more substantial future costs. Since the sums calculated by 

should be considered as potential reference points, such as the US $24 trillion 
for climate debt proposed by NGOs (see Box 12). The magnitude of actions in 
developing countries should be determined by the predictability, speed and scale 

Transfers to developing countries should be consistent with the priorities they 
identify, such as those in national adaptation and development plans. They should 
be unfettered by conditionalities and additional to the existing ODA commitment 
of 0.7 percent of GNP. They should not be sent through international debt 
mechanisms that impose additional penalties, particularly on poor countries 
with limited responsibility for climate change. All countries should have access to 

from climate change. The Greenhouse Development Rights Framework could 
be applied to designating funding amounts from industrialized countries and 
transferring funds to developing countries. Each industrialized country should 
have a national plan in place spelling out how it will achieve existing commitments 

for development that is equitable and sustainable. It should not reinforce existing 

groups over others. Carbon intensive energy subsidies should be phased out 

Financing for land-use programmes such as forest conservation and grasslands 
restoration should be linked to the development rights of people who are poor or 
use the land as part of indigenous traditions. 

 Everyone 

related to technology, such as those governing trade and intellectual property 

large. While monetary incentives are important drivers of innovation, the incentive 
of a habitable world needs to be predominant. There is a long history of targeted 

priced at levels allowing widespread adoption. In the near term, diffusing existing 
technologies for mitigation in industrialized countries will require a minimum 

standards, public procurement and benchmarking. 
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For developing countries, technology transfers need to encompass priority 
adaptation needs. They should also be connected to opportunities to adopt green
technologies that support equitable development, decent jobs and a low-carbon
path, in view of future mitigation. Overall, the role of technology in developing
countries needs to be understood as something that requires large-scale transfers
from industrialized countries and less restrictive intellectual property rights, but
must also move towards the rapid expansion of domestic capacities. Technology 

development, the promotion of local technologies, and the cultivation of relevant
educational skills. 

of climate change. Concerted advocacy should explain to the general public,
in non-technical ways, what is happening and what is at stake for them, their
societies and the world. The phenomenon of climate change transcends political
orientations and group identities, but some voices are heard more than others.

of people at large? If not, how can public perspectives be articulated? Targeted

and other groups who may be working on development and rights issues affected
by climate change, but without a concerted focus on climate justice. At all levels
of decision-making, Principle 10 of the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment
and Development should be applied. It states that environmental issues are best
h dl d i h h i i i f ll d i i
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Adaptation: adjusting human, socio-economic and environmental policies and practices 
in order to protect the world’s people from the harmful effects of climate change; or to 
take advantage of climate change opportunities. 

Adaptation Fund: a fund that has been created by the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol to 

the Kyoto Protocol. Financing of the Fund will partly be made available through the Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM) and through other sources.

Annex countries: groups of nations with different commitments and obligations with 
regard to international climate agreements. Annex 1 countries include industrial countries, 
including Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) members 
and the European Union, and countries with economies in transition. These countries 
agreed to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by the year 2000. Annex 
2 countries are industrial countries that have a special obligation to support developing 
countries in their efforts to reduce emissions by providing them with technology and 

climate change and Annex B countries are those nations that have agreed upon emission 
reduction targets under the Kyoto Protocol. 

Atmospheric debt: one of the “climate debts” that developed countries have towards 
developing countries as they, on their development paths, have consumed more than a 
just share of the Earth’s atmospheric space.

Auctioning of emission allowances: a mechanism that will assign a cost to emissions 
allowances/permits. 

Baseline: a level or concentration in a certain year against which succeeding greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emission levels and concentrations are measured. 

Carbon budget: a set amount of tolerable/acceptable emissions worldwide within a 
certain time frame. In the present debate on climate change, the carbon budget is set at 
1,600 gross tons of carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2eq) for the period 1990-2050.

Cap and Trade: an emissions trading system, whereby emissions allowances are 
assigned to sectors or industries under a set limit (cap) that shrinks over time. Emitters 
who exceed their allowances then have the option to purchase additional credits from 
those who have not. An alternative is to purchase offsets to make up for going over an 
allowance.

Carbon capture and storage: a process to collect and subsequently store (often 
underground) the carbon dioxide that is released during industrial processes and energy 
production, so that it does not directly end up in the atmosphere.

Carbon credit: a “credit” that a country or company can gain when it remains under a 
set amount of emission allowances (e.g. under a cap and trade scheme or under the Kyoto 
Protocol), and which can be traded with countries or companies exceeding their emission 
allowances. 

Carbon debt: see climate debt.

Carbon dioxide (CO2): is an incombustible gas formed as a result of human activities, 
in particular through the burning of fossil fuels. 
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Carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2eq): a measurement unit to indicate to what extent 
a greenhouse gas contributes to global warming – its global warming potential (GWP) – 
and to weigh the climate effects of all greenhouse gases against each other. Using carbon 
dioxide as a reference gas, CO2eq is calculated by multiplying the quantity of a greenhouse 
gas by its GWP. 

Carbon emissions: the carbon dioxide or carbon dioxide equivalents released in the 
atmosphere, mainly as a result of human activities and production. 

Carbon market: a carbon trading system through which countries or companies buy or 
sell units of greenhouse-gas emissions, measured in carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2eq), 
to meet their national caps on emissions, either under the Kyoto Protocol or under other 
agreements.

Carbon sinks: places like forests and oceans that – through natural processes – absorb 
more greenhouse gases than they release into the atmosphere. 

Carbon storage: see carbon capture and storage. 

Carbon space: the amount of space left in the atmosphere to absorb carbon dioxide 
without causing further global warming. 

Carbon tax: a tax on carbon dioxide emissions, initiated to set a price on pollution 
through greenhouse gas emissions and to generate resources that can be used for further 
adaptation and mitigation efforts.  

Carbon trading: see emissions trading.

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM): a mechanism under the Kyoto Protocol, 
which stimulates Annex B countries to invest in projects that remove or reduce greenhouse 

emissions reductions (CERs) which they can use to compensate for their own emissions 
and to meet their own emission reduction targets. 

 a Kyoto Protocol unit, issued for emission 
reductions under the Clean Development Mechanism and that equals 1 metric ton of 
carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2eq).  

Conference of the Parties (COP): the main body of the UNFCCC, comprising the 

progress in the implementation of the Convention.  

Climate debt: the concept suggesting that rich countries have a two-fold debt towards 
poor countries, including an emission and adaptation debt, as rich countries have taken 
up a disproportionate amount of carbon “space,” and as such have contributed most to 
climate change; something poor countries should not be expected to bare the costs off. 

Climate Investment Funds (CIF): an interim measure in the lead up to a new 
international climate change agreement – jointly developed by the Multilateral 
Development Banks (MDBs), developed and developing countries, civil society, the private 

for developing countries to address climate change.  

 a term used for identifying and ensuring that potential climate 
change risks to a development project or to other assets are reduced to acceptable levels. 

Emission allowances: the total amount of greenhouse gases that a company or country 
are allowed to emit within a certain time frame.
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Emission reduction unit (ERU): a Kyoto Protocol unit, issued for emissions 
reductions under Joint Implementation and that equals 1 metric ton of carbon dioxide 
equivalents (CO2eq). 

Emissions trading:
eligibility requirements, allows an Annex B country that is not fully using its emission 
allowances to sell “spare” Kyoto Protocol units to another Annex B country that is 
exceeding its allowances. More generally, emission trading stands for the transfer of 
emission allowances or carbon credits across international borders or between companies 
enrolled in a cap-and-trade scheme.

Emissions Trading System (ETS): the world’s largest emissions trading system, 
which allows companies and countries of the European Union to freely trade emission 
allowances across the European Union.

EU15 Countries: includes the following European Union Member States: Austria, 
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, 
Portugal, Sweden, United Kingdom, Greece and Spain.

Global Environment Facility (GEF): a global partnership that has been established to 
deal with global environmental challenges and to provide grants for national initiatives that 
aim to address environmental issues related to biodiversity, climate change, international 
waters, land degradation, the ozone layer, and persistent organic pollutants. The GEF 

Countries Fund (LDCF) and the Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF).

Global warming: a continuing increase in the average temperature of the Earth's lower 
layer atmosphere.

Global warming potential (GWP): a relative measure to weigh how much a given 
mass of greenhouse gas contributes to global warming in comparison to the same mass of 
carbon dioxide (which has a GWP of 1).  

Greenhouse gases (GHGs): atmospheric gases which are responsible for global 
warming and consequently climate change as they absorb infrared radiation in the 
Earth’s atmosphere – creating the greenhouse effect. Greenhouse gases include among 

Group of 8 (G-8): a group of eight industrialized countries (France, Germany, Italy, 
United States, Japan, Canada, Russia and Great-Britain) that meets at least once a year 
to foster consensus on global issues, including climate change. 

Group of 20 (G-20):
and central bank governors of 19 countries and the European Union. The group is 
mandated to foster discussions on key global economic issues among industrialized and 
developing countries.

Group of 77 (G-77): established in June 1964 and comprised of 130 developing countries 
(seventy-seven at its creation), it is the largest intergovernmental organization in the 
United Nations that articulates, promotes and negotiates collective economic interests.  

Historical responsibility: the notion that developed countries have been the source 
of most greenhouse gas emissions during more than 150 years of industrial activity and 
consequently contributed most to climate change. Therefore, industrialized countries 
are, from a historical point of view, responsible for today’s climate change challenges and 
need to take the lead in climate change mitigation and adaptation. 
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC): established in 1988 by 
UNEP and WMO, the IPCC operates as an objective and neutral source of information 

change through its periodic assessments reports.

International Transaction Log (ITL): an electronic accounting system that allows 
the UNFCCC Secretariat, through national registries, to keep track of the issuing, transfer 
and cancellation of emission allowances or carbon credits of countries that have signed 
the Kyoto Protocol.  

transaction that is crossing borders, including transactions related to derivatives and 
currencies.

Joint implementation (JI): one of the three mechanisms under the Kyoto Protocol, 
established to support Annex B countries to meet their binding greenhouse gas emissions 
targets without necessarily reducing domestic emissions. JI allows an Annex B country 
to earn emission reduction units (ERUs) by initiating emission reduction or removal 
projects in another Annex B country.

Kyoto Protocol: an international binding agreement, entered into force in February 
2005, which sets greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets averaging 5 percent against 
1990 levels for 37 industrialized countries and the European community for 2008-2012. 

Kyoto Protocol unit: a measurement unit under the Kyoto Protocol that equals 1 
metric ton of carbon dioxide equivalents (Co2eq) in emission reductions. Examples are 

Land-use, Land-use Change and Forestry (LULUCF): a greenhouse gas inventory 
sector that includes greenhouse gas emissions reductions and removals from the 
atmosphere as a result of changes in land use and forestry activities.

Least Developed Country Fund (LDCF): a fund managed by the Global Environment 
Facility (GEF) to support the 48 least developed countries (LDCs) in their adaptation 
strategies to climate change, in particular to prepare and implement their National 
Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs) under the Convention. 

Low-carbon development: implementing economic development strategies that 
result in no or only small amounts of greenhouse gas emissions. 

Mitigation: strategies to reduce or remove greenhouse gas emissions from the 
atmosphere, amongst others by maintaining carbon sinks and switching towards more 
green energy technologies.

Multilateral debt swaps: a mechanism to cancel multilateral debt in highly indebted 
countries with grants, and as such create opportunities for developing countries to invest 
the money that they are no longer using to repay their debts in direct actions to address 
climate change.

National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPA): documents that are 
prepared by Least Developed Countries (LDCs) in order to identify their most urgent and 
immediate actions to adapt to climate change. 

Parts per million (ppm): a ratio-based indicator to measure the concentration of 
greenhouse gases, in particular carbon dioxide, in the atmosphere.

Removal Units (RMU): a Kyoto Protocol unit, issued under LULUCF activities that 
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remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and that equals 1 metric ton of carbon 
dioxide equivalents (CO2eq).

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD): an
approach to reduce carbon dioxide emissions from deforestation and forest degradation 

protect their forests.   

Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF): a fund managed by the Global Environment 
Facility and established to support the implementation of long-term adaptation strategies, 
policies and measures as well as technology transfer and capacity building in order to 

change. 

Strategic Priority on Adaptation (SPA): a former pilot project by the Global 
Environment Facility (GEF) of US$ 50 million to support developing countries in 
addressing local adaptation needs, and in particular to develop and implement concrete 
adaptation projects in line with the GEF areas of work.

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC): recognizing the 
industrial and human induced negative effects on the environment and the need to 
stabilize future greenhouse gas emissions, this Convention entered into force in March 

intergovernmental cooperation on climate change; including gathering and sharing of 
information on greenhouse gas emissions; national mitigation and adaptation strategies 
and best practices; and support for developing countries. 

This glossary aims to clarify the main terminology used in this publication. It draws 
from glossaries and other resources available online, including:

Carbontrading.com. 2002. “Glossary of keywords.” 
[www.carbontrading.com/ct/glossary.htm]

Global Environment Facility. 2007. [www.gefweb.org]

G8 Information Centre. 2005. “What is the G8?” 
[www.g8.utoronto.ca/what_is_g8.html]

Group of Twenty (G-20). n.d. “What is the G-20.” 
[www.g20.org/about_what_is_g20.aspx]

The Group of 77 (G-77) at the United Nations. 2008. “About the Group of 77”. 
[www.g77.org/doc]

UNFCCC. n.d. “Glossary of climate change acronyms.”  
[http://unfccc.int/essential_background/glossary/items/3666.php]

US Environmental Protection Agency. 2009. “Glossary of Climate Change Terms” 
[http://epa.gov/climatechange/glossary.html]

Worldwatch Institute. 2009. “Climate Change Reference Guide.”
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intergovernmental negotiations and development programmes. Based in New 

on a spectrum of current political, development and communication issues 
for different branches of the United Nations, including the UN Development 
Fund for Women, the UN Development Programme, the Human Development 

publication on climate change, she has been engaged in issues related to elections, 
decentralization, violence against women, and gender and economics.



Photographer’s biography

Yann Arthus-Bertrand

Born in 1946, Yann Arthus-Bertrand has always been fond of nature and an 
advocate of conservation. After a three-year study of a pride of lions in the Masaï 

entitled Lions. It was also in Kenya that, as a hot air balloon pilot, he discovered 
aerial photography and his calling: to demonstrate the Earth’s beauty through 
photography in order to raise awareness of the importance of preserving it. 

A full-time reporter and photographer, Yann Arthus-Bertrand specialized as early 
as 1986 in aerial photography and nine years later began his project The Earth 
from Above. Through books – more than 3 million copies of The Earth from 
Above sold in 24 languages – and exhibitions – nearly 130 million visitors in 120 
cities worldwide – this image bank of the Earth seen from above helps the public 
understand the issue of sustainable development. 

He later became a photographer for specialized coverage of adventure, sport and 

agency. He also launched the project “Six Billion Others” (2003), a collection of 
worldwide video testimonies on general themes, such as life, death, love, and hate; 

and to develop concrete solutions to move towards a more sustainable way of life. 
GoodPlanet became a foundation in June 2009. 

Yann Arthus-Bertrand is also the author of Seen From Above, a documentary series 
of several one-and-a-half hour episodes, which explore environmental issues. It 
is currently being distributed for broadcast in 34 countries. Other environmental 
awareness raising projects include Action Carbone, “Why Sustainable development?” 
and the recently released movie: HOME, which shows the state of the planet and 
the challenges to protect it. Yann Arthus-Bertrand is Goodwill Ambassador for the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

Further information about Yann Arthus-Bertrand and his photography can be 
found online: (www.yannarthusbertrand.org/v2/yab_us.htm). For information 
on GoodPlanet, visit: (www.goodplanet.org). 



United Nations Non-Governmental Liaison Service (NGLS)

The United Nations Non-Governmental Liaison Service (NGLS), established in 1975, 

constructive relations between the United Nations and civil society, including through 
dynamic partnerships to foster greater coherence around cross-cutting and emerging 
issues on the UN’s agenda and by facilitating meaningful civil society engagement in 
UN processes.

Drawing on its inter-agency nature and UN system-wide perspective, NGLS provides 
strategic information, analysis and support to a wide range of constituencies, using its 
unique convening and networking capacity to strengthen multistakeholder dialogue 
and alliance-building on core UN issues. NGLS programme activities deal with the full 
UN agenda on economic and social development, human rights, environment, peace 
and security and operate across the entire UN system of agencies, programmes, funds 
and departments concerned with these issues. NGLS works with national and regional 
NGOs from developing and industrialized countries and international NGOs.

The information produced by NGLS – both in published form and electronically 
– combines public information on UN and NGO events and issues, practical “how 
to” guides to the UN system for NGOs, and substantive analysis of issues on the 
international agenda. All NGLS publications are available on its website (www.un-
ngls.org).

In 2008, the work of NGLS was supported by:
- United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs (UN/DESA)
- United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)
- International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)

- Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS)
- United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
- United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM)
- United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)

- United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
- United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)
- United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)

- World Food Programme (WFP)
- World Health Organization (WHO)

France, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. 

For further information:
NGLS Geneva
Palais des Nations
CH-1211 Geneva 10 Switzerland
Telephone: +41-22/917 2076
Fax: +41-22/917 0432
E-mail: ngls@unctad.org

NGLS New York
Room DC1-1106
United Nations, New York NY 10017, USA
Telephone: +1-212/963 3125
Fax: +1-212/963 8712
E-mail: ngls@un.org


