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What is climate justice?
The climate is changing, human activities are contributing to
this and the impacts are already being felt by people, plants
and animals across the globe1. However the impacts of climate
change are not evenly distributed. The poorest countries and
the most vulnerable people within them, particularly those
whose economies are dependent on agriculture, will be most
affected despite having contributed least to climate change. It
is this unfair situation that has led to calls from NGOs and
developing countries for climate justice.
Justice is generally understood to mean that which is right,
fair, appropriate or deserved, with justice being achieved when
an unjust act is redressed. Within the context of climate
change this means that the poorest countries and people
should be supported by those who have contributed most to
climate change. As a fairly new concept there are multiple definitions of climate justice. One that is used by the Mary
Robinson Foundation - Climate Justice states that ‘climate
justice links human rights and development to achieve a
human-centred approach, safeguarding the rights of the most
vulnerable and sharing the burdens and benefits of climate
change and its resolution equitably and fairly’.
Essentially, climate justice means trying to ensure that people
and the planet are treated fairly in the ways in which we:
a) try to reduce further climate changes, for example by cutting
down the amount of fossil fuels we burn to produce energy
(known as mitigation); and b) adapt to the changes we have
brought about in the climate, for example by developing crops
that are resistant to droughts where rainfall levels have
dropped as a result of climate change (known as adaptation).
1
IPCC Fourth Assessment Report: Climate Change 2007. Available online at:
www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/ar4/syr/en/contents.html

Why is the geography of climate justice important?
Increasing climate change is predicted to have many negative
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Within the context of climate change this

b) Different histories
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2

Johnston, R. E., Gregory, D., and Smith, D. (1994) Dictionary of Human Geography, Blackwell, Oxford, p.648
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Look at the three different maps of the world, where the size of each country reflects levels of poverty, land area and carbon
emissions (more maps available at: http://www.worldmapper.org). Can you guess which maps are which? Answers are at the end of this resource.

2006 © Copyright SASI Group (University of Sheffield) and Mark Newman (University of Michigan).

Climate change is already affecting people differently across the globe
Look at the areas of vulnerability within the countries of Africa in the map below. Think about other areas around the globe
that might be struggling to deal with the effects of climate change already.

Climate change vulnerability in Africa. Source: Anna Ballance, UNEP/GRID-Arendal, 2002
www.grida.no/climate/vitalafrica/english/28.htm. Cartographer/Designer: Delphine Digout, Revised by Hugo Ahlenius,
UNEP/GRID-Arendal. http://maps.grida.no/go/graphic/climate_change_vulnerability_in_africa.

(5)

How can climate justice be achieved?
Although the term climate justice has only recently been

United Nations Framework
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brought to general attention the underlying issues with which
it is concerned (that is common but differentiated responsi-
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amongst nation states to respond to climate change) have
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on Climate Change (see IPCC box below) brings together inter-
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national experts in fields related to climate change and its

national treaties) as the basis for a global

impacts and informs developments under the UNFCCC.

response to humanly-induced climate change. The
ultimate objective of the UNFCCC is to stabilise

Both the UNFCCC and the IPCC conclude that industrialized

greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere at a

countries must first and foremost take domestic action against

level that will prevent dangerous human interfer-

climate change and are obliged to assist developing countries

ence with the climate system. The UNFCCC is

in mitigating and adapting to climate change through capacity

complemented by the 1997 Kyoto Protocol which

building and technology transfer. Following the arguments

has 192 Parties. Under this Protocol 37 industri-

debated and discussed under the UNFCCC, climate justice is

alised countries and the European Community

only likely to be achieved when industrialised countries;

have committed to reducing their emissions by an

i) reduce their greenhouse gas emissions, according to their
common and differentiated responsibilities, to levels that

average of 5% by 2012 against 1990 levels. For
more information on the UNFCCC and the Kyoto
Protocol see: www.unfccc.int

will prevent dangerous human induced interference with the
climate system

ii)

provide short- and long-term climate finance to help the

The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC)

most vulnerable countries adapt to climate impacts and
pursue low carbon development strategies (a promise made
at Copenhagen talks in 2009, and formalised in Cancun in
2010, states that wealthier nations will provide US$ 10 billion
a year for the period 2010-2012 increasing to US$100 billion
a year by 2020)

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) is the leading international body for the
assessment of climate change. It was established
in 1988 to assess the scientific, technical and
socio-economic information relevant for the under-

iii) ensure capacity building and technology transfer (such as
salt-resistant crops and clean energy solutions) to help the
most vulnerable become more resilient to climate change and
to benefit from green growth.

standing of human induced climate change, its
potential impacts and options for mitigation and
adaptation. The IPCC has completed four full
assessment reports, guidelines and methodologies, special reports and technical papers. For
more information on the IPCC, its activities and
publications please see: www.ipcc.ch

(6)

A number of organisations and networks of individuals have come together in recent years to work out principles for achieving
climate justice. The Bali Principles of Climate Justice, for example, were established in 2002 by representatives of people’s
movements together with activist organisations working for social and environmental justice. The 23 principles are available
at: www.ejnet.org/ej/bali.pdf. The Mary Robinson Foundation - Climate Justice has also developed a set of Climate Justice
Principles which inform their mission to realise a world engaged in the advancing of climate justice available at:
www.mrfcj.org/about
Fundamentally, all campaigners for climate justice agree that those who have contributed most to the problems have the
greatest responsibility to help resolve them. As outlined by the Climate Justice Research Initiative at Trinity College Dublin:
www.tcd.ie/iiis/research/climate-justice.php, those who can most easily afford it should contribute most to the solution of
the climate change problem.

For climate justice to work we need:
Better ways of making decisions that include the voices of all those who are being affected by
climate change (called ‘procedural justice’).
To ensure that costs and benefits of meeting the challenge of climate change are spread out fairly
according to responsibility and ability (called ‘distributional justice’).
To think about how the needs of future generations and non-human beings, those who do not have a
voice in current decisions, can be better considered in our decision-making (called ‘just sustainability’).

Those who are vulnerable to
climate change need to be
given a voice in discussions
about what actions to take

Find out how much you
contribute to climate change by

Climate justice requires a global transition

calculating your carbon footprint using the

to a low-carbon economy which means

on-line carbon calculator developed by the

finding new, less damaging ways of living

EPA (Environmental Protection Agency),

(e.g. renewable energy and reduction in use

available at: http://cmt.epa.ie/en/

of energy). This needs to happen in a way

calculator/

that is sensitive to the needs of everybody,
rich or poor, wherever they live.
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CASE STUDY 1: Climate change impacts and adaptation
amongst fishing communities in Bangladesh
Rice cultivation was the only source of income for Goutom Mandal and his family. The farmer from Baroikhali, in Bangladesh,
lived well enough, and was looking forward to a good future for his only child.
But all his hopes and only means of survival were destroyed when Cyclone Aila in 2009 washed away his rice crops and left his
fields inundated in seawater. He was unable to plant new paddy in the saline land and lost his livelihood. And worse, he had
to stop sending his daughter to school.
Facing poverty and frustration, Goutom was fortunate enough to benefit from the Aila rehabilitation project led by BRAC
(Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance Committee), a large international non-governmental organisation that seeks to empower
vulnerable people, which advised him to use the brackish water in his flooded fields for fattening crabs in pens as an alternative
livelihood.
He received 15,000 takas worth of supplies, including nets, bamboo fencing, baby crabs and feed. He made a profit of 2,500
takas within 15 days, managing to meet his family’s basic needs. His daughter has restarted school. And Goutom has again
started dreaming of a prosperous future.
This is an example of how people can and do adapt their lifestyles in response to unpredictable events that are likely to be more
frequent as a result of climate change, such as cyclones, provided they are given appropriate assistance, advice and support.
For more information on BRAC and their work see: www.brac.net
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Case Study 2: The multiple benefits of
supporting responses to climate change in Uganda
National strategies in Uganda for both climate change adaptation and mitigation identify reducing deforestation and increasing
reforestation as top priorities. Since 1990, Uganda has lost more than 25% of its forest cover and at current rates the remaining
forest will be lost in another 30 years. Forests are an important carbon sink – soaking up CO2 from the atmosphere – as well
as stabilizing the soil, regulating the local climate and providing a livelihood to local people.
The use of fuel wood for cooking accounts for approximately half of Uganda's forest loss, with the average family consuming
three tons of wood for that purpose each year. The Uganda Carbon Bureau, a carbon finance company, is working with communities to create a market for affordable, highly efficient stoves which use less wood and charcoal for household cooking. An
additional benefit for the communities making and using the stoves is that they can tap into the carbon market – getting
payments from the international community for the carbon savings they have made by using the new stoves. Not only do the
new fuel efficient stoves reduce greenhouse gas emissions and demand for firewood, therefore slowing the rate of deforestation
which can cause flash flooding, they also reduce exposure to indoor air pollution and the amount of time spent collecting
firewood by women and children.
This case study illustrates how innovative interventions, working with and for vulnerable communities, can help to redress
climate injustices. These activities and many others like them need to be scaled-up and rolled out with considerable financial
and technical support from developed countries.
For more information on the Ugandan Carbon Bureau see: www.ugandacarbon.org
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Over to you…

AT SCHOOL—look into the Green Schools initiative for reducing environmental impacts,
including energy: www.greenschools.ie, and energy education: www.energyeducation.ie.
AT HOME—calculate your family’s carbon footprint and talk to your family about how it could
be reduced, say by 2% every year to aim for 20% reduction by 2020.
AT PLAY—think about how your leisure time might have an impact on climate change, for
example through playing computer games (how much energy does that use per hour?), going
to the swimming pool or being driven to sports training (could you share a lift with friends,
get a bus, cycle or walk?).
AT THE SHOPS—think about how your purchases might be affecting climate change through
the consumption of finite resources (how much fossil-fuel based fertilizer is used to grow your
food?), or the production of pollution (how far does your food travel to get to your plate?).
IN GOVERNMENT—Ask your public representative what they are doing with respect to Ireland’s
international commitments under UNFCCC to support developing countries to undertake adaptation and mitigation actions through the provision of short and long term finance. Lobby your
local elected representatives to make sure that Ireland provides this finance and that the
money is new and additional to overseas development finance.
JOIN A CAMPAIGN FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE—one campaign that is representing a range of
places and interest groups, including Save the Children, Amnesty International and WWF, is
called tck tck tck, see: http://tcktcktck.org or follow it on twitter at: http://twitter.com/tcktcktck.
Look at the iMatterMarch http://imattermarch.org/ a campaign for young people focused on
climate change and www.stopclimatechaos.ie.f
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Get informed about climate justice,
climate change and its impacts
• Look at the work of the Mary Robinson Foundation - Climate Justice:
www.mrfcj.org/about
• See what the National Waste Prevention Programme is doing to help
reduce unnecessary emissions and waste in Ireland through initiatives
such as Green Schools and Green Homes at: www.nwpp.ie
• Look at the fact sheets of the UNFCCC: www.unfccc.int and IPCC:
www.ipcc.ch
• Examine the information on climate change and development on the Irish
Aid website: www.irishaid.gov.ie
• Understand how Trócaire is working with communities on the causes and
consequences of climate change both at home and overseas by looking
at their website: www.trocaire.org/climatechange
• Visit the website of Concern to see how it works with the poorest people
in the poorest countries of the world to enable them to transform their
lives: www.concern.net
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References and further resources
WWF Climate Change test:
www.worldwildlife.org/what/globalmarkets/Climate%20Change/Climate%20Cirriculum/item5944.html

WWF Climate Change Curriculum for Teachers: Your Climate, Your Future.
15 lesson plans available for free download from:
www.worldwildlife.org/what/globalmarkets/Climate%20Change/Climate%20Cirriculum/item5944.html

Trinity College Dublin Climate Justice Initiative: www.tcd.ie/iiis/research/climate-justice.php

Sheffield Social and Spatial Inequalities Research Group:
www.sasi.group.shef.ac.uk/ : SASI (University of Sheffield, 2006).

UNEP Environmental Knowledge for Change: GRID-Arendal is a collaborating centre of the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP). Established in 1989 by the Government of Norway as a Norwegian Foundation, to
communicate environmental information to policy-makers and facilitate environmental decision-making for change.
Contains extensive maps and graphics that have been prepared for publications and websites from the last 15 years in
a wide range of themes related to the environment and sustainable development.
Available at: www.grida.no
ICARUS NUIM website: http://icarus.nuim.ie/
This resource is available to download from www.ria.ie/climatejustice.aspx
ANSWER TO MAP QUIZ: from top to bottom, maps show land area, poverty, carbon dioxide emissions.
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