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Today’s Lecture
Current State of Affairs
▪ Climate change science – causes, effects, 

recommendations, 2°C vs. 1.5°C.
▪ Climate change politics – the global response to 

climate change.

Climate Change and Justice 
▪ Why is climate change a problem of global justice?

How Just is the Global Response to Climate Change?
▪ Discussion of my recent research.



Climate Change Science
According to the 2014 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Report, human 
influence on the climate system is unequivocal.

The 2014 report states that it is extremely likely (95% chance) that human influence has been 
the dominant cause of the observed warming since the mid-20th century.

Caused by concentration of human-produced greenhouse gases, including CO2 in the 
atmosphere.



Climate Change Science
Main Effects of Climate Change
▪ Warming of the planet

▪ Widespread melting of ice

▪ Sea level rises

▪ Change in weather patterns

▪ Heavy precipitation

▪ Floods 

▪ Droughts

▪ Heat waves

▪ Freezing temperatures

▪ Spread of diseases

▪ Displacement

▪ Lack of food and water



Climate Change Science
Scientists recommend that we must keep warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels (note that 
2°C was recommended until October 2018).

We hit 1°C change in 2015, and the 2018 IPCC Report estimates that we will reach 1.5°C 
between 2030 and 2052 if we continue as we are today.

To keep temperature to 2°C, global emissions need to be cut by 40-70% by 2050, and be at or 
near zero by 2100.  To keep temperatures to 1.5°C, emissions needs to be cut 45% by 2030 and 
net zero by 2050.

Adaptation will be necessary: for example, building seawalls, subsidizing people to move away 
from threatened areas, spending money on inoculating people from infectious diseases, 
supporting irrigation systems in drought prone areas, and sending overseas aid to victims of 
malnutrition. 



Climate Change Science
Why does 1.5°C Matter? (From the 2018 IPCC Report)

▪ Sea Level Rise: around 10cm less in a 1.5°C world compared to 2°C - roughly 10 
million fewer people exposed to risk.

▪ Water Scarcity: roughly 100 million fewer people exposed to water scarcity in a 
1.5°C world compared to a 2°C world.

▪ GDP Per Capita: down 8% in a 1.5°C world compared to 13% in a 2°C world.

A good resource - https://interactive.carbonbrief.org/impacts-climate-change-one-point-five-degrees-two-
degrees/#

https://interactive.carbonbrief.org/impacts-climate-change-one-point-five-degrees-two-degrees/


Climate Change Politics
In light of these alarming scientific warnings – what has been done in response to climate 
change?

Looking to the governance of climate change allows us to see what decisions have been made 
at the global level.

Main actor is the UNFCCC – UN Framework for the Convention on Climate Change.



Climate Change Politics
First Conference of the Parties of the Climate Change Convention (COP1) in Berlin, 1995.

Categories: Annex I, Annex II, Non-Annex I and Least Developed

Kyoto Protocol signed at COP3 in Kyoto, 1997, came into force 2005

▪ First commitment period 2008-2012, second commitment period agreed at COP12 Doha, 
2013-2020. 

▪ 2°C goal agreed in 2009 as part of the Copenhagen Accord.

▪ Lack of participation: Annex I mitigation, Annex II finance.

▪ Weak targets: ‘at least 18% below 1990 levels.’ 

▪ Weak enforcement mechanisms: voluntary, no punishments for non-compliance.



Climate Change Politics
COP21 Paris Agreement – 2015 (comes into force in 2020)

▪ New stringent global targets, but inadequate individual country targets. 

▪ Participation increased but not yet guaranteed.

▪ Continued weak compliance measures.

▪ IPCC Report on 1.5°C requested at COP21.

▪ At the most recent COP24, Parties would not adapt the 2018 IPCC Report.



Climate Change Politics



Paris Celebrations 

Dr Dietzel



What Does This Tell Us About the Global 
Response to Climate Change?

The UN played an important role in building consensus 
and catalysing action, but so far has failed to make a 
major impact on climate change. Are there any 
alternatives?

Yes! 

There has been an explosion of non-state responses to 
climate change in the past decade.

The Paris Agreement presents a significant shift away 
from a purely state-led approach to climate change. 

Non-state responses to Trump’s withdrawal from the 
Paris Agreement indicate a changing context where 
multilateral action is no longer the only option.



Why Ask ‘How Just is the Response to Climate 
Change?’

Climate change is, by it’s very nature, a problem of 

justice – specifically global justice. 

It will primarily affect those who have done least to 

contribute to the problem. 

Responding to climate change requires global decisions on 

emissions reductions, technology development, 

adaptation finance, and coordination. These decisions 

require discussions of fairness and justice. 



How Can We Assess How Just the Climate Change 
Response Is?

I take what is called a ‘cosmopolitan’ approach. 

Cosmopolitans put individuals at the centre of moral 

concern and emphasise the importance of fair 

treatment of humans across the globe. 



How Can We Assess How Just the Climate Change 
Response Is?

Treating climate change as an issue of cosmopolitan 

justice means:

▪ Considering the human impact of climate change 

across the globe.

▪ Defending the rights of future generations.

▪ Assigning moral responsibilities (to states, non-state 

actors, individuals) for adaptation, mitigation, 

technology development, etc.

▪ Exploring whether decision making processes are fair to 

those most affected by climate change. 



Example – My Recent Book
Part I: Developing a Climate Justice Account

Chapter 1 – The Scope of Climate Justice

Chapter 2 – The Grounds of Climate Justice

Chapter 3 – The Demands of Climate Justice

Part II: Assessing Climate Governance

Chapter 4 – Bridging Theory and Practice

Chapter 5 – Assessing Multilateral Climate Governance

Chapter 6 – Assessing Transnational Climate Governance



Part I: Developing a Climate Justice Account

The first three chapters of the book focus on answering 

four questions: who will be most affected, what exactly 

is at stake, what action must be taken in the face of 

climate change, and who should be responsible this 

action. 

In answering these questions, the book sets out the 

scope, grounds, and demands of climate justice in 

Chapters One, Two and Three, respectively. 



Part I: Developing a Climate Justice Account
Demand One – Protecting the Right to Health

a) Global temperature changes must be kept at or below 2°C.

b) Adaptation must be prioritized alongside mitigation. 

Demand Two – Responsibilities of States

Distribution of benefits and burdens in global climate change action must be based on the 
Polluter’s Ability to Pay (PATP) model.

Demand Three – Responsibilities of Non-State Actors

Capable actors, including individuals, firms, sub-state entities, and international institutions, 
irrespective of the country they live or exist in, must be held responsible for lowering emissions 
and/or contributing to adaptation efforts, in line with their respective capabilities.



Part II: Assessing Climate Governance

My assessment of state responses focuses on the key policy 

decisions made by multilateral actors, including the 

Convention, Kyoto Protocol, and Paris Agreement, as well as 

investigating how these decisions were negotiated. 

My assessment of non-state responses makes use of both 

existing climate change governance research and ten 

examples of non-state climate change governance initiatives, 

providing an insight into how transnational climate change 

governance has developed and where it stands today. 



Part II: Assessing Climate Governance
1. Actors in the institution enable the demand of justice – the demand of justice is 

unequivocally fulfilled in its entirety. 

2. Actors in the institution are consistently working towards enabling the demand of justice 
– the demand of justice is not yet fulfilled, but there are policies in place which are 
consistently leading towards this goal. 

3. Actors in the institution have promised to begin working on enabling the demand of 
justice in the future – no policy has been adopted, but there is the potential for the 
creation of policy in order to consistently work towards enabling the demand of justice.

4. Actors in the institution do not enable the demand of justice – there has been no promise 
or attempt to enable the demand of justice and there are no policies in place.



Summary of Findings – State Response
Some bad news…

None of the three demands of climate justice 
have been fully enabled by the multilateral 
regime (UNFCCC). 

Actors sit on the third rung of the four-point 
hierarchy in the case of Demand One and Two, 
and on the fourth rung in the case of Demand 
Three.

Decisions are taken in an exclusionary manner 
– Global South left out of key decisions or 
overruled. 



Summary of Findings – State Response
Some good news…

The Convention appears to reveal that states view climate 

change as a matter of global justice. 

The UNFCCC have gone beyond making promises and have 

attempted to implement policies – they are consistently 

inching forwards.

This is most clearly demonstrated by the Paris Agreement, 

which indicates movement forward on each demand of 

justice.



Summary of Findings – Non-State Response 

Some good news…

Non-state actors sit on the third rung of the four-point hierarchy in the case of each demand (so 
they are doing slightly better than the UNFCCC).

Non-state climate change actors are moving towards enabling a condition of climate justice more 
creatively, ambitiously and quickly than state actors. 



Summary of Findings – Non-State Response 
Some bad news…

Most non-state schemes are voluntary.

Non-state responses are primarily market based.

It is difficult to measure their success in any 
meaningful sense.

Non-state actors seem to be quite exclusionary. 



Summary of Findings – Both Responses

State and non-state actors face the same key problems: 

Ongoing struggle to lower GHG emissions at the rate required.

Entrenched favoring of mitigation over adaptation.

Pervasive exclusion of the Global South from decision making 

processes.

Incessant failure to change the behavior of responsible actors. 



Summary of Findings – Both Responses

In this sense, my assessment reveals that it is not possible to 

claim that states have failed, and non-state responses 

present improvement and innovation: instead, these 

processes face similar problems. 

Their shared problems imply that including non-state 

climate change actors in UNFCCC processes, which the Post-

Paris Agreement regime is moving towards, may not be a 

simple or straightforward improvement of the climate 

change response. 



To Sum Up….

Climate change politics is failing – it is moving 
forward much too slowly to ensure a just response 
that protects human rights. 

We have 12 years to turn things around – the 
scientists have done amazing work in terms of 
figuring out what we could do.

We might need to let social scientists/philosophers 
lead the way on what we should do and what 
political and social action is required.



Thank you for coming

Find out more about BoB and forthcoming 

lectures at bit.ly/boblectures


