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Preface 
 
The aim of this report is to serve as a point of departure for discussion among 
members of the scientific community of UNESCO, the NGOs working with 
UNESCO, and member states of UNESCO on the ethical challenges posed by global 
climate change. In particular, the focus of this document falls on a clarification of:  

1. The central ethical issues that are brought about by global climate change 
2. The general and specific principles that could be adopted to form a basis 

of responding to these issues 
3. Possible recommendations on different levels, contexts, and scales of 

intervention that follows from a sound ethics of climate change. 
 
It is taken as an important point of departure that global climate change is a matter of 
great concern for humankind, posing perhaps the greatest challenge that humankind 
has faced in its entire history. However, this report is characterized not so much by a 
language of concern, as it is by a language of response. In this ethics of response to 
the various effects of global climate change, two central points, among others, will be 
highlighted: the importance of sharing the burden in these responses, and the 
importance of building a sound basis of scientific knowledge to guide these responses.  
 
As it will be shown in this report, it is not always clear how to formulate many of the 
ethical questions raised by the various effects of global climate change, and on what 
basis to choose between different formulations. Similarly, it is not always clear 
whether our conventional approaches to moral decision-making, or the dominant 
conceptual frameworks we use in this regard, are adequate to articulate the ethical 
challenges of global climate change and our responses to it. It is exactly with this kind 
of uncertainty in mind that this report was drafted, in particular to offer some 
guidelines in a situation where few, if any guidelines are obvious. At minimum, one 
of the objectives of this report is to stimulate rational debate about the moral basis of 
our responses to climate change, on the policy level as well as in the domain of action. 
 
Building on previous work done in COMEST on environmental ethics,1 this report is 
not intended to duplicate any of the work done on climate change in UNESCO or the 
broader family of United Nations Organizations, but rather to support it – by 
highlighting the often subtle, but nonetheless highly important ethical implications of 
climate change that are often shifted to the background when issues of hard science, 
economics, and international politics are discussed. In fact, this report has been 
initiated in direct response to the request of the General Assembly of UNESCO 
addressed to the General of UNESCO to develop a UNESCO Strategy for Action on 
Climate Change that aims “to build and maintain the requisite knowledge base, and to 
adopt measures to adapt to the impacts of climate change, contribute to the mitigation 
of its causes, and strengthen sustainable development” (Executive Board Document 
180 EX/16, p. 1).2 Without serious attention to the ethical implications of climate 
change, this Strategy for Action may not be as strong as it can be. 
 

                                                 
1 Details about previous work done in COMEST on environmental ethics can be 
found at www.unesco.org/COMEST 
2 For an overview of the work done in UNESCO on climate change, the following 
website can be consulted: www.unesco.org/en/climate-change  



For comments only. 

 4 

Similarly, this report acknowledges and supports other work that is done on climate 
change within the network of United Nations organizations, for instance the United 
Nations Framework Conference on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) that was formed in 1988 by the 
World Meteorological Organization and the United Nations Environmental Program 
(UNEP).3 The ongoing work of the IPCC in establishing a scientific basis for 
discussions on climate change, and the ongoing negotiations between parties to the 
UNFCCC with a view to entering into binding international agreements on 
mechanisms and targets to address the challenges of climate change – these are all 
accepted as points of reference for the work of COMEST on an ethics of climate 
change. 
 
It is furthermore acknowledged in this report that many of the ethical dimensions of 
climate change are already implicitly recognized in the work of bodies such as the 
IPCC and the UNFCCC – and in the international politics around it. In this regard, the 
Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC (published in 2007) is of particular 
importance, as well as the Bali Road Map that was produced at the 13th Session of the 
Conference of the Parties to the UNFCC (COP-13) in December 2007, as well as the 
resolutions of COP 14 that was held in December 2008 in Poznan, Poland. It is clearly 
important to foreground these implicit ethical dimensions so that they can be 
explicitly debated, as well as to clarify the ethical basis of our responses to global 
climate change. The outcomes of this report, that will be made available to member 
states of UNESCO during October 2009, can thus be highly relevant to the 
discussions of COP 15 that will be held in Copenhagen in December 2009 to finalize 
the climate change dispensation that will be implemented from 2012 when the 
commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol expires. 
 
Lastly, it should be mentioned that this report would not have been possible without 
the valuable work that was done by the pioneers of climate change ethics, in particular 
Dale Jamieson, Dan Brown, Stephen Gardiner, Peter Singer, and the Rock Ethics 
Institute of Pennsylvania State University (where Dan Brown plays a leading role). 
The White Paper on the Ethical Dimensions of Climate Change (not dated), and the 
The Buenos Aires Draft Declaration on the Ethical Dimensions of Climate Change 
(2004) were both initiated by the Rock Ethics Institute, and both of these documents 
serve as invaluable points of reference for this report. 
 

                                                 
3 For an overview of the work done in the United Nations on climate change, the 
following website can be consulted: http://www.un.org/climatechange/ 
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1. Introduction 
 
Global climate change has, without any doubt, become the “defining issue of our era”, 
as the United Nations Secretary-General, Mr. Ban-Ki Moon has pointed out. After the 
Fourth Assessment Report of the IPPC that was published in 2007, it can be stated 
unequivocally that global climate change exists, that it is caused by past and present 
human activities, and that it poses one, if not the biggest threat to the future of life on 
earth as we know it. Entailing much more than rising average temperatures, but also 
long-term changes in precipitation amounts, ocean salinity, wind patterns and extreme 
weather events, including droughts, heavy precipitation, heat waves and the intensity 
of tropical cyclones, that include hurricanes and typhoons (IPCC 2007a: 7), global 
climate change confronts humanity with the practical challenge of building a sound 
scientific understanding of the mechanisms through which it unfolds, and on the basis 
of that knowledge, to mitigate its intensity as far as is humanly possible, or adapt to its 
effects that cannot be avoided.  
 
As such, global climate change confronts humanity arguably with the most serious 
ethical challenge that it has ever faced. Indeed, far reaching ethical questions can be 
asked about the continuation of human actions that not only cause climate change, but 
also contribute to its intensification and acceleration. Equally serious ethical questions 
arise in the context of our responses to global climate change. Is there a duty to 
mitigate the intensity of global climate change, and if there is, how far does this duty 
extend, and who carries the burden of this duty on what basis? Similarly, is there a 
duty on those who have caused global climate change, to assist people who are 
already suffering, or will suffer in future, the negative consequences of it, but are not 
in the position to adapt to, or avoid these consequences on their own? Is there a duty 
to share knowledge about the nature, extent and tempo of global climate change, in 
particular with those vulnerable to its negative impacts that are not in a position to 
gather or use that knowledge on their own? And how should we refer to those people 
who have been displaced by climate change effects such as droughts or floods: should 
we refer to them as “climate change migrants” or “climate change refugees”, and on 
what basis do we choose between these two designations if we know that the first 
commonly entail refusal of entry into a neighbouring state, while the latter implies 
that entry into a neighbouring state cannot be denied? Indeed, what would principles 
such as “fairness” and “responsibility” and “justice” and “freedom” mean in the face 
of global climate change? And do these principles have the same connotations and 
implications in the contexts of science, mitigation and adaption respectively? 
 
It is questions like these that point to the ethical implications of global climate 
change, and the importance of these questions almost speaks for itself: the answers we 
give to them have far reaching implications for the immediate or future well-being of 
vast numbers of people who are the immediate victims of global climate change, or 
fall in the vague category of those causing it. The fact of the matter is, however, that 
these ethical questions are mostly not made explicit in discussions about climate 
change, and therefore are not adequately scrutinized or debated. What is commonly 
found, is that climate change discussions predominantly take place on a factual and 
technical level, i.e. they focus on factual issues around the causes, the impacts and the 
effects of climate change, or on technical policy issues regarding responses to its 
challenges, while the ethical implications of global climate change are not clearly 
articulated and explicitly discussed in these factual analyses and the policies that are 
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built on them. As Ten Have (2006: 11) has pointed out with regard to responses to 
environmental problems in general, there seems to be a tendency to move directly 
from concerns about climate change to climate change action, without self-
consciously and critically reflecting on the aims, the nature, the extent and the 
justification of these actions. Thus, the ethics already embedded in concerns about and 
responses to global climate change are shifted to the background, and effectively 
taken off the agenda of matters that need to be seriously considered. 
 
Accordingly, the aim of this report is to foreground the ethical implications of global 
climate change, and to demonstrate what differences it could make if these ethical 
implications are taken seriously in the policy proposals that are made at international, 
regional and national levels with a view to developing a sound scientific 
understanding of climate change, to mitigate its intensity, and to adapt to its 
unavoidable effects. However, it is not obvious what these ethical implications are, 
and it is sometimes difficult to articulate the moral basis of our responses to these 
ethical challenges. In part this has to do with the extreme complexity of global climate 
change as a concrete phenomenon unfolding in time, but in part it also has to do with 
the conventional conceptual frameworks and decision-making strategies with which 
we conceptualize and respond to the challenges of global climate change.  
 
Furthermore, the ethical implications of global climate change are often obscured by 
the combination of (a) epistemic uncertainties that relate to the nature, scope and 
possible outcomes of the phenomena constituting climate change; and (b) ethical 
uncertainties that relate to the overlapping of competing grounds for obligation and to 
their unclear application to complex issues. In addition, public debate has often tended 
to short-circuit such uncertainties and to give the impressions that things are clearer 
than they are. 
 
In order to come to grips with the ethical implications of global climate change, a 
good place to start is with an overview of the epistemic and ethical uncertainties 
conjured up by the complexity of global climate change. These uncertainties will be 
articulated in Section 2 within the framework of, and with reference to that which is 
not disputed in our knowledge about climate change, and that which is not disputed 
about ethics in general. The last part of section 2 is devoted to an overview of the 
characteristics of global climate change, in which particular emphasis will fall on the 
complexity of this phenomenon as it unfolds in time, and how this complexity affects 
our understanding of the ethical implications of global climate change. 
 
Section 3 of this report will provide an overview of the principles that are already 
available in the international arena to address these ethical issues. Section 4 will be 
devoted to a discussion of a number of core themes that are recommended to form an 
essential part of critical dialogue in the context of developing ethically justifiable 
responses to the challenges of global climate change. In Section 5 a summary of the 
main argument of this report is provided. 
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2. Conceptual, epistemic and ethical uncertainties related to 
climate change 

 
Substantively speaking, climate change is a practical challenge to human societies that 
has, in recorded history, led to the collapse of whole civilizations. Current processes 
of climate change, however, are specific in several respects that create challenges 
above and beyond what is inherent in the usual interactions between human societies 
and ecosystems: 
 

1. Analytical and predictive knowledge is available that enable us to foresee, 
to mitigate and to adapt to the effects of climate change in a manner that 
was not possible in earlier times. 

2. On the basis of that knowledge, it is also possible now to discern a causal 
link between human action and current processes of climate change, as 
well as to establish that earlier processes of climate change were 
predominantly natural phenomena. 

3. Humanity collectively has greater capacity then ever before to address 
climate challenges, but at the same time the speed of change may exceed 
adaptation capability, and some groups may be more vulnerable than in 
earlier periods. 

4. Due to a growing “universalization” of ethics, the scope and nature of 
ethical concerns currently acknowledged globally have evolved to include 
issues wider than only those related to human-human interactions. 

5. On the basis of these concerns, there is a growing realization that human 
well-being is dependent on ecosystem integrity, biodiversity, and a stable 
climate system, and therefore that a purely human-centred approach to 
policy- and decision-making can no longer be taken for granted. 

6. However, our current knowledge of ecosystems and the impacts of our 
actions on these ecosystems is incomplete, and this generates uncertain 
obligations to foresee, to prevent, to mitigate and to adapt to the negative 
effects of our impacts. 

 
Taken together, these observations point to a double set of uncertainties that, 
paradoxically, emerge from within a framework of well-established and undisputed 
knowledge about global climate change. On the one hand, in spite of scientific 
consensus that global climate change indeed exists, and that it is caused by past and 
present human action, there are a number of epistemic uncertainties about climate 
change that make it difficult to form a clear picture of the ethical implications of 
global climate change. On the other hand, in spite of a growing consensus that global 
climate change is seriously affecting the well-being of the whole of humanity living 
now and in the future, and also that it is affecting some groups and some nations more 
than others, it is in some cases not clear what exactly the ethical challenges of global 
climate change are, and on the basis of which moral considerations we should take 
what action to address these challenges. But before we turn to a discussion of these 
uncertainties, it is necessary to clarify the relationship between the concepts of “the 
greenhouse effect”, “global warming” and “climate change” – particularly because 
they are commonly confused with one another in popular debates about climate 
change. 
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2.1  Climate change, global warming, and the greenhouse effect  
 
It is important to separate the notion of climate change from the narrower concepts of 
global warming and the greenhouse effect. In the Fourth Assessment Report of the 
IPCC, it is stated that the “earth’s natural greenhouse effect makes life as we know it 
possible. However, human activities, primarily the burning of fossil fuels and clearing 
of forests, have greatly intensified the natural greenhouse effect, causing global 
warming”. (IPCC, 2007a: 98) Basically the greenhouse effect consists of a physical 
process by which thermal radiation emitted by the oceans and land, is absorbed by 
greenhouse gasses present in the atmosphere, including water vapour (H2O), carbon 
dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), nitrous oxide (N2O) and ozone (O3), and reradiated 
back to earth. Analogous to a greenhouse built of glass walls warming up from the 
inside when the sun shines on it, the earth’s temperature thus rises to levels that are 
higher than it would have been without the presence of greenhouse gasses. As such, 
the greenhouse effect is a natural process, although human activities, as pointed out 
above, can greatly intensify this natural process to cause global warming. 
 
Global warming refers to “the gradual increase, observed or projected, in global 
surface temperature, as one of the consequences of radiative forcing caused by 
anthropogenic emissions”. (IPCC 2007c: 101) The global average surface temperature 
of the earth is calculated from changes in the area-weighted global average of the sea 
surface temperature and land surface air temperature respectively. (IPCC 2007a: 134) 
Human induced global warming is caused by adding more greenhouse gasses to the 
earth’s atmosphere, whereby the greenhouse effect is intensified. In the Fourth 
Assessment Report of the IPCC it is stated that an unprecedented increase in 
greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere has been recorded since the onset of 
the industrial era in 1750, and that this has lead to increases in the average global 
surface temperature of the earth over the last 100 years.  
 
Article 1 of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC), defines 
climate change as: 

… a change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human 
activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in 
addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods. 
(UNFCC, Article 1) 

 
In principle this means that climate change can also include global cooling, and even 
an ice age, as some scientists predict may occur if the salinity of the sea is altered to 
such an extent that the flow of the North Atlantic Gulf Stream is interrupted.  
  
In contrast, the IPCC defines climate change as “any change in climate over time, 
whether due to natural variability or as a result of human activity”. (IPCC 2007a: 2) It 
furthermore states, however, that “warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is 
now evident from observations of increases in global average air and ocean 
temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice, and rising global average sea 
level” (IPCC 2007a: 5), and to this it adds the following: 

The understanding of anthropogenic warming and cooling influences on 
climate has improved since the TAR (Third Assessment Report), leading to 
very high confidence that the global average net effect of human activities 
since 1750 has been one of warming … (IPCC 2007a: 3)  
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Climate change, however, entails much more than rising average temperatures. It is 
also evident from long-term changes in precipitation amounts, ocean salinity, wind 
patterns and aspects of extreme weather, including droughts, heavy precipitation, heat 
waves and the intensity of tropical cyclones, that include hurricanes and typhoons 
(IPCC 2007a: 7). 
 
2.2 Epistemic uncertainties 
 
Climate change confronts us with a strange paradox. On the one hand, we currently 
have analytic and predictive knowledge that enable us to foresee, prevent, mitigate 
and adapt to aspects of climate change that were not possible in earlier times. On the 
other hand, we are still confronted with a number of epistemic uncertainties that 
combine to put constraints on our ability to exactly predict when and where which 
effects of climate change will emerge. The sources of these uncertainties include: 

1. Incomplete factual data on aspects of climate change (i.e. uncertainties caused 
by observation gaps). 

2. Limitations in science (i.e. uncertainties caused by the applicability, and 
predictive capacity of scientific models). 

3. The boundaries of our conceptual schemes; (i.e. uncertainties caused by the 
nature and scope of current theoretical frameworks available to understand 
global climate change). 

4. Epistemological constraints (i.e. uncertainties caused by the methodologies 
typically followed by natural science – that commonly exclude the human 
dimensions of climate change).  

 
In the sub-sections below a thumbnail sketch of the first two of these sources will be 
given – with a view to demonstrating that the uncertainties that they give rise to are 
already in themselves ethical challenges. 
 
 
2.2.1 Gaps in our observation of climate change 
 
All predictions about future climate change trends in one way or another start with 
gathering factual data at a certain place over an extended period of time. Currently, 
the most comprehensive interpretation of climate change data can be found in the 
assessment reports of the IPCC. Drawing on historical records, as well as biological, 
fossil and geological “records” it is possible for science to determine what climatic 
conditions were for hundreds of thousands of years. However, in spite of this 
impressive data set that has been built up, there still are numerous gaps in the 
observation basis of our knowledge about climate change. At a conference that was 
held from 3-6 of March 2009 in Monaco on the theme of Climate Change and 
Sustainable Arctic Development, it was for instance pointed out that scientists have 
gaps in their observational data about: 

1. The tempo of the melting of the ice 
2. The interaction of the ice in the Arctic with the waters of the Atlantic and 

Pacific Oceans that meet and mingle underneath the polar ice cap. 
3. The influence of cloud cover on the melting of ice. 
4. The influence of wind and ocean currents on sea ice that has broken off from 

the polar ice cap. 
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These scientists also pointed out that data about climate conditions in the Arctic were 
captured by different scientists following different protocols, and that there was no 
standardized format to store this data in databases. Accordingly, the correlation and 
interpretation of data about the same region become very difficult, which in turn can 
influence the validity of deductions and the accuracy of predictions based on these 
datasets.  
 
Observation gaps of another kind exist of climate data in southern countries and 
continents. This is evident from the fact that from the 30 000 odd studies of climate 
that form the basis of the Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) of the IPPC, only about a 
1 000 contain data of southern countries or continents. Relative to the abundance of 
data about climate conditions in the North, the data about climate conditions in the 
South thus appears to be thin, and again this can influence the validity and accuracy of 
predictions about climate trends in the South. 
 
2.2.2 Limitations in climate change science 
 
Besides uncertainties generated by gaps in observation data, scientists acknowledge 
that they also experience uncertainties with regards to the predictive models that are 
used to interpret observation data. To this they refer as problems of science. While 
many of these models take into account both natural variance and the contribution of 
human actions to climate change trends, it is sometimes not possible to use these 
models for predictions that are other than general and vague. Most of the time, the 
scientists would concede, it is not possible to predict extreme climate events long in 
advance. Nor is it possible to predict with accuracy exactly how a specific region may 
be affected by climate change trends. And yet, climate scientists claim with very high 
levels of confidence that if we can manage to contain the average global temperature 
to levels of less than 2oC above pre-industrial levels, we are likely to stabilize climate 
change trends, and avert catastrophic effects in the future. At the same time, 
predictive models show that if average global temperatures are allowed to soar to 
about 6oC above pre-industrial levels, a “tipping point” may be reached by the end of 
this century that will introduce dangerous and irreversible climate change effects 
(Northcott 2007: 21). When it comes to more accurate predictions however, one 
would be hard pressed to find a climate scientist that would claim absolute certainty 
for it. For example: some predictive models envisage a gradual melting of Arctic ice 
that will eventually lead to a “blue Arctic Ocean” in 2070. Other predictive models, 
though, taking into account other observational data, predict a “blue Arctic Ocean” as 
early as 2030. The upshot of this is that even scientists are uncertain about specific 
events that may occur because of climate change.  
 
 
2.2.2 The precautionary principle 
 
This unpredictability (i.e. scientific uncertainty) of the effects of climate change, in 
particular at regional level, clearly has far reaching implications for policy-making 
and action with regards to climate change. Can one, for instance, reasonably expect of 
national governments and international organizations to allocate scarce resources to 
study climate change trends, and on top of that, to invest further resources in measures 
not only to mitigate the intensity of climate change, but also to adapt to circumstances 
that may not materialize? Is this not too big an ask? 
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The short answer to this question, is found in the precautionary principle which, 
formulated in ordinary language, states that action to prevent serious harm to the 
humans or the environment should not be postponed until rigorous scientific proof is 
established about the causes and effects of that harm. From a more comprehensive 
working definition of the principle that was prepared by COMEST in 2005, it is clear 
that scientific uncertainty in the context of risk and potential danger does not establish 
grounds for inaction, but rather for action, including an active pursuit of further 
knowledge about the risk or danger. For the sake of clarity, the complete formulation 
of this working defining is reproduced here: 

 
When human activities may lead to morally unacceptable harm that is 
scientifically plausible but uncertain, actions shall be taken to avoid or 
diminish that harm. 
Morally unacceptable harm refers to harm to humans or the environment that 
is 

� threatening to human life or health, or 
� serious and effectively irreversible, or 
� inequitable to present or future generations, or 
� imposed without adequate consideration of the human rights of those 

affected. 
The judgement of plausibility should be grounded in scientific analysis. 
Analysis should be ongoing so that chosen actions are subject to review. 
Uncertainty may apply to, but need not be limited to, causality or the bounds 
of the possible harm. 
Actions are interventions that are undertaken before harm occurs that seek to 
avoid or diminish the harm. Actions should be chosen that are proportional to 
the seriousness of the potential harm, with consideration of their positive and 
negative consequences, and with an assessment of the moral implications of 
both action and inaction. The choice of action should be the result of a 
participatory process. (COMEST 2005:14) 

 
What we already know beyond reasonable doubt and with scientific plausibility about 
global climate change is that it poses a morally unacceptable harm that is uncertain. 
So, in terms of this working definition, humanity should not delay action with regards 
to global climate change. On the contrary, the very uncertainty around global climate 
change constitutes an imperative to study the climate change phenomenon at least up 
to the point where it can be established with certainty that no danger from it exists. 
Until such time, however, the wise and ethical option is apparently to take the threat 
of climate change very seriously, to study it with a view to better understand its 
causes and effects, and to establish a scientific knowledge base that can enable 
humanity to prevent its dangers from getting out of hand, and to prepare in time to 
adapt to those detrimental effects of it that cannot be avoided. In the sections below, 
this imperative will be discussed in more detail. 
 
 
2.3 Ethical uncertainties 
 
Climate change confronts us with a different set of uncertainties with regards to 
ethics: we seem to be uncertain about the basis and substance of our obligations to 
foresee, to prevent and to adapt to the effects of climate change; we seem to be 
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uncertain about how to act on the knowledge that there is a causal link between 
human action and climate change; and we are uncertain about how to relate to those 
that are vulnerable to climate change. A better understanding of these uncertainties 
will emerge when we consider what we know in general about the basis, the nature, 
and the scope of ethics, what we know in particular about the threats that global 
climate change already pose to the well-being of people living now and in the 
immediate future, and when we consider some of the characteristics particular to 
global climate change. 
 
 
2.3.1 The basis, the nature, and the scope of ethics 
 
Besides a special narrow notion of ethics as a part of philosophy, which provides a 
theoretical explanation and interpretation of morality, in a broad sense ethics, or 
morality, is commonly understood as knowledge of the fundamental values of human 
existence. Generally speaking, values are general apprehensions about the importanсe 
of objects (material or ideal, physical or spiritual) according to certain criteria. There 
are different kinds of values. For example, instrumental values mark objects, which 
are important for their usefulness in gaining other values. The extreme opposite of 
instrumental values are intrinsic values, which identify the importance of objects for 
their own sake. Environmentalists, developing a non-anthropocentric approach 
towards nature, animals, biosystems or ecosystems argue that these objects are 
valuable regardless of their usefulness to humans. The idea of intrinsic values has 
been proposed by philosophers, sometimes under the name of metaphysical values to 
identify essential qualities of objects constitutive of their being. Ethical values form 
the basis of decision-making and action in accordance with an ideal, accepted in a 
given moral system. They are expressed in the notions of good and evil, right and 
wrong, just and unjust, what deserves respect or not, etc.  

 
In comparison with merely desirable things, situational, pragmatic, and prudential 
preferences, political convictions or instrumental values, ethical values are different 
by their universalizable character. Thus, decision-making and action on the basis of 
ethical values are not matters of arbitrary choice, but rather of following precepts that 
are of such importance that they are deemed to be binding on all rational human 
beings on earth. In comparison with aesthetical values, or judgments of taste, ethical 
values are distinguished by their prescriptive character. What makes ethical values 
different from all kinds of practical values, is their overriding character: they 
articulate an imperative or a “must” that cannot be escaped if there is adherence to 
ethical values. Conversely, if the imperative or “must do” that follows from an ethical 
value is denied, then that value and its importance itself are denied. Such a denial 
however, is also not a matter of arbitrary choice. Following from the universalizable 
character of ethical values, when an ethical value and the imperatives following from 
it are denied, society has a legitimate expectation to insist that the dissenter provide a 
sound, rational justification for doing so, and if such a justification cannot be 
provided, to place some kind of sanction on the dissenter.  
 
Ethical values are implemented into practice (individual or group behavior, corporate 
or public policies) through principles and rules, which together with values constitute 
an important part of ethics.  
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Among fundamental ethical values are:  
 

� the good of individuals and communities,  
� solidarity and unity between individuals and within communities, 
� virtues (or character traits that typically enable rational agents to promote the 

good of individuals and communities, or solidarity and unity between 
individuals and within communities), and 

� excellence in the good, solidarity, and virtues expressed in moral ideals. 
 
Such values are promoted through ethical principles like: 
 

� Do not cause harm, 
� Contribute to others’ good, 
� Be nonviolent and just, 
� Be tolerant and respect others’ dignity. 

 
A further characteristic of the ethical domain is that it primarily deals with human 
agency, that is: human action (including decision-making) and its effects. As such, the 
basis of the ethical domain is constituted by the ability of humans to freely and 
rationally choose between different value-laden options, and the expected 
consequences following from these choices. Accordingly, the ethical domain is not 
only circumscribed by the value choices made by humans, but also by the critical 
weighing of the expected consequences of their choices.  
 
In this context, the ability to freely choose between value laden options again does not 
imply arbitrary choice. It rather entails freedom from coercion, i.e. freedom from 
external pressure that actually deny rational agents their ability to exercise their own 
judgment. Indeed, the ethical domain entails the freedom to independently form one’s 
own assessments on rational grounds alone with reference to the dictates and 
requirements of ethical values. From this it follows that the ethical domain allows for 
different interpretations of ethical values, but at the same time, when differences 
occur in this regard, it also lays down an imperative for those who differ from one 
another, to engage in a rational debate about their differences. 
 
The importance of this rational debate is underlined by the fact that all ethical 
analyses, and the critical reflection associated with it, are conducted in the context of 
uncertainty: the moral agent can never claim to have complete knowledge about a 
situation, or that all consequences of all actions in that situation are known or can be 
foreseen. Within such a context of uncertainty, no action and no decision is self-
evident; on the contrary, from an ethical point of view every action and every decision 
made in the face of uncertainty ultimately requires a sound justification, and it is at 
this point that, rational ethical debate and critical ethical reflection can help to 
explicate and clarify the value basis of actions and decisions, and to deepen insight 
into their expected consequences.  
 
Since there are numerous uncertainties with regards to global climate change in so far 
as that all of its causes, and all possible measures to mitigate or adapt to it are not 
known, an ethics of global climate change will have to explicitly deal with the 
complicating factor of uncertainty. In the sections below, the meaning and importance 
of this will be articulated in more detail. 
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Having made these general observations about the basis, nature and scope of ethics, it 
is now possible to turn to the details of the ethical dimensions and implications of 
global climate change. One of the questions that will have to posed in this regard is 
what the moral basis could be of taking ethical action in response to the challenges of 
global climate change – exactly because this moral basis is not self-evident. Part of 
the problem in this regard, is that climate change can mistakenly be placed outside the 
realm of serious ethical consideration on the grounds that it entails an inevitable 
natural process that is unfolding in time following natural cause-and-effect 
relationships in which no human intervention can make any difference. As such, this 
argument goes, climate change falls outside the ambit of human agency. However, 
even if some aspects of global climate change entails a chain of natural causes and 
effects, it is important to acknowledge that it has unequivocally been established that 
past and present human actions is an important causal factor in this chain of events, 
and that even if some of the effects of global climate change are unavoidable, 
humanity still can mitigate some of these effects, and will have to adapt to those 
effects that it cannot avoid or mitigate. In this view, global climate change falls 
squarely within the domain of human agency, and as it will be demonstrated below, 
an appropriate response to its challenges will entail serious decisions of an ethical 
nature.  
 
Other questions that will have to receive attention to really come to grips with the 
ethical dimensions and implications of global climate change, include the following: 
what are the ethical principles that should guide us in our responses to climate change; 
how should we make our decisions when we face difficult choices, and what should 
we do if we seriously differ from one another in these processes of decision-making?  
The best point of entry into this problématique is to start with an overview of the 
obvious impacts that global climate change already have had on the well-being of 
people living now, or will have on people living in the immediate future, as and then 
to turn to the characteristics of global climate change. In both of these contexts, the 
fault line of ethical uncertainties will be pointed out, as well as its implications for an 
ethics of climate change. 
 
 
2.3.2 Threats of global climate change to human well-being 
 
It is well-established that global climate change does not only entail rising average 
temperatures on earth, but also long term changes in precipitation and weather 
patterns. Both of these trends already are, and will increasingly be manifested in 
extreme weather events that include floods in some parts of the world and droughts in 
other parts, as well as an increase in the intensity and frequency of typhoons, tornados 
and hurricanes. Also directly associated with global climate change is rising sea levels 
due to the melting of polar and other ice bodies over and above natural variances 
because of rising average temperatures. In addition, the best climate change models 
currently available, are predicting that these changes, in spite of all mitigation efforts, 
will set in at a pace that even under the best case scenarios, hundreds of millions of 
people will be directly affected by its effects within the next 100 years, while no 
nation on earth will escape its indirect effects. If mitigation targets envisioned for the 
next 50 years are not reached, these effects may set in much sooner, and affect more 
people than currently expected and planned for. 
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People most vulnerable to the directs effects of global climate change are those living 
in low lying areas prone to flooding such as small islands, large river deltas and 
certain coastal areas, as well as those living in the Arctic where the melting of polar 
ice is threatening their livelihoods and traditional way of life. Equally vulnerable are 
those people who will be, or already are the victims of prolonged droughts – that are 
predicted in particular for parts of Africa, south Asia and South America. A third 
vulnerable group is that of the poor, the sick and the elderly living in inner cities and 
other urban areas such as slums, and do not have the means to avoid or adapt to rapid 
changes in the climate, or to extreme weather events – as it has been demonstrated 
already by the xxx deaths in Europe during the heat wave of 2003, or the impact of 
Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in 2005. In the fourth place, a less well defined 
group of possible victims of global climate change are those people who will bear the 
brunt of extreme weather events such as flooding, or storms such as typhoons, 
tornados and hurricanes. A fifth category of possible victims of global climate change 
are those people who will be exposed to infectious diseases that were unknown to 
them before because of shifts in the range of disease vectors due to rising average 
temperatures. In the sixth place, it is important to mention that global climate change 
does and will not affect humans alone, but also diminish the flourishing and integrity 
of the bio-sphere as a whole, which include a reduction in biodiversity, deteriorating 
ecosystems, and adding to the suffering of countless animals, domestic as well as 
wild.  
 
All of these categories of vulnerabilities are linked to the harm that can follow from 
the immediate threats of extreme climate events such as storms, floods, droughts, 
rising sea levels etc. Formulated in specific terms, this general category of harm can 
be broken down in more detail to include: 

1. Threats to the lives of people and animals living on small islands, or in large 
river deltas or other low lying areas. 

2. Threats to the wealth, property and livelihoods, including traditional 
livelihoods, of people exposed to climate change events such as regular floods, 
prolonged droughts, or melting ice. 

3. Threats to the health of people and animals that become exposed to disease 
vectors that shifted in range as a result of changes in climate. 

4. Threats to cultural heritage, mainly to traditional ways of living, or to 
architectural masterpieces of various kinds, particularly in the case of sudden 
irreversible submergence of inhabited land. 

5. Threats to local, regional and global ecosystems. 
6. Threats to political and economic stability in states first and foremost 

vulnerable to the negative impacts of climate change. 
7. Threats of possible mass migrations by victims of the effects of climate 

change, particularly in the case of sudden irreversible submergence of 
inhabited land. 

8. Possible threats to the economy or health-status of countries forced to accept 
refugees. 

9. Possible threats to the world order and world economy. 
10. Threats to the dignity of people who become victims of climate change. 

 
Formulated thus, it is clear that global climate change poses a clear and present threat 
to the well-being of the community of life on earth – which includes non-human life, 
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but also the social and cultural dimensions of human existence. As such, global 
climate change clearly is a matter of serious ethical concern. However, as clear as it 
may be that climate change deserves focused ethical consideration and intervention, it 
is not obvious how to do so – which brings us to more of the ethical uncertainties that 
have to be taken into account with a view to form an adequate understanding of the 
ethical challenges posed by global climate change. Taken together, these uncertainties 
cluster around a set of more subtle threats than that of harm to the material or physical 
well-being of the community of life; they have to do with threats to the dignity or the 
rights of people, and include issues of the following kind: 
 

1. Issues of distributive justice – some people and some nations carry an unfair 
burden in suffering the negative consequences of climate change, and these are 
not the same people and nations who contribute most of all to climate change. 
In this regard the ethical uncertainty lies in determining exactly what is unfair 
and unjust in the distribution of the negative consequences of climate change; 
but at the same time determining exactly what is unfair and unjust in the 
distribution of the benefits of actions that cause climate change. Another 
uncertainty directly following from this, lies in determining exactly what to do 
in the face of distributive injustices such as this, assuming that these injustices 
can be rationally demonstrated. 

 
2. Issues of compensatory justice – if people who suffer the consequences of 

climate change are not those who caused it, can they legitimately claim 
compensation from those who caused it? While a general ethical principle 
exists that those who have caused harm to others should be held accountable 
for it and even compensate those that have been harmed, it is not exactly clear 
within the context of global climate change how to determine causal blame. 
This is because climate change is the result of the collective action of 
numerous agents: nations, institutions, businesses and individuals. It is also 
not clear how to determine causal blame if it is not only the collective action 
of the present generation that is contributing to global climate change, but the 
collective action of a series of previous generations going back to the 
beginning of the industrial era around 1750. But even if these issues can be 
resolved, another ethical uncertainty in this context has to do with the nature 
and extent of compensatory justice, who exactly the beneficiaries should be, 
and how exactly the benefits of compensatory justice should be distributed. 

 
3. Issues of procedural justice – who should participate in which processes of 

decision-making about measures to prevent, mitigate or adapt to climate 
change? The questions and uncertainties that arise in this regard are numerous 
and are not resolved yet: Who are currently in fact included and who are in 
fact excluded from this decision-making – through which mechanisms? Who 
are entitled to take part in these decision-making processes? How can it be 
ensured that vulnerable groups (the elderly, the sick, the poor, indigenous 
peoples) can effectively participate in decision-making about climate change 
responses? 

 
4. Issues of human rights. In this regard some of the ethical uncertainties lie in 

the question whether the human rights guaranteed by international instruments 
such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 are put under 
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threat by global climate change, and if so, to what extent, and what, if 
anything, could be done about it? Other ethical uncertainties lies in the 
converse of this question: Can nations or individuals appeal to the human 
rights guaranteed by, for instance the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
to coerce certain nations, institutions or individuals to stop those actions that 
cause global climate change, or to claim compensation from them if they don’t 
stop those actions? If yes, how could this be done and through which 
mechanisms and structures? And if not, why not? In more particular terms, the 
question could be asked whether global climate change has any implications 
for the basic right to liberty, which include the right that a person can use 
his/her property to enhance his/her well-being as he/she sees fit, as well as the 
right to freely choose one’s own way of life. The question that arises, in this 
regard, is whether global climate change is undermining this right to liberty; or 
conversely, whether anyone can legitimately appeal to the right to liberty to 
pursue actions that contribute to the causes of climate change.  

 
Within the context of global climate change, it is not obvious how to answer these 
questions related to justice and human rights, except to mention that they point to 
some of the most difficult questions that can be asked in ethics, namely how to 
recognize and respect other persons, in particular when they are vulnerable and do 
not have the power to make their voices heard in the international, regional or 
national contexts. In the context of decision-making about ways and means to 
prevent, mitigate or adapt to global climate change, it is apparently even more 
difficult to answer these questions of recognition and respect.  
 

 
2.3.3 Ethical uncertainties related to the main characteristics of global climate 

change 
 
An overview of the main characteristics of global climate change reveal a number of 
other uncertainties that makes it difficult to develop an ethical discourse about some 
aspects of climate change, specifically with regards to the agencies – nations, states, 
policy-makers, corporations and consumers – mostly responsible for activities which 
have caused climate change, and apparently mostly responsible to take responsibility 
for its mitigation. These characteristics include: 

� the global dispersion of the causes and effects of climate change 
� the fragmentation of agency that makes it difficult to respond to global climate 

change 
� institutional inadequacy that makes it difficult to respond to global climate 

change 
� the resilience, non-linearity and backloaded nature of climate change. 

  
Gardiner (2006) discusses these characteristics of climate change with insight, and 
concludes that they make it very difficult to respond to the challenges of climate 
change. It is commonly acknowledged that the effects of climate change are typically 
not experienced at the source of emission of greenhouse gasses, but at distant 
locations, and with a time delay of decades, if not centuries. It is also commonly 
acknowledged that climate change is caused by large numbers of people and 
institutions that are geographically dispersed, and not united by a common framework 
of interests or action. This clearly makes it extremely difficult to determine which 
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agents exactly are to blame and to be held accountable for causing climate change. 
Similarly, this makes it extremely difficult to determine who should take the lead in 
responding to climate change. Is there, for instance, a special obligation on those who 
have caused climate change, or those who enjoy its benefits, to act first in responding 
to climate change challenges? But exactly how are these agents to be identified, and 
how far would their obligations extend?  
 
However, regardless of the answers to the previous questions, the unity and the 
coordination of responses between nations, and among agents within nations, to 
adequately respond to the challenges of global climate change seems equally difficult 
to achieve, not only because the nations and agents within the current time frame are 
divided by different geographical locations, interests and political agendas, but also 
because it is not only this generation that needs to act, but also future generations. In 
the latter case, the obvious ethical dilemma is that different generations do not share 
the same time horizon, and thus cannot influence one another reciprocally. The 
important ethical uncertainty that emerges thus, is not so much what we should appeal 
to when we consider the interests of future generations (we obviously have to respect 
the dignity and well-being of future generations as much as we do of our own), but 
exactly how much can be reasonably and ethically expected of us to sacrifice in our 
time for the sake of the well-being of future generations, and for exactly how many 
generations should we make these sacrifices? Since it is very easy for any current 
generation to make no sacrifices at all for the well-being of future generations, 
another important ethical uncertain that arises in this context, is how we can ensure 
that our current generation really do what is at least minimally required to put the next 
generation not in a position that is worse than ours – in so far as this is physically 
possible in the face of global climate change trends, thus preventing the cynical 
response in which it is argued that future generations can take care of their own 
challenges, we do not have to worry about them now. A third ethical uncertainty that 
arises in this context, lies in the question whether the present generation, since it has 
enjoyed the benefits of actions that caused climate change, has a special obligation to 
equip and empower the next generation with knowledge, technologies and 
opportunities that enable them to better cope with the challenges of climate change 
than we do currently. 
 
A third complicating factor in responding to the challenges of climate change 
identified by Gardiner (2006) is institutional inadequacy. Besides the fact that it is not 
clear which institutions should take the lead in responding to the challenges of climate 
change, it is also not clear whether the current institutions that do take the lead (nation 
states and international organizations) are geared to effectively respond to these 
challenges. Part of the problem in this regard, seems to be that current structures and 
strategies for international decision-making are not conducive towards international 
cooperation, collective decision-making and joint action. Dominated by the principle 
of national sovereignty, it seems as if the interests of individual nation states continue 
to be an obstacle in finding agreement on international treaties geared towards jointly 
tackling climate change challenges. But even if some nations express their willingness 
from international platforms to implement bold measures to address climate change 
challenges, the principle of conditionality4 always seems to apply, with the result that 

                                                 
4 Formulated in popular terms, the principle of conditionality states that Nation A will only act if all 
other Nations commit to joint action, and in fact participate in joint action.  
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only one dissenting nation can prevent any international action from being 
implemented. Within this context, one of the ethical uncertainties lies in the question 
whether there exists an obligation on each and every nation, or agent, for that matter, 
that can act on the challenges of climate change, to take that action regardless of what 
other nations or agents say or do. If such an obligation exists, a further uncertainty lies 
in the question how much of that action should be taken and for how long; and what 
should be done about those nations or agents who can act but don’t, but at the same 
time enjoy the benefits of others’ actions.5 
 
Gardiner (2006) further points out that climate change constitutes a resilient problem 
with effects that are non-linear and seriously backloaded. Climate change experts 
agree on the fact that CO2, one of the most important greenhouse gasses, stays in the 
earth’s atmosphere for a very long time, for thousands of years in fact. Since it is 
extremely difficult to extract CO2 from the atmosphere once it is deposited there, 
constant increases in, or even a steady continuation of CO2 emissions will lead to an 
accumulation of this greenhouse gas that is not easily reversible. According to 
Gardiner (2006) all climate change effects are at the same time seriously backloaded. 
This means that any effects of climate change that we experience now, have been 
caused by greenhouse gas emissions of a previous era. Similarly, current CO2 

emissions will only have an effect in some future time.  
 
But climate change experts also agree that the effects of increases in atmospheric CO2 
increase in a non-linear fashion – which means that the effects in terms of rising 
average temperatures, droughts, floods and extreme weather events such as typhoons, 
tornados and hurricanes increase exponentially. Put on a time lime crossing 
generations, this means that if nothing is done about climate change by generation A, 
generation B following it, does not merely receive a package of problems of the same 
magnitude that generation A has faced, but a different set of problems of a far greater 
magnitude than existed before. Another way to make the same point is to say that if 
generation A does nothing about climate change, it does not merely add to the 
problem of the next generation, but multiplies it in ways that cannot easily be 
predicted. 
 
Taken together, the resilience, the non-linearity and the backloaded nature of climate 
change effects point to the disconcerting observation that at the time when humanity 
starts noticing negative effects, it is only the start of worse, and even unpredictable 
effects to come. Formulated in graphic terms: even if humanity was able to shut down 
all greenhouse gas emissions today, and even if levels of CO2 in the atmosphere 
would thus stabilize in the future, the effects of past emissions would still be felt for 
centuries to come.  
 
The ethical uncertainty that follows from these last-mentioned characteristics of 
global climate change lies in the question whether humanity is really ready to make 
the hard choices that will be required to mitigate some of its intensity, and to adapt to 
those of its effects that are unavoidable. Is humanity really able to visualize and 
imagine the challenges that if faces with regards to global climate change? And are 
the ethical guidelines currently available in the international sphere, adequate to help 
                                                 
5 These uncertainties are generated by what is generally known in game theory as the prisoner’s 
dilemma. Gardiner (2006) discusses the implications of the prisoner’s dilemma for decision-making 
about climate change at length.  
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us make these decisions. In the sections that follow, these and related questions will 
be tackled. First, an overview will be given of the ethical principles and guidelines 
that already have substantive support in the international community, and have been 
captured in a number of normative documents, including international law.  
 
 
3. Ethical principles and guidelines available to the international 

community to address the ethical issues related to climate 
change 

 
A number of international documents exist that could be used to articulate the already 
existing international consensus on the ethical values that should inform our responses 
to global climate change. These documents include: 

1. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights – the UDHR of 1948. 
2. The Earth Charter. 
3. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
4. The United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity of 5 June 1992. 
5. The UNESCO Declaration on the Responsibilities of the Present 

Generations Towards Future Generations of 12 November 1997. 
6. The Kyoto Protocol. 
7. The Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights (UDBHR). 
8. The Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development of 2002. 

 
Against the background of the discussion in Section 2.3.1, it is important to note that 
each one of these documents is based on certain values and principles – for which 
there already exists universal support in the international arena. Accordingly, these 
values and principles could be explored with a view to determine their relevance and 
applicability to addressing ethical issues related to global climate change. It can be 
expected that the values and principles in these international documents may not be 
fully relevant or fully adequate to address the ethical issues related to climate change, 
so it will be expedient to identify where the gaps in these documents lie, and to aim 
future work on the ethics of climate change to fill these gaps. 
 
Among these international documents, the following principles are expressed that are 
highly relevant to responding to the ethical challenges of climate change: 

1. The right to life, liberty and personal security.  
2. The right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of 

people … including food, clothing, housing and medical care. 
3. A social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in 

the UDHR can be fully realized. 
4. The universal right to access the benefits of scientific progress (which implies 

the duty of sharing scientific data). 
 

3.1  Problems in applying international instruments and principles 
 
The problem with such human rights is that unless there are adequate enforcement 
methods, any assertion that these rights are “binding” are at best optimistic, and at 
worst misleading, as the recent ignoring of the right not to be tortured has illustrated.  
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However, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) put a duty on “every 
individual and every organ of society” “by progressive measures, national and 
international, to secure the universal and effective recognition and observance both 
among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the peoples of territories 
under their jurisdiction of these rights.” What is more, Art 28 specifies: “Everyone is 
entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth 
in this Declaration can be fully realized.” This puts a binding obligation on the 
signatories to work towards such an order including one dealing with environmental 
threats to human rights.  
 
In the preamble of the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights 
(UDBHR ) the General Assembly declares: “Resolving that it is necessary and timely 
for the international community to state universal principles that will provide a 
foundation for humanity’s response to the ever-increasing dilemmas and controversies 
that science and technology present for humankind and for the environment,” and 
specifically “recalls” i.a. the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 10 December 
1948 and “notes” a number of international documents, including the United Nations 
Convention on Biological Diversity of 5 June 1992 and the UNESCO Declaration on 
the Responsibilities of the Present Generations Towards Future Generations of 12 
November 1997. In other words a number of principles and ethical norms from those 
documents, which have been internationally accepted, are being further endorsed. 
Among the aims of the declaration particularly relevant to the ethics of global climate 
change are the following: 

1. To safeguard and promote the interests of the present and future generations;  
2. To underline the importance of biodiversity and its conservation as a common 

concern of humankind.  
 
If we consider the impact global climate change is predicted to have on the living 
standards, health, livelihood and even the life of populations who will be most 
vulnerable to storms, droughts, rising sea levels and other consequences of climate 
change, a good case can be made for a very strong moral duty, if not a legal 
obligation, for all signatories of the UDHR and UDBHR to put in place measures that 
will protect the human rights which the international community has accepted. This 
argument is being forcefully put forward by Pacific Islanders whose islands, or those 
of their neighbours, are likely to disappear under rising sea-levels. 
 
There are two quite different problems involved in this regard: 
 

1. How to get all states to co-operate in effectively limiting future greenhouse 
gas emissions so as to slow down, halt or even reverse global climate change. 
This is an urgent problem for the post-Kyoto period. 

 
2. How to cope with the damage that is already happening and that is expected to 

increase before any measures to limit emissions can have a perceptible effect. 
 
While a global, mandatory regime to limit emissions is logically the first step that 
needs to be put in place, it may be that international aid to flood, drought and storm 
victims is politically easier to organize, since the “wait and see” and “we won’t till all 
the others do” ( i.e. conditionality) reasons for refusing to agree to binding global 
emission limits cannot be used as excuses for refusing humane aid when disasters 
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strike. It may be that the increasing cost of such international aid, if climate change 
damage becomes more widespread and serious, will break down present day political 
resistance to a comprehensive international regime for emissions limitation. 
 
The particular problem whether future emissions allocations should be based on a per 
capita basis (as the contraction and convergence proposal suggests) or on a country 
basis, might be seen in a different light if humanitarian aid were internationally 
organized on a basis of each country’s ability to pay – i.e. the greater duty of rich 
countries to contribute to such aid might be politically easier to accept than more 
stringent emission limits imposed on “more polluting” and “past polluting” countries 
than LDCs (least developed countries), which would also cost “richer” countries 
more.  
 
An even greater impetus to accepting mandatory emissions limits might arise in 
reluctant countries if the international community agreed that there was a legal 
obligation to accept climate change refugees in proportion to a country’s ability to 
support them. The prospect of having to accept thousands of immigrants from 
climate-change devastated countries might make accepting the economic loss from 
reduced emissions more politically acceptable. This is of course not an ethical, but a 
Real-political consideration. 
 
Meanwhile the Earth Charter, UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol have articulated a 
number of principles and values which appear to be generally accepted, even if 
implementation is not. The Kyoto Protocol, which came into effect on February 2005, 
is an international and legally binding agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
for the period 2008-2012. It sets binding targets for 37 industrialized countries and the 
European Community under the principle of “common but differentiated 
responsibilities”. However, these countries can meet their targets by three market-
based mechanisms: emission trading, clean development mechanisms, and joint 
implementation, which have caused a certain amount of criticism and political 
controversy. 182 Parties to the Convention have ratified the Kyoto Protocol to date 
and it could therefore be assumed that the principles and values set out in the 
UNFCCC and Kyoto Protocol have been widely accepted.  
 
 
3.2  Drawing on already shared and accepted principles 
 
There exist a number of already shared and accepted principles in the international 
arena that could also be drawn upon to provide elements of a value basis for an ethics 
of climate change. For reasons that are explained in section 3.4 below, no detailed 
definitions of each one of them (of which numerous examples are available) will be 
provided here, nor will examples of specific applications of these principles in the 
context of climate change be provided here. Instead, only a list of these principles is 
given, that include: 

� The precautionary principle. 
� The principle of shared but differentiated responsibilities.  
� The principle of safeguarding and promoting the interests of the present 

and future generations. 
� The principle of protecting human rights. 
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� The principle of equitable access to medical, scientific and technological 
developments as well as the greatest possible flow and the rapid sharing of 
knowledge concerning those developments and the sharing of benefits, 
with particular attention to the needs of developing countries.  

� Sustainability.  
 
 
3.3 A response to the ethical challenges of climate change may entail more than 

just applying existing values and principles 
 
There could be merit in questioning whether an ethics of climate change merely 
entailed applying existing principles to a new problem. There seems to be adequate 
grounds to suggest that we rethink the meaning and application of the ethical 
principles that we commonly use to make moral decisions. Lack of imagination and 
sensitivity to issues could be a part of these grounds. Another ground can be found in 
the challenge that global climate change poses to the very possibility of ethics (or: 
moral decision-making).  
 
As it was suggested in the discussion of section 2.3.1 on the basis, nature, and scope 
of ethics, ethics presupposes human agency (or autonomy), i.e. the ability to act on 
foreknowledge about the effects of one’s choices. This presupposes a rational subject 
with the ability to consider options in the light of fairly well-defined cause and effect 
relationships, as well as the freedom to choose between different options. 
 
These presuppositions of ethics are clearly challenged by climate change. In the 
context of climate change, agency seems to be diffused; causes and effects seems to 
be dispersed and non-linear; while freedom and autonomy seems to be undermined by 
the fact that everyone’s fate is determined by the choices that a multitude of others 
make. Projected to future generations, this problem deepens, since climate change 
starkly underlines that the well-being of future generations, human as well as non-
human, are dependent on the choices that past generations have made.  
 
Climate change thus seems to deeply challenge, and even destabilize the fundamental 
concepts and presuppositions we conventionally draw upon in moral decision-making. 
A word of caution is appropriate at this point, however, because the profound 
challenge that climate change poses to our fundamental moral concepts can create a 
sense of despair and resignation, and this can undermine our will to take international 
action in response to the problem-cluster that climate change constitutes. Instead, a 
more moderate response can be proposed, entailing an acknowledgement that the task 
of an ethics of climate change cannot be reduced to merely picking an ethical 
framework and a few fundamental principles and then merely applying them to a new 
problem. The task rather seems to lie at a deeper level, consisting of rethinking the 
manner in which we formulate and respond to problems and issues. As such, climate 
change provides us with an opportunity to rethink: 

� Issues of responsibility and accountability; 
� Human dignity – including the dignity of indigenous peoples (living, for 

example in the Arctic region, or small islands); 
� National interests and identity; 
� International cooperation and decision-making; 
� Current views of minorities; 
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� Current views of resilience and vulnerability; 
� How to handle differences of opinions in the international arena; 
� The ownership of scientific knowledge, and the sharing of scientific data.  

 
With this in mind, it can further be observed that the ethical challenge of climate 
change does not fundamentally lie in clashes between incompatible frameworks, but 
rather in creating an opportunity to establish a productive dialogue between nations 
and other relevant agents from which a new consensus may emerge about the issues 
listed immediately above. In the next section examples of five core themes that should 
form part of this dialogue are highlighted – not with a view to settling the issues, but 
rather to foreground their importance and to indicate why each of them deserve 
serious discussion in the context of developing ethically justifiable responses to the 
challenges of global climate change. 
 
 
4. Core themes for critical dialogue in the context of developing 

ethically justifiable responses to the challenges of global climate 
change 

 
If it is true that no-one has the final answer to deal with the challenges of global 
climate change, and if it is true that every agent attempting to respond to it are faced 
with the challenges of collective action and decision-making, complexity and 
uncertainty, it is perhaps a wise move not to make strong proposals about exactly 
what to do and how to act, but rather to raise a number of core themes and central 
questions that cluster around them that can enable us to engage with one another in a 
rational dialogue, and by doing that, can help us to move forward step by step and 
inch by inch towards finding adequate, practical, humane and ethical responses to the 
challenges of climate change. These core themes include the link between 
foreknowledge and the duty to act upon it, the place of human rights in an ethics of 
climate change, and the role that risk and uncertainty play in the set of issues that an 
ethics of climate change is expected to respond to. Concerns about future generations 
in the context of global climate change should also be added to this list, as well as the 
effect on future generations of discounting in decision-making about present options. 
The general theme of collective and shared responsibility, and the many strategies that 
are commonly used to avoid action on climate change should also be foregrounded in 
these dialogues.  
 
4.1 The link between foreknowledge and the duty to act on it 

 
In ethics generally, the worth of actions and policies depends not only upon the values 
and principles they realize, but also upon their effects. An agent should thus foresee 
possible effects of his/her actions, and act to achieve the best results. In the context of 
an ethics of climate change this foreknowledge has to do with knowledge about the 
impact of collective human action on the global climate system, and the effects of 
changing this system for the worse. Thus at least three duties can be discerned: 

� The duty to actively pursue knowledge on the impact of human action on the 
global climate system, as well as the impact of climate change on human 
activities. 

� The duty to share that knowledge when it is available. 
� The duty to act timeously and appropriately on that knowledge. 



For comments only. 

 25 

 
Given the characteristics of global climate change discussed above, the identification 
of these duties raises the question of who should ultimately take responsibility for 
generating this knowledge – what kind of experts and which institutions should be 
involved, and how should they go about it? And if this knowledge is generated, 
further questions arise about who should take responsibility to disseminate and share 
it with others, and who should take responsibility to act on this knowledge? 
 
In an effort to look for answers to these questions, an obvious place to start seems to 
take a critical view of the current organization of science in the world, and to ask 
whether the typical research activities taking place in it, and the structures through 
which research is promoted, funded, published and further disseminated are optimally 
geared to enable humankind to understand, prevent, mitigate or adapt to climate 
change.  
 
Another question that needs to be asked, is whether the questions that guide climate 
change scientists in their research, adequately reflect the information needs of those 
that are most vulnerable to the effects of climate change, and if this is not the case, 
further questions seems to open up: why is this the case, and what can be done to 
make climate change science relevant to those who have immediate and short term 
knowledge needs to adapt to or avoid rapidly changing circumstances because of 
climate change? To illustrate this with a concrete example: Are polar scientists 
studying the formation, structure, movement, breaking up and melting of Arctic ice 
responsive to the knowledge needs of indigenous peoples living in the Arctic who 
experience in their daily lives that the ice on which they live are disappearing from 
underneath their feet and sense that they may not only lose their traditional 
livelihoods, but the very place in which they and their ancestors have lived for 
centuries? Are these polar scientists open to and responsive to the contributions that 
these indigenous peoples can make to their scientific research, and are they geared to 
engage with indigenous people, and share their knowledge with them. 
 
On a different level, questions could be asked to what extent scientists from different 
parts of the world and from different nationalities are optimally geared to cooperate 
with one another, to share their observations and data with one another, and to jointly 
interpret that data to make it available in a format that is accessible to the relevant 
agents that can act upon it. At the same time, the question can be asked if national 
governments and international scientific organizations make available resources and 
know-how to develop and implement science policies and systems that enable climate 
change scientists to form the networks that are required to build an adequate scientific 
knowledge base to understand, prevent, mitigate and adapt to global climate change. 
In this context it is also important to ask if national governments and international 
educational organizations are making appropriate arrangements to adequately prepare 
the next generation of climate change scientists, and whether this is done in a manner 
that prepare them to deal with complexity, uncertainty, and the integration of and 
mutual interaction between the natural, social, cultural, political, economical and 
ethical dimensions of global climate change.  
 
 
 
 



For comments only. 

 26 

4.2 Determining the place of human rights in an ethics of climate change 
 
One of the important issues that need to be addressed in an ethics of climate change is 
the impact of climate change and its effects on human rights, as well as the question 
whether the measures that nations and international organizations may need to take 
with a view to adequately respond to the challenges of climate change, could ever 
justify a weakening of the human rights currently guaranteed by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, and if so, under which conditions and to what extent. 
The converse of this question is whether victims of climate change can appeal to their 
universal human rights in an attempt to stop others from actions or inactions that 
cause or exacerbate climate change and its effects, or even claim compensation from 
those that have caused climate change. Related to this is the question whether victims 
of climate change can appeal to their human rights with a view to be accommodated 
in another country in the case of their own country, or parts of it, becoming 
uninhabitable because of the effects of climate change.  
 
There also seems to be good reasons to question whether a focus on human rights will 
really enable us to address the ethical issues around climate change. It could be 
argued that it is much more important to focus on individual human and public 
interests in an ethics of climate change, or to give priority to individual human and 
public interests before human rights. Another objection in this regard could be that 
human rights language could perhaps not be given a blanket priority in decision-
making about responses to climate change, since circumstances can arise in which the 
immediate needs of victims of extreme weather or climate events, or those most 
vulnerable to climate change trends, can trump many claims to human rights. To 
determine when circumstances like these have indeed arisen, is clearly an issue that 
cannot be settled in advance in theory, but rather require a thorough case-by-case 
analysis.  

 
4.3 Determining what role risk and uncertainty play in the set of issues that an 

ethics of climate change is expected to respond to 
  
This section is still under construction. Issues around risk assessment models, 
probability assessment and the willingness to accept risks (i.e. risk as a subjective 
category) are themes that should be taken into account under this heading. To be 
further discussed. 
 
4.4 Concerns about future generations in an ethics of climate change 
 
It goes without saying that concerns about global climate change entail concerns 
about the impacts of global climate change on future generations, including distant 
future generations that may live a thousand years from now. Some climate change 
models indeed predict a rise in average temperatures and seal levels that, under certain 
circumstances, may continue over such time spans. Similarly, concerns about 
sustainability and sustainable development entail concerns about sustainable 
development. In the widely accepted definition of the Brundlandt Report (Our 
Common Future) of 1987, sustainable development is defined as “development that 
satisfies the need of present generations without compromising the ability of future 
generations to satisfy their needs”. 
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In both these contexts it is clear that the ethical concern about future generations turns 
around the ability of present generations to harm future generations in the sense of 
leaving them worse off than the present generation: with less resources or 
opportunities than the present generation is enjoying, or with more burdens and risks 
to deal with. The present generation is always in a position to close down options that 
the future generation may otherwise have had. Ethical concerns about future 
generations also have to do with the obvious unacceptability of placing a future 
generation in a position to make tragic choices that it otherwise may not have taken. 
The present generation, for instance, can compromise the position of a next generation 
to such an extent, that in order to save itself, it may inflict more harm to a next 
generation than it would have otherwise done. To put a future generation in such a 
position seems to be fundamentally unfair, since it can do nothing about the position it 
has inherited from the decision-making and policies of a previous generation. 
 
The source of these concerns is located in the asymmetrical position that any present 
generation occupies vis-à-vis any future generation. Except, roughly speaking, with 
regards to the next two, or perhaps three generations, the present generation is in a 
position to fundamentally influence, and for that matter compromise, the well-being 
of a future generation that it will never meet, while for that generation it would be 
impossible to reciprocate towards the generation with the power to act in the present.  
 
The troublesome condition of the present generation with regard to any future 
generation at a remove of more than three is that it always already finds itself in a 
unilateral position: it is always in a position to act with impunity, since there is no 
basis for reciprocity from those future generations. Reciprocity, however, is a central 
presupposition of the well-established deontological-Kantian, utilitarian, or 
contractarian frameworks for moral decision-making. The conditions for the Golden 
Rule test which states in its more acceptable negative form that we should not do to 
others as we do not wish them to do to us, for instance, seem to be impossible to 
satisfy over the divide of four generations. Reciprocity is ruled out in advance.  
 
The same applies if we revert to the language of harm, or rights or needs to 
conceptualize our moral relation with future generations: a future generation that does 
not overlap with ours, cannot hold us accountable and claim compensation from us, or 
exercise any rights with reference to us, because when they do so, we do not exist any 
more. Similarly, it would be impossible for us to determine what the needs of future 
generations would be that do not overlap with our own: they will live in 
circumstances different from us, even if we have shaped those circumstances by our 
present decisions and actions. And the irony of the matter is that we will never know 
exactly how we have shaped those circumstances, because, once again, when they 
come into existence, the present generation does not exist any more. 
 
Under one possible interpretation this asymmetrical, unilateral relationship of the 
present generation with regards to future generations, which is in fact no relationship 
at all in any ordinary sense of the word, seems to challenge and undermine the well-
established moral frameworks available to us for moral decision-making. It is as if we 
find ourselves in a moral vacuum when it comes to future generations. We always 
seem to be in trouble, no matter which moral framework we invoke to think in ethical 
terms about “duties” and “obligations” towards future generations. Whatever duties 
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and obligations we propose, they can always be challenged on the grounds that they 
are impossible to actually realize.  
 
Under another interpretation that does not leave us in a state of ethical paralysis, the 
asymmetrical, unilateral position sketched above, heightens and intensifies our 
responsibilities with regards to future generations. In this situation, the responsibility 
always ends up with us. This means that it is in the final analysis left to us in this 
generation to decide how far and how much we wish to impact on the lives of future 
generations. In fact, it is in our power to determine whether any future generation will 
exist or not. However, if we wish to make these decisions in an ethical manner, and 
thus wish to establish our reputation in history to be remembered as an ethical 
generation, we will make these decisions with reference to the classical ethical values 
discussed in section 2.3.1 above – bearing in mind, given the considerations discussed 
earlier in this section, how difficult it is to think clearly about that which we 
justifiably owe to future generations. 
 
In terms of this approach to thinking about future generations, the challenge is to find 
strategies and mechanisms to turn future generations into a concrete reality in our 
minds – so that we can be more focused in our decision-making and actions that have 
long-term impacts. One such a mechanism could be to introduce a trustee for future 
generations into our decision-making mechanisms, and to empower such a trustee 
with a veto right on any decision that may have a detrimental impact on the well-
being of future generations. The problem with this proposal, however, is that it suffers 
from the same epistemic constraints that was referred to above with regards to the 
very possibility of gaining insight into the circumstances and interests of future 
generations. We may thus never know whether the trustee has in fact exercised the 
trusteeship or not, and so we are confronted with the paradox of trusteeship, namely 
that in the act of exercising the trusteeship, the very possibility of actually doing so is 
irrevocably undermined. 
 
To overcome this difficulty, it could be considered to let go of the assumption that the 
present generation has obligations to an infinite number of future generations not 
overlapping with it. Besides the epistemic difficulty that this creates to imagine the 
circumstances of those living even a hundred years from now, let alone a thousand 
years, the impact that this assumption can have on our current lives is equally 
unimaginable. It can for instance lead us to make extreme sacrifices that may turn out 
to have been futile in light of the future lives of future generations. It therefore seems 
to make sense to take a more modest claim as our point of departure, and that is to 
limit our moral obligations to the future generations that we in principle will be able 
to meet. 
 
In concrete terms, this effectively means that we have to include in our moral 
considerations the impacts of our decisions and actions on our grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren, the third and fourth generations from us. Another way to identify 
the class of people whose future interests we should take into moral consideration 
with regards to climate change impacts, is to recognize that they already may have 
been born. These people may well be our own children who, due to the increased life-
spans guaranteed by good nourishment and medical services, may be alive in 80 or a 
100 year’s time – the time span in which some of the catastrophic effects of climate 
change are predicted to become a reality. 
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Now, it may be legitimately objected that concerns about future impacts in the 
relatively short time frame of a 100 years may not rise to the challenge of making any 
real difference to the longer term or catastrophic effects of climate change. However, 
this smaller time frame makes it possible for us to think of future people in terms of 
interests and needs and harms that we still can imagine and realistically respond to, 
and it enables us to think of them as holders of rights and claims that we can support, 
negotiate about or even plan for in the present. With this approach, we then 
effectively place ourselves in a position of “reciprocating in advance” or 
“reciprocating in anticipation” which at the same time entails opening ourselves up 
towards, on the one hand, the future with a projection of an anticipated responsible 
action, and on the other hand towards the possibility of being corrected by what 
actually unfolds in the future. The fact of the matter is that we may be partially or 
totally wrong in our projections of possible future responsible actions in support of 
the third or the fourth future generation. 
 
As such, the consideration of future generations seems to be an essential element of 
an ethical response to the challenges of climate change. It opens us up to consider 
wider interests than that of the present generation alone, and it moderates the claims 
we tend to make about the “solutions” we have found in our time to the challenges of 
climate change. New scientific knowledge of a next generation may unmask our 
“grand insights” at best as only partially valid, and at worst as totally misguided. In 
terms of the “modest approach” to climate change challenges that is unfolding here, 
this is not a cause for despair and resignation, but rather a call to be sensitive to new 
insights, to learn from other perspectives, and even to discard our own cherished 
views if other arguments turn out to be more convincing than ours, if other models 
and theories explain more and predict with more accuracy over longer time spans than 
we were able to do till now.  
 
 
4.5 Concerns about discounting 
 
This section is still under construction, but it will address assumptions, implications 
and confusions about the practice of discounting that can potentially disrupt a rational 
dialogue about responding ethically to the challenges of climate change. 
Acknowledging that discounting is a technical tool that is legitimately used to 
compare future and current costs, or to compare current costs to future benefits, and 
without going into the technical details of discounting, the focus in this section will 
fall on the ethical issue of how to discount. Should there be a single rate over people; 
a single rate over time? And what should this rate be?  
 
Furthermore: Discounting is based on the assumption of growth – implying a positive 
discounting rate based on growth in the economy, and growth in the ability of future 
generations to deal with problems. But: What we do now, may render future 
generations less able to deal with problems. So, should the discount rate then not be 
negative? And if this should be accepted, what are the implications of a negative 
discount rate for the arguments of those climate change skeptics who claim that 
present investments in responses to climate change is irrational because of the poor 
return on investment that it is expected to yield. 
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4.6 Obstacles in the way of sharing and differentiating responsibilities 
 
One of the core themes that need serious discussion in an ethics of climate change, is 
the obstacles that are commonly found in the way of realizing the principle of 
“common but differentiated responsibilities” in tackling the causes and effects of 
global climate change. This principle is clearly articulated in the Kyoto Protocol, and 
acknowledges that the actual ability to take action to address the knowledge, 
mitigation, and adaptation challenges of global climate change, varies from country to 
country, and from region to region. Within countries, there are similar differences 
between parts of the population that can take action in the face of climate change 
challenges, and other parts that cannot.  
 
From an ethical point of view, it is a well-established principle that there rests a clear 
duty on those who have the ability to prevent or alleviate harm suffered by others, and 
are in a position to exercise that ability without sacrificing a greater value than what is 
rescued, to assist those who are, or will be suffering from that harm. For example: it 
would not be reasonable of us to expect someone who cannot swim to rescue a child 
that is drowning in the heavy swells of a rough sea. However, we will find it ethically 
apprehensible if a well-trained life saver who knows how to brave such conditions 
and has the equipment to do so, for instance a set of fins, a rope or a float, would 
refuse to come to the rescue of the child and merely stand by as the child drowns. He 
would have to provide very good reasons before we would take his inaction as 
ethically acceptable. 
 
Similarly we would take the inaction of the life saver as unethical if he was able to 
execute the rescue, but quoted as a reason for his inaction that he was waiting for a 
delivery of new equipment that was promised to him by his life-saving club. This new 
equipment would include state of the art fins, and a rope that is lighter to swim with, 
but stronger and able to bear heavier loads. If his current equipment are still 
serviceable and not creating any severe risks to the life saver or to those that are 
rescued, we would typically not find this excuse not to act acceptable. 
 
To extend the example somewhat: We would also take the inaction of the life saver as 
unethical if he was able to execute the rescue, but quoted as a reason for his inaction 
that he was about to go off-duty and had to start with his night job as barman at the 
nearby beach hotel. In this case, his grounds for inaction would be damage to his 
economic position: he will have to forfeited a night’s wages to rescue the child. 
However, if this wage for one night’s work is not a matter of life and death for the life 
saver, but only a modest sacrifice that he will be able to make up in due course, then 
we would find it morally unacceptable if he made the choice to maintain his economic 
position and sacrifice the life of the drowning child. 
 
A third excuse that the life saver could have used to justify his inaction, was to claim 
that he waited for someone else to step forward to rescue the child, and that he was 
not prepared to do the rescue unless someone else assisted him. If the conditions at 
sea were indeed so rough that a successful rescue could only be achieved with 
assistance, we would accept his inaction as reasonable – to some extent, because if 
nothing is actively done to call for assistance, and no help is extended to the child that 
is already in a detrimental position in the sea, this inaction may still have the result of 
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the child drowning while the life saver looks on from the beach. In this case, we still 
would not fully support the life saver’s choice, because he could have swum out to the 
child and kept him afloat while waiting for assistance to arrive in the water.  
 
By way of this extended example, attention can be drawn to three of the arguments 
that are often offered as justification for inaction by those agents who are able to act 
on the challenges of global climate change, but choose not to do so. One is the 
argument that such action may cause damage to national economies. Another is the 
argument that we have to wait for new technologies to mature. And the third one 
displaying the classic structure of the prisoner’s dilemma is the conditionality 
argument: I will not act alone; I will only act in concert with others, and for that 
matter, only if we all act together.  
 
It is not necessary to explain these arguments in more detail, except to point out that 
their existence and their functioning in decision-making (or lack thereof) about the 
action that should be taken to address the challenges of global climate change, should 
be central in the dialogues that we need to have with one another to determine what 
the ethically justifiable options available to us are when we have to decide what to do, 
and who to assist when the effects of global climate change literally or metaphorically 
lead to people drowning (or dying from drought, for that matter). If these arguments 
merely serve as excuses for inaction, i.e. to not build a solid base of scientific 
knowledge to understand the causes and effects of climate change, to pay little if any 
attention to mitigate the intensity of climate change, or to do nothing with regards to 
adapting to the unavoidable effects of climate change – that frequently manifest 
themselves in catastrophically intense weather events – then big ethical question 
marks need to be placed behind the utilization of these arguments. 
 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
5.1 Global climate change itself constitutes an ethical challenge 

 
While acknowledging that there is a wide range of ethical issues related to climate 
change that each requires a specific response, there also seems to be a widespread 
international consensus that climate change in itself constitutes an ethical challenge 
that requires a collective response from everyone that contributes to causing it. As it is 
articulated in the documents of the IPCC and in the deliberations of the Conference of 
the Parties to the UNFCCC, the shortest way to articulate this “general” ethical 
challenge is to state that: 

1. Climate change through global warming is caused, or at least contributed to, 
by human activity. 

2. Climate change has already caused harm to human and non-human 
populations alike, and this harm is likely to increase as climate change 
intensifies – as it is expected to do for some time still.  

3. Since climate change is caused by global warming (rising average 
temperatures of the sea and the earth’s atmosphere), and since global warming 
is in its turn caused by emissions of greenhouse gasses (including carbon 
dioxide and methane), it is generally accepted that climate change can be 
arrested, mitigated and even reversed if optimal levels of greenhouse gas 
emissions can be established and enforced. 



For comments only. 

 32 

4. Since past emissions of greenhouse gas emissions have already brought about 
unavoidable climate change effects, international action should also focus on 
adaptation to long term climate change trends, as well as immediate disaster 
aid in response to extreme weather events caused by climate change.  

 
Seen from the point of view of this consensus, there seems to be a duty resting on 
individual, national and international agents to ensure that they do not (further) 
contribute to causing climate change, but rather contribute towards reversing it – and 
at the same time, to take measures, on the one hand, to mitigate the current and future 
negative effects of climate change that will continue to be felt until such time that the 
measures to reverse climate change take effect, and on the other hand, to put measures 
in place that will facilitate effective adaptation to those effects of climate change that 
cannot be mitigated. Following from this, there also seems to be a duty on everyone 
who can, to assist those who have, or will become victims of climate change but 
cannot help themselves. 
 
Formulated thus, this general response to climate change seems to be justified and 
reasonable, and therefore something that cannot be easily dismissed or rejected. The 
trouble, however, is that this consensus is challenged from various angles from 
outside and within. 
 
From within the general consensus around what should be done about climate change, 
there seems to be disagreement on, for example, the following issues: 

1. The average rise in the average temperature of the earth that can be allowed 
before a tipping point is reached after which catastrophic climate change will 
be irreversible. (Some argue that we have a margin of 2 degrees centigrade 
above the average temperature of the pre-industrial era, others argue that the 
margin is 4 degrees, while others point out that even a 2 degree rise in average 
temperature will have catastrophic effects for populations living on small 
islands, large river deltas, or other low lying areas.) 

2. The time frames within which we have to reverse the general trend of rising 
average temperatures. (Some set 2050 as the target date, while others argue for 
a longer or shorter timeframe.) 

3. The ceiling that should be set for greenhouse gas emissions. (On the one hand, 
some propose that optimal levels of emissions will require a reversal of 
emission levels to that of 1990, while others propose a return to emission 
levels of 2000; on the other hand, some propose that current emission levels 
can be doubled with no serious detrimental effects, while others still argue that 
no ceiling should be set because market forces will ensure optimal levels of 
emissions at the best possible trade-off between costs and benefits to society.)6 

4. The question whether the solution is to be found in neutralizing current levels 
of greenhouse gas emissions by offsets, such as tree planting, or by replacing 
old with new technologies. (Some argue that a state of zero emissions can be 
reached by neutralizing or offsetting emissions; while others argue that a state 

                                                 
6 The extreme suggestion that emission levels should be reversed to that of pre-industrial times is based 
on the assumption that any interference with the climate system of the earth is unacceptable. This is 
clearly a problematic position, because it will deny humankind all the benefits that have been brought 
about by industrial activity. A more realistic position accepts that the survival and flourishing of 
humankind is compatible with some interference with the earth’s climate system, as long as this 
interference does not lead to upsetting the climate system.  
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of negative emissions can be provided when more offsets are put in place than 
is required to neutralize emissions.) 

5. The question whether the solution is to be found in lowering current levels of 
greenhouse gas emissions, or finding more efficient levels sequestrating 
emissions. (Some argue that we need a drastic change of lifestyle and 
character to ensure lower levels of emissions, while others say that we can 
continue with our current consumerist lifestyles if we can find ways to 
prevent, for example, carbon emissions to reach the atmosphere.)  

  
From without, the general consensus sketched above is challenged on the basis of: 

1. Skepticism about the causes of climate change, in particular the claim that 
current climate change is human-induced. (This implies that nothing should be 
done about climate change, because nothing can be done about climate 
change; it should be left to take its natural course, and the most humans can 
hope for, are effective measures to adapt to its effects.) 

2. Skepticism about the effectiveness of fighting climate change by reducing CO2 
emissions. (While accepting that climate change is caused by human activities, 
the argument in this regards is that most of the measures taken to cut current 
levels of CO2 will have little if any effects, and that the finances required to 
achieve these cuts, could be used more effectively to address other world 
problems like eradicating poverty, or fighting a pandemic like malaria (see the 
arguments of Bjorn Lomborg 1998, 2004, 2008). While this challenge is 
important as a reminder that resources should be used efficiently, even when it 
comes to addressing the causes and effects of global climate change, it can be 
questioned on the basis of its extremely narrow methodology of financial cost-
benefit analysis in which there is no place for other than monetary values.  

 
While it may seem as if these challenges from within and from outside the ethical 
consensus sketched above is detrimental to this consensus, a closer look reveals that 
these differences of opinion for the most part do not deny that global climate change 
poses a serious ethical problem, and that action should be taken to do something about 
it. As such, these differences of opinion rather have to do with the question what 
action should be taken, and how it should be executed. As to the question how these 
differences should be settled, the considerations discussed in this report suggest that a 
process of rational dialogue with reference to ethical values should be followed on a 
case by case basis, rather than formulating prescriptions based on fixed points of 
departure that are not open for discussion.  
 
5.2 There is not a single basis for an ethical response to the challenges of global 

climate change, but many 
 
There is a certain seduction in the notion of finding a single basis or point of departure 
for all ethical action. Such a point of reference can makes one’s life easy in many 
respects, one of which is that there is always a priority principle available to settle 
differences. Another advantage is that it results in a coherent set of beliefs, providing 
a framework in which decision-making and action can take place in a relatively 
uncomplicated fashion. The trouble with this approach, however, is that it is too 
simplistic. It does not take into account that many values can be relevant to a 
situation, and that different values can point to different courses of action in the same 
context. It also tends to reduce moral decision-making to a matter of calculation, 
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instead of deeply engaging with the issues and questions and challenges of a situation, 
and slowly sorting out what to do in dialogue with others. 
 
Within the context of this report, it has been suggested, and can now be explicitly 
stated, that there is not a single basis for ethical action in the face of the challenges of 
global climate change, but many. This directly follows from the complexity of global 
climate change as a phenomenon unfolding in time. It also follows from the fact 
different actions are required by different agents in different contexts to appropriately, 
humanely, and ethically respond to the challenges of climate change. For instance: 

� When the disaster managers of a nation or a region has to engage in 
contingency planning to address the challenge of people becoming victims of 
extremely intense storms, a language based on the value of immediate need (or 
preventing harm) is required.  

� When a minister of science of a country has to decide which bouquet of 
research programmes should be financially reported, he may, on the basis of 
the medium term needs of the country’s poorer population to adapt to the 
challenge of rising sea levels flooding a large river delta, choose to support 
that research bouquet that focus on mass migration patterns and alternative 
settlement needs. 

� When a scientist (for example a geo-hydrologist) has to determine which 
questions should inform his research design, he may perhaps consider a wide 
array of options, and eventually choose those questions that serve the 
information needs of a population that is struggling to find adequate deposits 
of ground water for their livestock.  

� When a Pacific island population find themselves in the situation of having to 
abandon their land and finding alternative land to permanently settle on, the 
language that they could use could at the same time appeal to the ethical 
values of immediate need, solidarity with fellow human beings, and special 
obligations stemming from having contributed in the past to the causes of 
climate change. 

� A botanist studying a certain plant on the highlands of central Africa may 
stumble inadvertently on the discovery of a population of malaria mosquitoes 
at an altitude that never could have existed before but now can because of 
rising average temperatures, may choose to inform local, national and 
international health organizations about this, acting thus with reference to the 
duty of acting on the basis of foreknowledge, as well as the duty to share 
knowledge about matters that can detrimentally affect others. 

 
On the basis of these examples, it can be concluded that an ethics of climate change is 
in actual fact not a field of investigation separate from and over and above the 
phenomenon itself and the actions taken in response to it. An ethics of climate change 
is rather part and parcel of every bit of knowledge gathered about climate change 
trends, their causes and effects, and every single decision and action based on that 
knowledge with a view to mitigate or adapt to particular effects of it.  
 
Climate change ethics is thus not something added on top of other issues related to 
climate change; it is rather a constitutive part of all of the aspects of climate change 
and responses to it. Therefore, it can be stated unequivocally that climate change 
cannot be dealt with adequately and properly if these ethical dimensions are not 
highlighted, well understood, and taken into account in decisions made about 
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responses. The purpose of this report was therefore not to make climate change a 
(new) theme of ethics, but rather to make ethics a core and necessary element of all 
and any debate about climate change and its challenges. 
 



For comments only. 

 36 

ADDENDUM A 
 
Proposed Recommendations to the Director General of UNESCO 
 
Note: This is merely an example of the kinds of recommendations 
that could be proposed, and it also is merely a proposal to structuring 
it. This list of recommendations and headings is neither complete, 
nor final. Commentators are invited to fill in the gaps and to expand 
on these proposals  
  
Preamble and background 
 
A summary of the general principles of an ethics of climate change 
 
 
Recommendations around contingency planning and immediate disaster relief 
 
Principles applicable in this context 
 
The ethical basis of duties, in this context, is the principle of extending immediate 
assistance to those in dire need by those countries and agents that has the ability to do 
so. 
 
A priority principle that is applicable in this context is that the most vulnerable should 
be helped first. 
  
Duties and possible actions following from them 
 
Logically, the first step that needs to be put in place, is that the international 
community, possibly under the leadership of the United Nations, develop reserve 
plans for international aid in case of unforeseen large scale disastrous effects of 
climate change. This could entail, for example, a map of routes and a schedule of 
logistical support for mass evacuations in case of rapid, irreversible submergence of 
inhabited land, including evacuation of cultural values.7 
 

Motivation: 
 
International aid to flood, drought and storm victims is politically easier to 
organize, since the “wait and see” and “we won’t till all the others do” ( i.e. 
conditionality) reasons for refusing to agree to binding global emission limits 
cannot be used as excuses for refusing humane aid when disasters strike. 
 
If humanitarian aid were internationally organized on a basis of each country’s 
ability to pay – i.e. the greater duty of rich countries to contribute to such aid 
might be politically easier to accept than more stringent emission limits 

                                                 
7 The urgent need for such an emergency plan was emphasized by Javier Solana in March 2008 in a 
report to the European Council entitled “Climate change and international security” (Document 
S113/08, 14 March 2008). 
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imposed on “more polluting” and “past polluting” countries than LDCs (least 
developed countries), which would also cost “richer” countries more.  

 
An international agreement should be brokered that that recognize a legal obligation 
to accept climate change refugees in proportion to a country’s ability to support them.  
 

Explanation 
 
The prospect of having to accept thousands of immigrants from climate-
change devastated countries might make accepting the economic loss from 
reduced emissions more politically acceptable.  

 
Recommendations around mitigation 
 
A global, mandatory regime to limit greenhouse gas emissions needs to be put in 
place within the near future. The work of the COP of the UNFCCC is therefore 
commended, and it should be intensified and strengthened to achieve this goal. 
 
Recommendations around adaptation 
 
In the discussion in the report above, it is suggested that adaptation should receive the 
bulk of the attention, if not the priority in this list of recommendation. Commentators 
are invited to suggest recommendations under this heading in the format proposed in 
the rest of this list. 
 
 
Recommendation around the duty to act on foreknowledge, and the duty to 
share knowledge  
 
Principles applicable in this context 
 
Scientific uncertainty about the causes and effects of global climate change and the 
precautionary principle form the basis of an ethical imperative to study all of the 
aspects of global climate change on a global scale. 
 
Other principles that support these duties include: 

� The right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress. 
� The right to education. 
� The right to information (including media rights). 
� The right to knowledge (to be informed) about the state of one’s living 

conditions 
 
Duties and possible actions following from them 
 
The duty to share knowledge can be broken down in a number of specific duties. 
These include:  

� The duty to feed back the results of studies to the people that have been 
studied, or need these results for contingency planning, or the implementation 
of adaptation of mitigation measures.  

� The duty to publish scientific papers. 
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� The duty to ensure access to climate change data and databases among fellow 
scientists.  

� The duty to make relevant climate change data and knowledge accessible to 
people who need it. 

� The duty to inform those whose conditions of living are affected by climate 
change. [Question: Who has this duty? And how should it be discharged when 
children are involved, or mass panic may ensue?] 

 
Comment: Unrestricted access to climate change data may be highly 
controversial. 
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