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ABSTRACT

Much of the literature on climate justice focuses on ideal conceptions and normative arguments of justice
theory resulting into high levels of non-compliance and violation of duties. With the issues of climate change
being a threat to human life and subsistence, it is imperative that we not just prevent but even adapt to the
dangers of climate change. This paper examines the relationship of climate change with justice, its relevance,
and consequences, and thereby presents a non-ideal theory of climate change. By analyzing the most used
principles of Polluter Pays Principle (PPP) and the Ability to Pay Principle (APP), the paper shows their
limited nature. A modified version of the PPP is then offered as a supplement towards the non-ideal theory
of climate justice to overcome the lack of completeness in the widely used principle. The supplementary
approach, though non-ideal, suits the urgency for vulnerable places in adapting to and grappling with the
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Introduction

The world’s climate is undergoing profound and
longstanding changes in a dramatic and rapid pace.
Melting ice-caps and glaciers along with rising sea-
levels are just few of the many illustrations of the
problem of global climate change. We can see the
difference in the Earth’s temperature becoming
markedly warmer with unpredictable changes in the
weather all across the globe. Such changes have not
only impacted the past but continue to have signifi-
cant consequences and threat for present and future
human life and interest. With these consequences,
we are faced with the questions of, who should bear
the burdens created by global climate change and
why, what is a fair and just manner of distributing
these burdens, or in other words, can we come up
with a theory of justice for environment, in particu-
lar a theory of justice for global climate change?

Environmental justice is a major movement in
framing the discourse in environmental ethics and
this movement has had a large influence on the way
that climate justice has been conceptualized
(Schlosberg and Collins, 2014). It has been widely
observed that hard empirical evidence is the sole
reason for the connection between environment and
climate and why we can extend the justice of one
onto the other. While there is no doubt that events
like Hurricane Katrina of 2005 are understood to be
influential in the development of intersection be-
tween environmental and climate justice, however,
it should be noted that there was an emergence of
relationship before Katrina as well Organizations.
Such as Environmental Justice and Climate Change
Initiative of 2001 defined the key principles of cli-
mate justice focusing on lowering emissions and
consumption of fossil fuels, protecting vulnerable
communities and smooth transition to renewable
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energy considering uncertainties and assurance of
intergenerational justice.

Since there is a threat to human life and subsis-
tence, it is our moral imperative to not just prevent
but even adapt to dangerous climate changes. This,
in turn requires us to place and distribute the re-
sponsibility to adapt and mitigate with the rapidly
occurring climate changes. Significant measures to
mitigate and adapt to climate change need to be
taken if the most severe of its harmful effects are to
be prevented. But where should the costs of climate
change mitigation and adaptation fall? Before we
move on to assign the responsibilities for the same,
it is crucial to understand the distinction between
the two. The burdens involved in managing climate
change problems are of different types and the lit-
erature provided by the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) also predominantly distin-
guishes between mitigation and adaption.

Mitigation are the steps to be taken to decrease or
reduce ongoing global warming by measures like
reducing greenhouse gas emissions or carbon cap-
ture and storage. It seems to be the necessary and
urgent measures to cope with the problems of cli-
mate change. And since they aim at reducing or in a
sense limiting individuals capacity to use certain
gases, it can also be looked at a negative responsibil-
ity to be borne in response to our problem. Adapta-
tion, on the other hand is typically understood as
‘measures which enable [person or states] to cope
with the ill-effects of climate change’ (Caney, 2005:
752). It includes measures like designing natural and
social arrangements so that people are able to cope
with climate-related threats and exercise their legiti-
mate entitlements without loss and is a positive re-
sponsibility aimed at the benefit (safeguarding of
interests) of vulnerable places and enhancement of
capabilities of those who bear the adaptive respon-
sibilities. It ‘involves measures that prevent the ef-
fects of climate change to be harmful” (Paavlova and
Adger, 2006). Where an agent is threatened by cli-
mate change, adaptation is the action that prevents
it from restricting that agent’s ability to do what they
are entitled to do.

Though there are various responsibilities of cli-
mate change that are needed in a comprehensive
response to climate change, namely, mitigation, ad-
aptation, and compensation, each represents quite a
different type of action. Most climate scientists agree
that mitigation alone is insufficient. It is an ethical
imperative for us as a humanity to ensure that cli-
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mate change does not undermine what people are
entitled to do as a matter of justice. Our objective
here, will be focusing on the adaptation responsibili-
ties towards presenting a non-ideal theory of climate
change. While most of the literature on climate jus-
tice has its focus on ideal conceptions and normative
arguments of justice theory, the ethics of tackling
climate change consists of high levels of non-compli-
ance and violation of duties, what is needed as such,
is an appropriate set of principles of a non-ideal
character. The non-ideal theory thus presented is
comparatively better equipped to deal with the prin-
ciples of intergenerational justice at a global scale
especially when it comes to the impact borne by vul-
nerable places.

Many define the vulnerable ones as the develop-
ing nations in contrast to the developed nations, or
some as the places with the geographical features
most likely to be affected, for example, Bangladesh
and places with large coastal areas and where farm-
ing and agriculture is the main and primary means
of occupations. In this paper, the term, vulnerable is
used to denote a combination of the low economic
stability and security along with the physical and
geographical location that is more susceptible to the
ill-effects of climate change. Places that may not
have the required means and resources to aptly deal
with rising sea-levels or increasing temperatures
and face an imminent threat aimed at their liveli-
hoods. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) also agrees that developing regions
with low economic security are more vulnerable to
climate change (IPCC, 2007). Vulnerability to cli-
mate change does not simply map onto the distribu-
tion of wealth or income — it also brings in issues
such as access to resources, institutional dynamics,
and power. The members of such vulnerable places
then have a right to be protected and safeguarded
from the harmful effects of climate change, firstly,
because they are not the sole principal causing
agents and secondly, because it is a severe threat to
their fundamental rights and subsistence, like the
right to life and ways of earning an income. Such
justice then based on vulnerability could be one
based on the Rawlsian maximin principle: maximiz-
ing the benefits for those who are most vulnerable to
climate change, for example.

In this paper I wish to examine first, the relevance
of climate change with theory of justice and its con-
sequences. What is the fairest way of dealing with
the burdens created by global climate change. In the
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second section, we will focus on one of the most
commonly applied principle for bearing such re-
sponsibilities, viz. the ‘polluter pays principle” ac-
cording to which those who are causally responsible
for the climate change should be the ones to pay for
it too, in addition with the “ability to pay principle’.
A critique of both these principles will reveal their
limitations when applied in a purist form and the
lack of completeness of both as an answer to the
problem of climate justice. Finally, a supplement
and a modified version to the previously mentioned
polluter pays principle will be given as an approach
towards the non-ideal theory of climate justice. Such
a supplementary approach however limited in na-
ture, suits the urgency of vulnerable and weaker
places in adapting to the changing climate and does
not ask of unnecessary and heavy duties and re-
sponsibilities as well. Keeping in mind, the funda-
mental interests of people in vulnerable areas, a non-
ideal theory seems to be the answer to grapple with
the issues of climate justice.

Climate Change and theories of distributive justice

The IPCC jointly established by the United Nations
Environmental Programme (UNEP) and World Me-
teorological Organization (WMO) is one of the most
authoritative sources of information on global cli-
mate change. According to the second assessment
report by the IPCC, Global sea level has risen by
between 10 and 25 cm over the past 120 years and
much of the rise may be owed to the increase in glo-
bal mean temperatures. Based on the climate mod-
els to develop projections of future climate change,
the average sea level is also expected to rise as a re-
sult of thermal expansion of oceans and melting gla-
ciers.

The three comprehensive reports by the IPCC
analyzing the causes, impact, and further measures
to adapt to these climatic changes poses various
ethical considerations. Can we adapt and assign re-
sponsibilities without a theory or framework of
rights and justice, and further, in what way does cli-
mate change matter to a theory of justice that prima-
rily focuses on redistribution of income and wealth
among contemporary members of a state? This
brings us to the three points of interest in extending
climate change to a theory of justice, namely, the
burden-benefits, international scope, and the
intergenerational principles.

Theories of distributive justice result in different
distributions of burdens and benefits across mem-
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bers of a society based on a principle of equity. Cli-
mate change also engenders distributive questions
which though related are yet quite distinct. Global
environmental problems, such as global climate
change, raise questions concerning the distribution
of environmental burdens and benefits or, in other
words, the issue of distributing the different types of
costs and benefits due to climate change. They raise
questions of distributive justice. As such, we have
reason in explore distributive justice and its rel-
evance and applicability to global climate change.
The three points of interest or issues in extending
climate change to a theory of justice (Caney, 2006)
are:

1. The issue of burdens and benefits- which environ-
mental goods and bads are to be incorporated and
why. We need to revise the standard notions of bur-
dens and benefits. Are we to include only the nega-
tive harmful effects of environment that is climate
change? What about its benefits, if it has any? The
fact that people are free and able to use the natural
resources available makes us, the users, beneficia-
ries. Many consider the currency of distributive jus-
tice to be either, primary goods (Rawls), welfare
(Welfarist), resources or capabilities (Sen and
Nussbaum), if the responsibility to adapt to climate
change is to be extended to distributive justice, we
need to first determine how does the environment
matter for a theory of justice. Does environment
have an intrinsic value to itself or is it only instru-
mental towards the well-being of humans?

2. International scope- Theories of justice are appli-
cable to the members of a particular state and in that
sense, it is local, since it is applicable only to the
members belonging to that state. While the implica-
tions of climate change are global concerns and
hence a matter of global justice. Can the principles
applied within a state be extended to the global con-
text? This then has to further deal with the issue that
even if the principles can be extended from local to
global context, why should the members of another
state, for example the members of a foreign nation,
be responsible for the ill-effects of climate change in
another state?

3. Intergenerational Justice- Traditional justice theo-
ries focus on distribution among contemporary
members; however, climate change raises
intergenerational issues in a dual manner. First, the
actions by current members will be borne by future
generations. And second, policies by the past gen-
erations is, part of the problem being faced today.
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What and why do we owe to the future generations?
Some believe that we are naturally associated and
obligated to them just like parents are to their kids,
a fraternity model explaining why people should
feel part of a community that extends into the future
as ‘chain of love’ (De-Shalit, 1995). So, we should
leave a decent and habitable planet for them. There
is a complexity to be faced if the future people are
satisfied with what they have and suffice the needs
of nature with advancement in technology. And
there are suspicions that we are not doing enough
for future generations, but how do we determine
what is enough?

While these highlight the methodological con-
cerns over the utility and relevance of orthodox
theories of justice to climate change, we need a revi-
sion into the principles of theory of justice. A theory
of justice addressing global climate change though
rooted in orthodox literature must be revised and
extended to deal with the above-mentioned distinc-
tive aspects of climate change. It resonates as global
environmental justice where there is the global dis-
tribution of environmental burdens and benefits. In
defining of burdens and benefits in the context of
environment, we take it to be having an instrumen-
tal value for the well-being of humans, we get to
enjoy the benefits of converting its spaces for our
own utility, or we can even consider the optimal
weather and climate to be enhancing our capabilities
and functioning’s in going about our ordinary lives.
These can be collated to be the benefits, and the bur-
dens are the negative impact in terms of changing
climate, carbon emissions, global warming which
may not just affect the current generations, but fu-
ture generations to come as well.

The reality of climate change is that it is global,
i.e. it will affect all the states or nations, however,
that may be in varying degrees with the vulnerable
places being affected in the most significant manner
rapidly. Whether or not we should duplicate the
domestic principles in a global context depends
upon the viability and suitability of the domestic
principles to the geographic locations of other places
globally. For instance, places with successful imple-
mentation of policies to grapple with climate change
like Bhutan, with no carbon footprint can definitely
be a model to be applied globally. And even if cli-
mate change currently affects only certain vulner-
able places, all the others have a positive duty to-
wards the one in need just in the manner how if
somebody right next to us would be dying, and we
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would go forward and help. We cannot just turn a
blind eye towards the harsh realities being faced by
some. And soon enough, that harsh reality will
spread its domain over our own too, if we do not
make the necessary changes to deal with it.

But the dual nature of intergenerational justice
leaves us in a complex situation with the current
members. Following on Joseph Raz’s (Raz, 1986)
ideal of personal autonomy and its connection with
option sets, it seems logical for those present now to
be bearing the burdens of climate change to leave
the future generations with at least a minimum ba-
sic presentable environment as one of the options,
no matter how advanced technology becomes in the
future to even replace it. And surely, part of the
problem is the implementation of policies by previ-
ous generations and their actions, but they are not
here today to pay or repair the damages we are fac-
ing now, hence we are the ones who need to do
something about it as we are only bearing its conse-
quences now and, in the years, to come. The urgency
of the situation is called for by the rapidity of the
ripple effects of the negative implications of climate
change.

We have thus analyzed the various normative
and ethical constraints when applying the tradi-
tional theory of justice to issues like climate change
and conclude that with some revisions, we can have
a theory of climate justice that is sensitive to the par-
ticularities of climate change which protects the fun-
damental rights and interests of individuals too. As
such, the role of responsibilities and its distribution
can be grounded in a theory of justice. Now that we
can have a theory of climate justice, we need to fur-
ther develop its contents, nature and devise the
means for the best possible way of assigning the re-
sponsibilities under this non-ideal theory.

Polluter Pays Principle (PPP) and the Ability to Pay
Principle (APP)

Let us now turn towards the normative analysis of
responsibility distribution and who should bear the
burden of climate change. Two principles have par-
ticularly been in focus in the discussion on climate
change, viz. the Polluter Pays Principle (PPP) and
the Ability to Pay Principle (APP). What follows
next is that neither of them is sufficient to deal with
all the particularities of climate justice. I will elabo-
rate on the limitations of both and further argue that
a modified and a supplement to the PPP is what can
be the crucial alternative to the problem of climate
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change responsibilities.

One well known account of where the costs of cli-
mate change abatement should fall is the Polluter
Pays Principle (PPP) according to which, those who
are responsible and have caused the problem are the
ones who should pay for it as well. It holds that
agents who have created harmful climate change are
responsible for the full cost of its abatement (Shue,
1999; Neumayer, 2000). This common way of think-
ing has also been adopted by several international
legal agreements, embraced by the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
countries as a measure to adapt to climate change
and is especially favored by developing countries
such as Brazil. For instance, those who contribute by
either emitting excessive amounts of greenhouse
gases or releasing potentially dangerous fumes
should make amends for the same. The most plau-
sible account of this principle has an intuitive appeal
as we use it extensively in our common everyday
lives where in familial contexts, the young ones are
taught to clean up their mess. Its rooted in the
‘potter’s barn’ principle which states, ‘you broke it,
you fix it.” Following this, many argue that it is the
right way of thinking about bearing the burdens of
global climate change.

The principle considers the historical contribution
into the problem and then distributes the various
responsibilities. And due to this historical sensitiv-
ity, it is a backward-looking principle.

Since it is already expected that climate change
will affect the developing or vulnerable places more
in comparison, such a principle of historical account-
ability helps ensure that the developed nations do
not get a license to further disadvantage the devel-
oping ones and are held liable for their historical
reasons. An incentive of using such a liability model
is that it serves as a deterrence factor for those re-
sponsible. Agents cannot easily wash their hands off
from the mess created by them, but this liability
model becomes ineffective in many cases.

Excusable ignorance

The PPP being historical sensitive primarily holds
agents responsible on the account of the fact that
their actions are the ones that led up to climate
change. While that may be the case, it is also quite
true that agents who are responsible were unaware
of the consequences of their activities and so asking
them to pay for being responsible would be unfair.
Ignorance of information about the disastrous ef-
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fects on others makes them excusable. It is only un-
til a few decades back that people have begun to be
aware and informed of the harmful effects on cli-
mate of certain actions, but climate change is not a
concern that is doing of just a few decades and goes
way back further. If in ordinary life, I happen to
grow pollen in my garden for aesthetic and natural
value completely unaware of the knowledge that
my neighbor is allergic to pollen. And as a result of
increased daily exposure, my neighbor now devel-
ops a critical respiratory problem, does that then
make me responsible towards her situation and pay
for it? Is sufficient knowledge about someone’s aller-
gies, in this context my neighbors a necessary duty?
It could even be further argued that perhaps the
neighbor herself was unaware of her allergy and
hence would still end up taking the route crossing
by my garden. Both the parties involved are igno-
rant and thereby excused. It may lead to heavy costs
on the neighbor, but it would also be unfair to ask
me to pay for the costs too. For moral agents are
typically assumed to be responsible for harm only
when they could have been reasonably expected to
anticipate causing that harm. As such, historical ac-
tivities of time when the knowledge of climate
change was insufficient ought to be removed from
the equation of climate justice thereby limiting the
applicability of the PPP. Excusing of historical igno-
rance is key in holding that historical actors are not
necessarily guilty of wrongdoing and it would be
wrong to hold successors responsible for rectifying
the costs of the lasting effects of what they did (Bell,
2011).

Nature and extent of harm and casual agents

The very nature of PPP requires it to ascertain who
caused how much harm to what extent so as to flesh
out who the duty bearers are and what will be the
size of their duty. And Climate Change is a complex
process that is part of a structure of interconnected
relations. As such, the PPP gets entangled in the
complex historical problems of climate change. Be-
ing unable to attribute specific events to climate
change, we cannot hope for much exactitude in the
application of PPP. The IPCC bases their findings on
modelled programs and simulations which may not
always be precise and are estimations leading to the
uncertain nature of these estimated ill-effects. It then
becomes extremely difficult to specify how much
harm will result for which activity and thus making
people pay in proportion to their causal impact be-
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comes even more difficult to calculate.

This can be understood better with the help of an
illustration of the ‘anti-sweatshop” movement. In
this context, the workers usually belonging to very
low-economic backgrounds in developing countries
are exploited by working for low wages, long work-
ing hours, and deplorable working conditions. All of
these factors lead up to the availability of trendy and
branded apparel items at very reasonable prices in
the affluent countries. Who is to be blamed respon-
sible for the employee’s detrimental conditions in
this respect? Can it be solely on the managers or su-
pervisors directly overlooking the workers? Many
may respond yes, but the managers too are under
the influence and pressure of the market to be pro-
ducing cheap products. So then, are the far-off indi-
viduals purchasing these products be to blamed?
Probably not, because they either may be completely
ignorant of the reality or even if aware, will the con-
scious effort by one individual to stop buying such
products make any difference to the workers condi-
tion? In such structured and inter-related connected
systems, injustice seeps in structurally without any
specification and so is the case with climate justice as
well. If I drive my car around in a place A, can I be
responsible for the pollution in B? Well maybe yes,
as air is common for everyone, everywhere. But if I
add in another agent X in this equation who is also
driving his car in place C. There isn’t any clear mea-
sure of whether I, in place A am more responsible
than X in place C for the pollution in B. Or can we
blame the automobile industry for making such
cars?

Additionally, it is usually understood that the
causal agent is a state or nation as a whole. With this
presumption, for example if industrial revolution in
USA led to climate change, then USA as a nation
should bear the costs for adapting to it. Given that
the Industrial Revolution took place in the 1700’s,
why should the current population of USA be re-
sponsible? There is also not enough clarity on who
or what is the specific causing agent, is it the state as
it was before, the state now or the specific act of in-
dustrial revolution itself. Some even argue from the
perspective of identity that who we are now is the
result of specific actions and timing of individuals
(like our parents meeting) in the past and changing
even one aspect of the setting historically would
lead to different result, meaning we would not really
be we as we are now but a different version of our-
selves. Derek Parfit in his analysis of the ‘non-iden-
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tity problem” points out that the identity of future
people is determined by what present people do, it
thus follows that people alive today are the conse-
quence of what people did in the past at that very
specific moment (Parfit, 1986). Industrialization as
an event may have affected which individuals get
born: because of it different people are born than
would have been without it.

To apply the PPP, we need to specify the harm
done and draw a direct link to the causal actor
which cannot be done given that estimating the ex-
tent of the harm caused by global climate change is
immensely difficult.

Unable to Pay

This inability to pay objection can be looked at from
two perspectives:

(3.1) Costs produced by past generations are no
longer alive to pay now.

(3.2) Costs of non-anthropogenic causes of climate
change.

(3.1) On the first account, PPP is unable to cope
with the effects generated by the previous genera-
tions since most of them are not alive today to bear
their burden and be held accountable. It is severely
limited in the context of intergenerational climate
justice.

The backward-looking principle holds people of
the past accountable focusing on the wrongful be-
havior of the past for the damages people face to-
day. And the intuition underlying PPP is that people
should only pay for the harm that ‘they” and not
‘others’ create for then someone other than the pol-
luter is paying.

This distinction of ‘they” and ‘others” stems from
the root problem of unfairness in making individu-
als pay for the costs of previous generations (collec-
tive). Whether we take the individualist or the col-
lectivist approach, they both are open to vulnerabili-
ties. Shue and Neumayer argue on similar lines to-
wards the individualistic approach for the costs of
the past by bringing to forefront the close relation to
the ancestors and how the current generations have
benefitted from the actions of the past (Shue, 1999;
Neumayer, 2000). In particular, says Shue, it isn’t the
case that they are completely unrelated since they
enjoy the benefits of the policies adopted by previ-
ous generations (Shue, 1999). This seems to be plau-
sible when there is an actual account of the future or
current generations benefiting from previous poli-
cies. Surely the grave effects of climate change im-
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pact the developing nations more in comparison to
developed nations, nonetheless, it is still estimated
to grow in its area of impact which will include the
developed nations too. How is it then that the mem-
bers of these developed nations benefited, if they too
are subject to be the victims of climate change in the
near future? The collectivist approach too fails to
acquire its merit over the individualistic account
with individuals having a right to complain if they
were not rightly consulted or had a fair share of say
in the decision-making policies of the past.

The proponents of PPP then are not entitled to
conclude that members of a particular state, for ex-
ample the developed ones presently alive should
bear the costs and that the principle is unable to
identify the cost bearers for the past generations.

(3.2) While it is commonly believed that climate
change is primarily due to anthropogenic reasons,
the key word being primarily, there are some non-
anthropogenic causes for climate change, i.e. climate
change that occurs due to non-human activities. Cli-
mate system varies naturally over a range of time
scales. There can be various natural causes such as
variations in solar energy and volcanic eruptions
that could have an impact on the climate (IPCC,
2013). The polluters then here would-be agents like
the sun or volcano, and how can we recover any
costs from such natural agents? Surely, we cannot
expect any other person to pay for the accident
wherein the driver was blinded by the extremely
bright shining rays of the sun. The PPP only covers
climate change stemming from human activity
while leaving the harm as a consequence of non-
human activity completely unaddressed. We have
reason to be concerned about non-anthropogenic
causes of climate change as they too threaten the vi-
tal interests of human beings and the PPP cannot
account for it.

From the above account we can see the limited
applicability and incomplete nature of the PPP. We
thus need to move beyond a purist approach of PPP
which can account for (1) ignorance, (2) direct link of
causal agent to the harm and its extent and (3) ab-
sent polluters or non-human agents.

We now look at another commonly held prin-
ciple, viz. the Ability to Pay Principle (APP). Some
go to the extent of associating the APP to the PPP
based on the argument that since mostly developed
nations are accountable (due to industrial revolu-
tion, etc.) they are also the ones with the most abil-
ity to pay (given that they are the developed and
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economically much more advanced in comparison
to other developing nations). But a perfect correla-
tion between the affluent nations and the acts lead-
ing to climate change has not been identified yet.
Nonetheless, let us discuss and see the limitations of
APP and whether it is a sufficient principle towards
our theory of climate justice. It should however be
noted that a modified version of the APP will be
used as a supplement to the previous PPP to best
tackle adaptation to climate change which will be
presented later in details and hence, only a brief ac-
count of the pure APP is dealt with in what follows.

Formally put, according to this principle, the
costs, and burdens in the context of climate change
should be borne by the wealthy, in proportion to
their wealth. And, moreover, the duty should be
proportional and thereby increase in line with an
agent’s wealth. It is indifferent to those who caused
the harm and focus is solely on those who can rectify
it on the one hand, but sensitive to concrete circum-
stances and final outcome on the other hand. It
states that, among a number of parties, all of whom
are bound to contribute to some common endeavor,
the parties who have the most resources normally
should contribute the most to the endeavor
(Moellendorf, 2002).

And in contrast to the PPP, it is a forward-looking
principle which assigns responsibility in proportion
to an agent’s capacity. Major advocates of this prin-
ciple have been Henry Shue, who believes that there
should not be too demanding costs on the poor and
that the wealthy should bear the mitigation and ad-
aptation costs (Shue, 1999). He is joined by Darrel
Moellendorf according to whom APP is better than
PPP since PPP cannot account for the harmful effects
by people who are not there to pay for it
(Moellendorf, 2002). However, the APP too is not
secure from convincing objections levelled against it.

Non-faulty

Critics of the APP argue that why should the
wealthy or affluent ones who are not identified to be
causing the problem to be required to pay for the
adaptation costs to climate change, something that is
of no fault of theirs. Application of such a principle
may lead to unfair circumstances as not always the
wealthy and affluent states are the causal agents. In
such a situation, then asking them to pay for some-
thing they have not caused is not right. While most
of the impact of climate change can be traced back to
certain activities undertaken by the wealthy nations,
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it still does not account and draw the link holding all
the wealthy nations to be responsible. There is the
possibility of nations reaching this far and be afflu-
ent without endangering the climate by using means
of clean energy. It would be wrong then for such af-
fluent and not faulty nations to be bearing the bur-
den for this problem.

Ignoring historical origination of problem

Adopting a purist APP approach holds that the cri-
terion for responsibility bearing is based on who can
best bear the burden and this is the only criterion
under it. This as such, then ignores the historical
genesis of the problem and becomes wholly for-
ward-looking. It conflicts with the moral relevance
of the fact that burdens of climate change cannot be
completely devoid of historical considerations of the
problem. A counter-intuitive move as of this prin-
ciple even fails to serve as a deterrent where those
who are guilty of the root problem may continue to
add or further aggravate the problem since they will
not be held liable for it. It is not always the case that
only developed nations lead to climate injustice, de-
veloping nations have a share too. Now there can be
two scenarios wherein the first one we have a devel-
oping nation having a greater contribution in pro-
ducing harmful effects and sufficiently capable of
meeting the cost of it, and in the second there is an
immensely wealthy nation with a comparatively
lower contribution towards the harmful effects. If
we follow the APP, then we are subjected to a
wrongful act of making the wealthy nation pay in
proportion to its wealth despite the fact, that the
developing nation could have met the cost of its
greater faulty actions.

So far, we have considered the PPP in response to
climate injustice and exposed its incompleteness to-
ward solving the problem. Many thinkers then ap-
ply the APP to the remainder of circumstances that
could not be met with under the PPP and we see
that even the APP is unable to fully account for the
complex process of climate change and is also open
to objections. Further on from here, I argue for a re-
vised version of the APP which can be supple-
mented to the PPP which can cover up the insuffi-
ciencies of both the principles when they were taken
and applied in isolation.

The alternative approach

Thus far we have shown how an internationally ac-
cepted principle such as the PPP faces a dilemma
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and hence incomplete in accounting for all cases of
climate change. The weaknesses of the PPP has been
tried to be overcome by another widely accepted
principle such as the APP, but we see that it too is
vulnerable in light of justice concerns. In what fol-
lows is a modified version of the APP which is to be
used as a supplement to the original PPP as an alter-
native to the issue of climate change. It should be
clarified that the approach comes with a lexical pri-
ority where there is the PPP first and then the modi-
fied APP which is applied to the remainder, i.e. the
remainder of the cases where the PPP is inappli-
cable. To make things simpler, lets represent the
new ATP with ATP (ca) and so our proposed alter-
native looks like:

PPP (Purely a Polluter Pays Principle) < climate
change (is unable to account for all circumstances of
the problem)

APP (Purely an Ability to Pay Principle) < climate
change (is unfair on account of justice concerns)

Therefore, PPP + ATP (ca) >= climate change (a
combination of the PPP and new ATP is better
equipped to tackle all the cases of climate change)

We already have a clear idea about PPP and ATP
individually, so what constitutes this new ATP (ca)?
The ATP states that those who are able, and wealthy
should bear the responsibilities while for the ATP
(ca) we need to make a distinction of two classes
within this broad category of “able to pay’. The first
class consists of those who are wealthy, but whose
wealth is in no way related to the acts leading up to
climate change. Wealth generated with no impact or
harm to climate change and such places belong to
the first class among the wealthy and able. They
have reasons to justify their wealth, reasons that ab-
solves them of bearing any responsibility towards
adaption to climate change. The second class repre-
sents those whose wealth is a consequence of the
acts that have been harmful towards the climate, i.e.
they are in a sense the causing agents of climate
change. They have received their wealth with com-
mission of climate injustices and therefore, we
should be placing the burden of remaining respon-
sibilities on the latter class of the wealthy. This idea
of the ATP (ca) has been first put forth by Simon
Caney in Climate Change and the duties of the
advantaged, 2010 wherein he presents his hybrid
account.

The duties to bear the Remainder should be borne by
the wealthy but we should distinguish between two
groups — (i) those whose wealth came about in ways
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which endangered the Earth’s climate and (ii) those whose
wealth came about in ways which did not endanger the
Earth’s climate — and we should apportion greater respon-
sibility to (i) than to (ii) (Caney, 2010: 215).

It must be noted that the modified APP, APP (ca)
is applied only to the remainder of the concerns of
climate change left over by the priority application
of PPP. And my aim in this section is to further
strengthen the plausibility of APP (ca) as overcom-
ing the limitations of PPP and APP and defend it
from the common objections.

The ATP (ca) only includes those who have suffi-
cient wealth available and where that wealth has
been generated by actions that have harmed the en-
vironment leading to climate changes all over the
world. Since they cannot justify their accumulated
wealth without endangering the climate, they have
less reasons to complain about bearing the costs of
their harmful effects. Being able to link their causal
connection to the problem, they will be more com-
pliant towards repayment costs. Non-compliance is
usually accompanied by one of the two reasons of
insufficient money or lack of evidence to be liable.
And in the context of putting forth a non-ideal
theory for climate injustices, we need models that
hold agents liable and who will comply by their du-
ties too.

To elaborate further, consider the first case where
certain developing countries may be responsible for
climate change too. Certainly, people in such devel-
oping and economically weaker nations will need
electricity for purposes of food, warmth, etc. which
will also impact the environment in whichever de-
gree. They may be responsible for it, but can we re-
ally hold them accountable for adapting to climate
change when, firstly they are the ones to be affected
primarily and secondly, they do not have the funds
or the resources to meet such adaptation costs. There
can be no measure to recover any costs from them
which leads to non-compliance. Take for example,
you visit a palace and break an expensive piece of
antique worth millions of dollars which is the center
piece and the main attraction for the palace. The
palace runs mainly on the income generated by this
piece. You are directly responsible for the breakage
owing to your clumsy walk, but you are merely a
middle-class income earner who can surely not re-
pay the actual cost of the piece, even if it takes years
to come. Since you do not have the money to replace
the piece and the palace is running out of its income,
you can still be liable to pay not purely in monetary
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terms, but in terms of services adding to the palaces
upkeep and maintenance. In the context of climate
change and developing nations who are also some-
what responsible may be then asked to place certain
restrictions such as reduction in their carbon emis-
sions, but they cannot be liable to pay for adaptation
costs such as setting up institutions for cleaner en-
ergy resources as they simply do not have the funds
for it. And placing such adaptive costs on them
would lead to a dead-end wherein even if respon-
sible, nobody ends up paying for the costs.

In the second scenario, expecting wealthy nations
with no fault of theirs to pay for costs leads to unfair
demands for the wealthy. And when there is not any
strong connection to link them being a causing
agent, we lose any grounds for holding them ac-
countable to pay. Perhaps they may do so in the be-
ginning on account of shared responsibility but un-
til the wealthy nations themselves do not have
strong justificatory reasons as to why they should be
bearing heavy costs upon themselves for no fault of
others, their response may not be genuine and long-
term in support for the vulnerable places. Suppose
there are two factories A and B in my neighborhood
and because of the release of chemical wastes by fac-
tory A, it has negative impacts on my physical
health. Both A and B have the same amount of
wealth, but A is the one who is causally responsible.
In such a situation, then B has sufficient grounds for
refusal to take initiatives towards a cleaner environ-
ment which will negatively impact B’s wealth when
A is the one responsible and able to pay for their
cost too.

Thus, as seen above, when we assign responsibil-
ity upon those who have a proportionate share in
causing the problem, as well as sufficiently able to
pay for it, then we have comparatively higher
chances for meeting with compliance. The ATP (ca)
is also sensitive to the historical genesis of the prob-
lem as most of the current impact of climate change
is the doing of the past generations.

Objection 1: Poverty-sensitive

A most common objection to this alternate approach
has been raised by Carl Knight according to whom
this view entitles the poor to a special advantage.
According to him the alternate approach says the
following,

It says that the poor have no duty to bear the costs of
climate change, even for that part of climate change they
have caused, if it improves their condition at all. This is to
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give the poor a license to pollute (Knight, 2011:536).

In response to this, it can be said that with the dis-
tinction of mitigating and adaptation costs, the ob-
jective here has been to propose the alternate view
for adaptation costs. It also is not the case that the
poor or vulnerable ones get a free pass on their
harmful activities. They bear duties too in terms of
reducing their consumption of fuels, etc. Adaptation
looks and builds towards the future to be equipped
in response to climate change and the wealthy na-
tions have a head-start with better technology and
resources available at hand. If developing or vulner-
able places begin to bear such adaptive costs while
for them, they also urgently need to bear mitigating
costs, it will be too demanding. Following Peter
Singers call for duty, it can also be argued that even
though the vulnerable places are the ones suffering
now, it is our obligation to aid them just as we
would have done all that we could if for instance a
child was drowning in front of us (Singer, 1972). In
the case of the child drowning, it is the matter of
urgency as the child may lose his/her fundamental
right to live by the inaction of others. People belong-
ing to these vulnerable places too have a threat to
their life, such as the case in coastal areas and rising
sea levels.

Objection 2: Disadvantaged ATP(ca)

While with the introduction of ATP (ca) as a supple-
ment to the PPP may be a just and fair means for
placing responsibilities, it places them at a disadvan-
tage, nonetheless. Since adaptation involves great
investments by the causal and able agents, the cost
of doing so for the vulnerable places becomes even
more higher.

There can be two responses towards such an ob-
jection. First, that by trying to develop and build in-
frastructure for ways and means to adapt to the
complexities of climate change is an advantage irre-
spective of the location. The output and conse-
quences of such efforts will benefit not only the vul-
nerable places, but the home nation that has em-
ployed such efforts in the first place as they will
have access and a right to be using those information
and strategies for themselves too. Climate change is
a reality that may now only be affecting the vulner-
able places but will include the able nations too. And
they need to be ready to adapt to it as well. Second,
being sensitive towards responsibility. Let us not
forget that ATP (ca) includes the ones responsible,
and maybe the costs being borne by them become
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higher, but in proportion to the damage being borne
by the vulnerable places, it seems to be plausible.
Surely, the higher costs will have a negative impact
in terms of them not being as wealthy as before, but
in light of the threat to live and subsistence of people
living in vulnerable places, it is the cost that they can
bear.

Objection 3: No ATP(ca)

The alternate view is based on the presumption that
there are some wealthy, affluent agents who can be
identified as causing climate change. In other words,
there have to be some wealthy agents whose wealth
has been generated in an unjust way. It could be the
case that there are no such cases and that all those
wealthy nations have accumulated their wealth in a
justified way.

I will be following Iris Marion Young’s notion
about process responsibility to respond to this objec-
tion. According to her, just because we cannot disen-
tangle which particular act of whom affects others in
harmful manner does not absolve us of the respon-
sibility owed to the relations we have to the process
(Young, 2004). Climate change is also a similar pro-
cess, wherein we owe a responsibility to it despite
the specifications.

Let us take the case of a child being born with a
genetic disorder, neither the parents nor the child is
worthy of being responsible for the situation. None-
theless, it is not the case that the disorder is without
a cause itself. Maybe not individuals, but the gene in
question is responsible for the child’s disorder. Simi-
larly, in climate change, although we cannot identify
specific individuals responsible, but the share and
contribution of acts like the Industrial Revolution
and countries participating in that has been certainly
identified. We can thus, call upon them to be respon-
sible towards their actions to climate injustices. It
may be difficult to account for all the causes histori-
cally for climate change, but until a few decades
back into the past we can identify the causal agents
and their contribution to climate change.

Conclusion

We have covered a considerable amount of ground
on climate change, beginning from theory of dis-
tributive justice and whether or not can we have an
appropriate theory of climate justice to the plausibil-
ity of the most well considered principles as a solu-
tion to distributing the burdens in the theory of cli-
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mate change. First, we see, that with revisions onto
the conventional theories of justice, we can indeed
have a theory of justice dealing with climate change.
After this, a distinction is made between the various
responsibilities that come with climate change and
how this paper focuses on the adaptive costs espe-
cially in light and from the perspective of places that
are the most vulnerable to the devastating effects of
climate change.

Later in the paper, contrary to many, I uncover
the limitations of the widely applied Polluter Pays
Principle. I argue that such a principle does not suf-
ficiently cover all the circumstances of climate
change such as those of non-human induced activi-
ties, excusable ignorance, and past generations no
longer alive to bear their burdens. Second, to cover
up the weakness of the previous principle, the Abil-
ity to Pay Principle is introduced, which I argue is
also vulnerable to challenges of being counter-intui-
tive to the historical origin of problem and costs on
those who are not faulty. These challenges not only
undermine each principle, but any principle or ap-
proach that will treat the distribution of burdens in
isolation from other issues of justice.

Moving on, I present the alternative approach
consisting of the Polluter Pays Principle which is
supplemented by a revised version of the Ability to
Pay Principle. This new model is sufficiently able to
overcome the difficulties of both the principles when
used in isolation and are complementary to each
other.

Finally, after having outlined the alternative way
of distributing the adaptation costs, I defend the
model against some commonly held objections that
it is open to. This model is not a comprehensive so-
lution itself to meet all the demands of climate
change but a beginning into a way of thinking on
how to distribute the various responsibilities arising
from climate change. It is a non-ideal theory of try-
ing to work a way out for solving the complex prob-
lem ahead of us as opposed to a theory with a moral
ideal. When it comes to issues of climate change, the
factors of urgency and scale make it even more per-
tinent for us to be opting for a non-ideal theory of
climate change and then making best possible ad-
justments and revisions for it to be a just and fair
theory.

References

Adger, W.N. 2001. Scales of governance and environmen-

5209

tal justice for adaptation and mitigation of climate
change. Journal of International Development. 13(7):
921-931.

Baatz, C. 2013. Responsibility for the Past? Some Thoughts
on Compensating Those Vulnerable to Climate
Change in Developing Countries. Ethics, Policy and
Environment.

Barry, B. 2016. Sustainability and Intergenerational Justice.
A Journal of Social and Political Theory. 50 (2) : 204-223.

Bell, D. 2011. Global Climate Justice, Historic Emissions,
and Excusable Ignorance. The Monist. 94: 391-411.

Bohle, H., Downing, T.E. and Watts, M.]. 1994. Climate
change and social vulnerability: Towards a sociol-
ogy and geography of food insecurity, Global Envi-
ronmental Change, Volume 4, Issue 1, 37-48.

Caney, S. 2005. Cosmopolitan Justice, Responsibility, and
Global Climate Change. Leiden Journal of International
Law. 18 () : 747-775.

Caney, S. 2006. Cosmopolitan Justice, Rights and Global
Climate Change. Canadian Journal of Law and Juris-
prudence. 19 : 255-278.

Caney, S. 2009. Justice and the distribution of greenhouse
gas emissions. Journal of Global Ethics, 5 (2) : 125-146.

Caney, S. 2010. Climate change and the duties of the
advantaged. Critical Review of International Social and
Political Philosophy. 203-228.

Caney, S. 2010. Climate change and the duties of the
advantaged. Critical Review of International Social and
Political Philosophy. 13 (1) : 203-228.

Caney, S.2012. Just Emissions. Philosophy and Public Affairs.
Costarelli.1999. Global environment and international in-
equality. International Affairs. 3 (75) : 531-545.
De-Shalit, A. 1995. Why Posterity Matters: Environment Poli-

cies and Future Generations, Routledge.

Duus-Otterstrém, G. and Jagers, S. 2010. On the moral
differences between mitigation and adaptation—the
new “facts” in the case. Pol. Gu. Se. 1-23.

Ikeme, J. 2003. Equity, environmental justice, and
sustainability: Incomplete approaches in climate
change politics. Global Environmental Change. 13 (3)
: 195-206.

IPCC. 1995. Climate Change 1995: A report of the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change. IPCC Second
Assessment, 63.

Kattenburg, A., et al. 2015. International Climate Assess-
ment & Dataset: Climate Services across Borders,
Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society,
Volume 96, Issue 1.

Khan, M. 2015. Polluter-Pays-Principle: The Cardinal In-
strument for Addressing Climate Change. Laws.

Knight, C. 2011. Climate change and the duties of the dis-
advantaged: Reply to Caney. Critical Review of Inter-
national Social and Political Philosophy. 14 (4) : 531-542.

Luppi, B., Parisi, F. and Rajagopalan, S. 2012. The rise and
fall of the polluter-pays principle in developing
countries. International Review of Law and Economics.



5210

Miranda, M. L., Hastings, D. A., Aldy, J. E. and Schlesinger,
W. H. 2011. The environmental justice dimensions
of climate change. Environmental Justice. 4 (1) : 17-25.

Moellendorf, D. 2015. Climate change justice. Philosophy
Compass. 173-186.

Neumayer, E. 2000. In defence of historical accountability
for greenhouse gas emissions. Ecological Economics.
33 (2) : 185-192.

Paavola, J. and Adger, W.N. 2006. Fair Adaptation to Cli-
mate Change. Ecological Economics. 56(4) : 594-609.

Paavola, J. and W.N. A. 2002. Justice and adaptation to
climate change. Working Paper. 23 (October) : 24.

Eco. Env. & Cons. 27 (October Suppl. Issue) : 2021

Parfit, Derek. 1986. “Comments.” Ethics, 96 (4): 832-872.

Raz, J. 1986. The Morality of Freedom, Oxford University
Press, Oxford.

Schlosberg, D. and Collins, L. B. 2014. From environmen-
tal to climate justice: Climate change and the dis-
course of environmental justice. Wiley Interdiscipli-
nary Reviews: Climate Change. 5 (3) : 359-374.

Shue, H. 1999. Global environment and international in-
equality. International Affairs. 3 : 531-545.

Singer, Peter. 1972. Famine, Affluence, and Morality, Phi-
losophy and Public Affairs. 1(3) : 229-243.




