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Abstract: Climate change has emerged as the greatest challenge for the global economy. The UNDP has 
declared Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which are mandatory for all the countries; developed 
or developing. Sustainable development is a principle which involves “care of posterity” (Perman, 2003) 
and, by definition, requires avoiding wasteful uses of scarce resources. Sustainable development is a 
normative concept which involves trade-offs among various objectives and which satisfies the 
requirements of sustaining the integrity and viability of the overall system. Further it has the ethical 
imperative of equity within and between generations which goes beyond the mere satisfaction of basic 
human needs of masses. This paper therefore brings out the ethical aspect of the problem of climate 
change along with the complexities involved in it with reference to India. Further it throws light on the 
major climate negotiations worldwide. And finally it offers some suggestions to mitigate the climate 
change for India with a special focus on vulnerable sections of the population. 
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Introduction: “The earth has enough resources for everyone’s need but not for anybody’s greed.”  
-- (Mahatma Gandhi) 
 
“Climate Change is the defining human development issue of our generation”20 It is not merely an 
environmental concern, but it has emerged as the biggest development challenge for the planet. Its 
economic impacts, particularly on the poor, make it a major governance issue as well. It is evident that 
as long as the world economy is carbon-based-driven by energy from coal, oil and natural gas, growth 
cannot be de-linked substantially from CO2 emissions. 21 The only way to avert climate change is to 
reduce emissions dramatically. The use of fossil fuels is closely linked to economic growth and lifestyles. 
Per capita CO2 emissions remain closely related to a country’s level of economic development, and thus 
standard of living. The more prosperous a country’s economy is, higher is its fossil fuel consumption, 
resulting in higher greenhouse gas emissions. 
 
The problem is neither only scientific nor environmental but rather it is more of economical nature and 
still further more ethical. The reason is, first, the anthropogenic activities which are affecting the 
environmental degradation and thereby the global climate change is mainly the result of the process of 
economic development various economies have started with right from the post industrial revolution 
period. The energy intensities have increased with the development pathways and it has posed a 
challenge in terms of the overuse of non-renewable sources of energy. This overuse ofnon-renewable 
resources generates a huge opportunity costs for every economy in terms of the depletion of their stocks 
and so questions about the growth, development and its costs in terms of exhaustion of natural capital. 

                                                           
20 UNDP Report 2008 
21NarainSunitaNovember 2009Climate Change - Perspectives from India UNDP India. 
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Climate change has been described as a 'perfect moral storm' because it brings together three major 
challenges to ethical action in a mutually reinforcing way.22Global climate change is truly a global 
phenomenon. Since GHGs once emitted, affect the planet anywhere, regardless of its source.23  This 
often results into “tragedy of commons” of all states or what is popularly known as the Prisoner’s 
Dilemma. Although all countries of the world realize effects of emissions, every country continues to 
emitunimpeded. Further there are skewed vulnerabilities at least among the countries who 
havehistorically least emitted & whose emission levels continue to be low. The projected growth of 
emissions is correlated to a country’s growth pathways and so the carbon emissions need to be seen 
from the ethical angle as well. This is evident from the graph below.  
 

 

Graph 1 

 
The problem becomes ethical, when we see that the current generation is spreading the costs of its 
behaviour far into the future. Why should people in the future pay to clean up the mess that is an 
outcome of present generation? It then becomes intergenerational problem and also the global one. This 
is because the carbon emissions generated by any entity, anywhere, are quickly mixed in the 
atmosphere, affecting the global climate. In the words of Stephen Gardiner, “climate change a traditional 
“tragedy of the commons,” played out between nation states that represent the interests of their citizens in 
perpetuity. In Garrett Hardin’s tragedy, each herdsman prefers the collective outcome where none over-
consume — so that the commons is not overburdened. Nevertheless, when acting individually each prefers 
to over-consume himself, no matter what the others do — with ruinous results for all.”In climate change, 
thus the ground reality is, each one prefers the collective outcome where none over-consume with 
carbon emissions, so that dangerous climate change is avoided. Yet, while acting individually, each 
prefers to over-consume, no matter what the others do and so the overconsumption is the real problem 
which poses an ethical aspect to this economic and environmental issue. 
 
The problem of global climate change further is aggravated by the fact that, those who are the least 
responsible for past emissions are likely to suffer the most serious impacts (at least in the beginning). 
And all these sufferers would obviously be the poor in developing nations. This is partly because the 
poorer nations geographically are located in more climate-sensitive regions, and also, being poor, they 

                                                           
22 Stephen Gardiner “Ethics and Global Climate Change” 2006  
23

IPCC Report 2007 
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lack the resources available to the rich to address negative impacts of these global climate changes. Thus 
they are more vulnerable. In addition to these issues, the climate change affects the health outcomes too 
adversely in the poor developing nations. This is because the increasing carbon emissions on account of 
the developmental process results into many physical and psychological health disorders. The main 
ethical point here therefore is that, they are paying for what they have not been responsible for. So the 
ethical question is how do we do justice to them with the existing frameworks? 
 
Complexities of Ethical Aspects of Climate Change:  

Abatement of GHGs: Abatement costs are not linearly related to the level of income.   So for developed 
countries, the abatement costs are high while the mitigative capacities are constrained by their 
established lifestyles. Conversely the developing economies are blessed with low abatement costs but 
their real problem lies in scarcity of resources towards mitigation. The cost of abatement, acts as the 
barrier in turning mitigative capacity into actual mitigation. 
 
Mitigation: To mitigate is to moderate (a quality or condition) in force or intensity. Climate change 
mitigation encompasses the actions being taken, and those that have been proposed, to limit the 
magnitude and/or rate of long-term global climate change. Climate change mitigation generally involves 
reductions in human (anthropogenic) emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs).Higher levels of GHGs 
emissions correlate with higher future global average surface temperatures, though warming will not be 
evenly distributed across the countries. This often raises the question of cost of mitigating the effects of 
emissions.  
 
Adaptation: Adaptation refers to adjustments in ecological, social, or economic systems in response to 
actual or expected climatic stimuli and their effects or impacts. It refers to changes in processes, 
practices, and structures to moderate potential damages or to benefit from opportunities associated 
with climate change.  Climate change would adversely affect the quality of life, especially of the most 
vulnerable and poor people who are deprived of basic amenities and lack the entitlements and resources 
to cope up. This applies not only to the global states but also to the intra states.Besides these, following 
issues need to be considered: 

· From future generation’s point of view, some vulnerable species would be better if emissions are 
reduced. Therefore minimizing the climate damage is required. However, this may be costly for 
current generation as they have only minimum benefits.  

· The Poor people & nations who had not emitted very much, then have to pay heavy price in terms of 
asking them to reduce emissions for the sake of future generations. 

· Climate change threatens the bio diversity in a potentially devastating ways. For example, we may 
have immediate obligation to protect coral reefs to preserve biodiversity. However, in the long run 
there may be new species coming into the existence & change the eco systems around the world.  

· Unavoided impacts: Adaptation measures may require migration of vulnerable population from 
coastal side or displaced people of development projects. This requires huge costs of adaptation and 
the question arises as to who will finance the adaptation? This is true of intra state and at global 
level. 

· Individual obligations:It is the consumption patterns and lifestyles that determine the climate 
change and hence individuals ought to take the responsibility for their personal choices & develop a 
set of green virtues that are not contingent on how others respond. 

 
Considering the severity and the global magnitude of this problem, the international community   has 
been responding to it in terms of various conventions on climate change. Let’s take a brief review of the 
main conventions and negotiations and then see how far they have achieved the objective of justice and 
fairness at par for all. 
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Table 1: 

Year Name of International 
Convention 

Place/ 
Country 

Main Clauses 

1992 United Nations 
Framework Convention 
on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) Earth 
Summit 

Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil 

Established an objective of stabilizing 
greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere "at a level that would prevent 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with 
climate system" Voluntary goals set 

1995 Conference of the 
Parties (COP 1) 

Berlin, 
Germany 

No impacts 

1996 COP 2 Geneva, 
Switzerland 

accelerated negotiations on a legally 
binding protocol, was noted, but not 
adopted 

1997 COP 3/Kyoto Protocol Tokyo, Japan set binding targets to reduce emissions 5.2 
percent below 1990 levels by 2012 
Introduction of Market based mechanisms like 
CDM, JI 

1998 COP 4 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

No impacts 

1999 COP 5 Bonn, 
Germany 

focus on capacity building, transfer of 
technology and flexible mechanisms by 
developed countries 

2000 COP 6  Part I and Part II Hague, 
Netherlands & 
Bonn, 
Germany 

All nations except the United States agreed 
on the mechanisms for implementation of 
the Kyoto Protocol 

2001 COP 7 Marrakesh, 
Morocco 

Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF) and 
Least Developed Countries Fund 
established 

2002 COP 8 New Delhi, 
India 

called for developed countries to transfer 
technology to developing countries 

2003 COP 9 Milan, Italy The Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF) 
and the Least Developed Countries Fund 
(LDCF) were further developed. 

2004 COP 10 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

Decisions on issues relating to transfer of 
technologies; land use, land use change and 
forestry. 

2005 COP 11 / CMP 1 Montreal, 
Canada 

Addressed issues such as “capacity building, 
development and transfer of technologies, the 
adverse effects of climate change on 
developing and least developed countries, 
and guidelines to the Global Environment 
Facility (GEF) 

2006 COP 12 / CMP 2 Nairobi, Kenya Decisions about the Special Climate Change 
Fund. 

2007 COP 13 / CMP 3 Bali, Indonesia Bali Action Plan : No binding GHG targets 
for developing countries. 

2008 COP 14 / CMP 4 Poznan, 
Poland 

Negotiations on the financing mechanism 
to help poor countries adapt to the effects 
of climate change and what would succeed 
the Kyoto Protocol. 

2009 COP 15 Copenhagen, 
Denmark 

Copenhagen Accord: countries were asked 
to pledge voluntary GHG reduction 
targets.$100 billion was pledged in climate 
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aid to developing countries. 

2010 COP 16 Cancun, 
Mexico 

Adopted major tenets of the Copenhagen 
Accord including limiting global warming to 
2°C, protecting vulnerable forests, and 
establishing a framework for a Green 
Climate Fund for delivering funds to 
developing countries for mitigation and 
adaptation actions. 

2011 COP 17 Durban, South 
Africa 

Durban Platform: details of the new protocol 
were to be finalized by 2015 which would come 
into force in 2020. The European Union also 
agreed to extend their Kyoto Protocol targets, 
even into a second commitment period from 
2013-2017. Russia, Japan and Canada did not 
commit to new targets. 

2012 COP 18 Doha, Qatar Parties agreed to extend the expiring Kyoto 
Protocol, creating a second commitment 
phase but failed to set a pathway to provide 
$100 billion per year by 2020 for developing 
countries to finance climate change adaptation, 
as agreed upon at COP 15 in Copenhagen. The 
concept of "loss and damage" was 
introduced as developed countries pledged to 
help developing countries and small island 
nations pay for the losses and damages from 
climate change that they are already 
experiencing. 

2013 COP 19 Warsaw, 
Poland 

A non-binding agreement was reached 
among countries to set up a system tackling 
the "loss and damage" issue. Concerning 
climate finance, the United Nations' Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+) Program, aimed at 
preserving the world's forests, was formally 
adopted. Little progress on developed 
countries agreed to provide $100 billion per 
year by 2020 to developing countries. 

2014 COP 20 / CMP 10 Lima, Peru. Capitalization of the new Green Climate 
Fund (GCF) past an initial $10 billion target. 
The Lima Ministerial Declaration on 
Education and Awareness-raising calls on 
governments to put climate change into 
school curricula and climate awareness 
into national development plans.European 
Union, China and the United States 
accepted to the scaling up of pledges for 
the Green Climate Fund. 

2015 Cop 21 Paris 95 nations agreed to combat climate change 
and unleash actions and investment towards a 
low-carbon, resilient and sustainable future, on 
12 December 2015. 
The Paris Agreement for the first time brings 
all nations into a common cause based on their 
historic, current and future responsibilities. 
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2016 Cop 22 Marrakesh A move forward on writing the rule book of the 
Paris Agreement. The Conference successfully 
demonstrated to the world that the 
implementation of the Paris Agreement is 
underway, and launched the Marrakech 
Partnership for Climate Action. 

2017 Cop 23 Bonn Governments, cities and regions from the 152 
countries that have ratified the Paris 
Agreement, now meet their national climate 
change commitments ( INDC’s ) andlooking 
for the clean energy, low carbon transport 
and finance solutions to make this a reality. 

2018 Cop 24 Katowice, 
Poland 

Awaited 

 
The above negotiations though have tried to address the issues of global climate change, they have not 
been successful in imparting an ethical (Pareto optimal) solution. The possible ethical solutions 
therefore would be 

· Changing the lifestyles and patterns of consumptions leading to green virtues. 

· Extending the efficiencies in fossil fuel related energy sectors. 

· Promoting green and clean technologies through promotion to Medium and small industries. 

· The flexible mechanisms under Kyoto Protocol like CDM should be strengthened. 

· Implementation of Kyoto Protocol should be binding on all signatories and no country would be 
allowed any escape mechanism. 

 
Thus merely the voluntary actions will not be enough to solve the problem ethically, but we need to go 
even for punitive actions if needed. And this could possibly be taxing carbon emissions as commodity 
and/or trading of carbon under Kyoto mechanisms like Clean Development Mechanism(CDM). This 
would apply the ‘Polluter pays principle’ and would justify the ethical grounds of climate change. 
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