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Foreword Eileen Claussen, President, Pew Center on Global Climate Change

What constitutes a fair response to climate change is the main question underlying many of

the unresolved issues in the climate change debate. It is behind the questions of the level of commit-

ment by industrialized countries, the type of participation to be undertaken by developing countries,

the structure of the various trading mechanisms, and the nature and magnitude of financial obligations.

What has been missing from the debate, however, are consensus principles that define equity in the

context of this issue.

This report, which offers insight on global equity, is the second in a series by the Pew Center

on Global Climate Change. The Pew Center was established in 1998 by the Pew Charitable Trusts to

bring a new cooperative approach and critical scientific, economic and technological expertise to the

global climate change debate. 

Using the language already in the Framework Convention and the Kyoto Protocol and the way

equity has been invoked in other international treaties as a backdrop, the report lays out a new paradigm.

We suggest that three criteria—responsibility for the emissions that can cause climate change, standard of

living (or the ability to pay for climate change mitigation), and opportunity to reduce emissions—should

be considered in differentiating country obligations. Based on these criteria, the report suggests that it is

appropriate to divide countries into three groups rather than two: those that must act now; those that

should act now, but differently; and those that could act now if feasible. We hope that these ideas will

stimulate debate and draw us toward an objective and transparent approach to this critical cause.

The Pew Center and its Business Environmental Leadership Council believe that climate

change is serious business. Fairness demands that countries step up to the plate.
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Executive Summary

Of the many pending issues within the climate change debate, the question of what constitutes

equitable international commitments may be the most difficult to address. Long-unresolved divisions

about the distribution of resources and equitable access to them must be considered by climate change

negotiators in order to agree on a fair and effective global response. Failing to do so may result in the

most inequitable outcome of all, by leaving those who have to face the disproportionate burden of the

impacts with few options to address the problem.

There are several philosophical approaches to equity, although the concept remains complex

and difficult to define. It can be based on allocation of property rights or on the determination of who is

most responsible. Some argue for achievement of the greatest good for the most people, while others are

more concerned with minimizing the impact on the least fortunate or with plain common sense.1 There

are also many aspects of equity—from maintaining a fair process to ensuring equity for a range of out-

comes (baselines, limitations, compliance, monitoring, reporting, etc.). This paper does not review these

philosophies in outlining general principles of equity for the climate change debate. Recognizing that

pragmatic issues could dominate international discussions, the paper argues for focusing on these prin-

ciples as early as possible and for using a transparent process.

We propose a new approach to equity, involving three criteria—responsibility, standard of living,

and opportunity. Clearly, determining who is responsible for causing the problem is one factor in a fair

response to climate change. In line with the “polluter pays” principle, this would include not only who

emitted the most in the past, but also who will emit the most in the future. In addition, both national

total and per capita contributions are relevant here. A second factor can be represented by national

income per person. Looking at relative standards of living might affect who pays for climate change miti-

gation, who takes action, and when they are required to take those actions. A third, pragmatic, factor

would be opportunity. If one country can more cheaply reduce emissions than another, then it perhaps

should be asked to do so.
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The paper also outlines a set of principles that could guide negotiations:

•  All nations should be able to maintain or improve standards of living under a global climate

change mitigation regime. Consequently, climate change mitigation should focus on alternative

low-carbon development paths that don’t reduce economic growth.

•  More broadly, the outcome of FCCC negotiations should not undermine or hinder progress toward

the goal of sustainable development.

•  The countries most responsible for greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere should be

leaders in the effort to reduce emissions.

•  All nations should work to the best of their abilities—or with help from other countries—to reduce

emissions either absolutely or relative to business-as-usual trajectories.

•  The world should take advantage of emission reduction opportunities where they exist.

These principles and these criteria lead to differential treatment for three—rather than the cur-

rent two—groupings of countries. They also may lead to different actions being asked of countries

within these groups. There is a group of “Must Act Now” countries who score high on both the responsi-

bility and standard of living factors; these should be the leaders. There is a group at the opposite end

of the spectrum—“Could Act Now”—who score low on at least two factors who should not be asked to

take many actions now. The middle group would consist of those countries who score higher on some

factors, but lower on others—“Should Act Now, But Differently.” The principles above will drive what is

asked of these countries.

We hope that these principles, factors and groupings lead to improved international discussions

of equity, at the very least, and, even better, to a solution that all parties believe is fair.

Discussing equity in the context of climate change could require taking on a broad range of

topics. By and large, this paper will only address consequential equity (outcome), on the assumption

that procedural equity (process) will be addressed in other forums, and will largely confine the discus-

sion to the outcomes of who takes on obligations and at what degree of stringency. Negotiations on

other outcomes—compliance mechanisms, monitoring and verification systems, etc.—could easily be

driven by the same conclusions presented here. For simplicity of presentation, the paper only refers to

emission reductions, but efforts related to sinks of greenhouse gases are assumed to be covered by the

same points. One other large aspect of equity—related to the distribution of costs and benefits of cli-

mate change mitigation within countries, especially the impact on labor and competitiveness—is

important enough to warrant a separate analysis.
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I. Background

A. The Science

Greenhouse gas emissions have dramatically increased in the last

one hundred years, mainly as a result of industrialization in western

countries. These countries are currently responsible for most of the world’s annual emissions, but

developing countries—through rapid economic and population growth—are expected to surpass devel-

oped countries’ emissions levels by 2015.2 The world’s emissions are projected to increase by 69

percent between 1995 and 2020, driven in large part by energy demand growth of 66 percent in the

same time period.3 But the atmosphere reacts the same way to emissions from a developed country as it

does to those from a developing country: it traps more heat at the earth’s surface.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), comprised of 2,000 of the world’s

leading climate scientists, established in their 1995 assessment that the surface temperature of the

Earth has increased by roughly 1 degree F over the past century. Much of this warming has occurred

over the last twenty years. It appears that 1998 will be the hottest year on record, surpassing 1995.

Indeed, the next 10 hottest years on record have all occurred since 1980.4

In its second assessment report, the IPCC also states that “the balance of evidence suggests

that there is a discernible human influence on global climate.”5 It offers a “best guess” estimate of

future temperature increases: 3.5 degrees by 2100. This rate of warming, if it were to occur, would be

the fastest seen in the last 10,000 years, leading many scientists to doubt that other natural systems

will be able to adapt to the increased warmth.6 Projected impacts of this warming on the global environ-

ment include damage to coastal areas, accelerated rates of species loss, altered agricultural patterns,

changes in precipitation, intensified air pollution, and increased incidences of infectious disease.7

These impacts could also have substantial economic ramifications as they affect health care costs, prop-

erty insurance, and worker productivity. These impacts will not affect all areas of the globe equally as

the weather patterns change.

The complex elements of global fairness
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B. Relationship to the Economy

One of the main difficulties in addressing the problem of climate

change is the consistency of the relationship between emissions and

daily economic life. Burning fossil fuels to provide energy is the leading source of greenhouse

gas emissions in the atmosphere (85 percent in the U.S.).8 Further, energy use has always been closely

tied to the growth of the economy. As income increases, more energy is used to produce goods and serv-

ices, and personal energy use increases. Consequently, as economies grow, emissions of greenhouse

gases increase. The key to cost-effective climate change mitigation is to weaken this relationship.

Historical experience indicates the relationship between economic growth and overall energy

use is not fixed but rather tends to decrease over time.9 One measure of the relationship between

growth and energy is energy intensity—the ratio of energy consumption to GDP—a measure of the over-

all efficiency of the economy’s energy use. In the United States and other industrialized countries,

income is now growing at twice the rate of energy use, while in developing countries, the rates are

roughly equal and are diverging more slowly.10 A different set of trends is found, however, in the rela-

tionship between economic growth and electricity use or transportation fuels. Historically, growth in the

latter has more closely followed growth in the overall economy.11

Many factors affect the energy intensity of an economy, including the use of energy efficient or

inefficient technologies, energy prices, use patterns of electricity and electrical products, and shifts in

industrial production between more and less energy-intensive products.12 In developed countries, energy

use per capita is relatively high, but stable. Consequently, total energy use is driven more by population

and labor changes.13 In addition, higher standards of living mean that increases in income tend to

result in purchases either of goods and services low in energy intensity or of capital stock to replace

existing equipment. In contrast, lower but improving standards of living in developing countries mean

that goods and services that use energy are being purchased for the first time, implying that energy use

will more closely track changes in income. With increased incomes, many people in developing coun-

tries acquire access to electricity (and the goods that use electricity), while many are also increasing

their demand for personal automobiles.14
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Current projections by the U.S. Energy Information Agency (EIA), corroborated by the

International Energy Agency (IEA),15 suggest continued declines in the ratio of energy use to GDP.

Taking a macro view, world energy consumption is projected to grow by 2.3 percent annually between

1995 and 2020, while economic growth is expected to average 3.1 percent per year. This represents

almost a 25 percent reduction in energy intensity, with some parts of the developing world and regions

with economies in transition declining faster.16

The correlation between economic growth and carbon emissions (as opposed to energy use) is

more complex. At least four major factors are interrelated: (1) the relationship between overall energy

use and economic growth, (2) the relative use of different energy sectors (e.g., electricity versus tradi-

tional fuels), (3) changes in efficiency and intensity of energy use, and (4) the relative carbon intensity

of fuel sources. For example, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries

are expected in the next 15 years to see a closer relationship between economic growth and carbon

emissions than in the past 20 years. Increases in the use of nuclear power and natural gas have

decreased the carbon intensity of energy in the past, but these increases are likely to slow without 

specific new measures. 

Decoupling economic growth and carbon emissions permanently is, of course, the main goal of

climate change mitigation activities. For example, the French economy has grown while carbon emis-

sions have lagged due in part to a strong commitment to nuclear power. However, future growth in

electricity demand there is unlikely to be met with nuclear generation, causing the relationship to be

strengthened again. Brazil is in a similar situation, having relied heavily on hydropower in the past. In

many cases, improving the efficiency of energy use and supply, and switching to lower carbon fuel

sources (such as renewable energy) can lower emissions while decreasing economic growth. Such 

strategies can reduce local air pollution and provide additional benefits.

C. Foreign Policy Considerations     

Climate change is a global problem that demands a global solution

because emissions from one country can impact the climate in all other

countries. Because of its global reach, the severity of its potential environmental impacts, the long

lifetime of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, and the fact that the emissions that cause climate
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change are related to and embedded in the global economy, climate change is also a major foreign policy

challenge. Policy makers involved in international climate change negotiations must cope with the

diversity of interests and situations of the approximately 170 countries, each with varying levels of 

concern, different objectives for the negotiations, and different criteria for evaluating policy choices. 

Within the system of the United Nations, countries are typically split along income lines into

developed and developing. The climate change negotiations recognize this split, dividing countries into

Annex I Parties (developed country parties) and non-Annex I Parties. But there are also splits among

those countries. For example, those nations with ample opportunities to reduce emissions cheaply want

early actions and deep cuts for everyone, often in opposition to others who fear significant costs from

early, substantial reductions. Fossil fuel exporting countries are more likely than others to want to delay

action, and/or to seek compensation for losses in revenues. Those most likely to bear the brunt of the

damages from climate change also want compensation for future losses, but urge large emission reduc-

tions from high emitters.

In addition to disagreeing about the needed quantity and timing of mitigation, governments

also differ on the means to achieve it. Some are more concerned with economic efficiency and flexibil-

ity, while others value consistency, transparency, or distributional issues, especially within regional

economic groups like the European Union. Most governments are also working to ensure that the policies

adopted on climate change complement existing policies and goals in areas such as economic or social

development and non-climate change related pollution mitigation.

All of these factors contribute to an exceedingly complex set of negotiations, not dissimilar to

the trade negotiations that created the World Trade Organization in 1995 after 10 years of Uruguay

Round Negotiations.17 But it can be argued that the stakes are even higher here, and the costs of delay

potentially greater. Working out agreements satisfactory to all countries from an environmental, economic,

and equity point of view remains a major challenge.

1. The Convention 

The Framework Convention on Climate Change was negotiated in 1992 in response to a growing

concern about the future of the earth’s climate. Under this treaty, countries set a goal of achieving “sta-

bilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous
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anthropogenic interference with the climate system.”18 All nations committed to taking policies and

measures to mitigate climate change. Annex I (developed) countries also agreed to reduce voluntarily

their emissions to 1990 levels by the year 2000.

The Framework Convention directly addresses the issue of equity. Considerations of intergenera-

tional equity—i.e., fairness in the impact of present actions on future generations—is a guiding

principle of the treaty, and a primary reason given for countries to take action. The effect of today’s

emissions on climate will not be seen for many years; but by the time such effects are seen, it may well

be too late to reverse the effects for multiple generations. 

Considerations of intragenerational equity—or fairness in dividing emission reduction obliga-

tions among countries now—also are raised in the text of the Convention, although they are neither

clearly defined or described. Article 3.1 of the Treaty states that Parties should act “on the basis of

equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabili-

ties.” On the basis of this, developed countries are asked to “take the lead” (Article 4.2.a). On a more

procedural level, Article 11.2 states that “the financial mechanism shall have an equitable and bal-

anced representation of all Parties within a transparent system of governance.” In addition, developing

countries are recognized as having a right to development, even after considering that development will

increase global emissions from those countries. In general, the treaty states that the “specific needs

and special circumstances” of developing countries are to be given “full consideration” (Article 3.2)—a

far cry from defining what equity should mean in terms of addressing the problem of climate change.

2. The Kyoto Protocol 

The Kyoto Protocol was negotiated in December 1997 in recognition of the fact that emission

reductions provisions outlined in the Framework Convention were not an effective mechanism to limit

atmospheric concentrations and that mere stabilization of emissions in Annex I countries was not suffi-

cient, since few would reach the voluntary target by 2000. In this Protocol, developed countries agreed

to binding emission reductions that would take affect in the period between 2008 and 2012 and aver-

age 5 percent below 1990 levels.19 The Kyoto agreement reiterated the Convention’s insistence on

“common but differentiated responsibilities”20 and the Berlin Mandate’s stipulation that there be no

new commitments for developing countries.21
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In addition, the Kyoto Protocol differentiates within the group of developed countries with

respect to how far below 1990 (if at all) their emissions should be by 2008–2012. These targets were

arrived at through negotiations, rather than a process of defining and applying specific, transparent,

criteria. Reductions targets were set for 39 developed nations, ranging from 8 percent below 1990 lev-

els to 10 percent above 1990 levels. It is unlikely that this approach to differentiation among Annex I

countries will set the precedent for an equitable distribution of obligations between developed and

developing nations or among developing nations, since it is not based on particular principles, and was

not subjected to rigorous analysis or objective criteria. A negotiated emission budget as agreed in Kyoto

is a constructive first step, but a framework for future adjustments and amendments that will be equi-

table and acceptable to all nations remains to be developed.

The complex elements of global fairness
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II. Global Equity: An Historic View

A. Interpretations from Other Contexts

The dictionary defines fair as “impartial; just; in accordance with

rules or standards.” 22 There are also many different philosophical approaches, although this

paper will not attempt to explore all of them fully. Fairness and equity can be premised on “rights, casu-

ality and responsibility, utilitarianism, Kantian ethics, Rawlsian justice, and impartiality,”23 to name just

a few. Since climate change is being addressed in large part through an international treaty, international

law and other such treaties can also provide some insight to the concept and use of equity.

The concept of equity, especially as it applies to developing countries, appears both in interna-

tional treaties and in generally accepted international law principles. The International Court of Justice

(ICJ) has defined equity as being a “general principle directly applicable as law,” that is, one of many

considerations that can be used to reach a solution.24 However, the ICJ also recognized that there are

no precise guidelines for defining equity.25 Each situation may be different and may need to take into

account the varying circumstances of each participating state in regard to the matter at hand.

The Uruguay Round of negotiations of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) is

one major example of an international, though not environmental, treaty that deals with the equity

issue. In general, the GATT has taken the most commonly used approach, providing exemptions for

developing countries as a group. Developing countries are given more flexibility and longer transition

periods to comply with major decisions reached by the ruling body, the World Trade Organization (WTO).

In addition, developed countries also are provided with certain exemptions from obligations and with

technical assistance.26 The negotiations also went one step further and created an additional category

of least developed countries that require special attention in terms of rights and decreased obligations,

“consistent with their individual development, financial and trade needs, or their administrative and

institutional capabilities.”27

In international environmental law, the principle of equity has been invoked in the allocation of

natural resources, in the participation of nations in environmental institutions and treaties, in financial



10

+

+

+

contributions, and in the distribution of benefits.28 In fact, the concept of “common but differentiated re-

sponsibilities” seen in the Framework Convention on Climate Change has itself appeared previously,29 and

is based in part on the obvious differences in abilities to pay and historical emissions among countries.

One way to analyze the treatment of equity in various global instruments is to return to the con-

cepts of intergenerational and intragenerational equity. The former, intergenerational equity, has been

invoked frequently in international law. It is the basis for action for a large number of treaties, particu-

larly environmental ones, where current actions may cause damages over the long term (e.g. the

International Whaling Convention, the World Heritage Convention, and the Montreal Protocol).

If intergenerational equity is the basis for decisions to act on an issue, it is intragenerational

equity that could help guide the decision-making on the levels of action that may be required. But

while it is possible to find treaties where the concept was invoked, few precise formulae exist. One

example is the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea30 (1982) that obligates Parties to act

“in accordance with their capabilities” in the event of pollution of the marine environment.

One major reason behind the lack of precise equity criteria is that symmetric commitments—

where each party to the agreement does basically the same thing—are easier to negotiate.31 In a paper

on equity and negotiations, Parson and Zeckhauser provide a detailed discussion of the benefits of sym-

metric commitments, but also point out the shortcomings. In the presence of asymmetric interests of

the involved parties, symmetric obligations can be both inefficient and inequitable.32 On the other

hand, symmetric obligations are easier to negotiate because the universe of potential solutions is

reduced. In order to achieve different solutions for different parties on the basis of equity, the authors

recommend grouping nations into a few, similar classes to increase the likelihood of a consensus.33

There are many examples of symmetric obligations. The Basel Convention on Transboundary

Movement of Hazardous Waste compels each party to use the same standards and procedures. The

Antarctic Treaty (1959) completely bans military operations by all nations. Other treaties ban activities

including whale hunting and trade in ivory. More recently, treaties have begun to set symmetric obliga-

tions as national limits—uniform percentage reductions—on emissions or other activities. Asymmetric

obligations are harder to find in international law. Several treaties, including the Montreal Protocol on

Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, delay compliance for developing countries.34

The complex elements of global fairness
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B. Interpretations in the Context of Climate Change

The debate around an equitable solution to climate change has

tended to converge on two different definitions of equality. One is an equality

of result, with each country reaching the same level of per capita emissions at some point in time. The

second is an equality of effort, where each country adopts the same policies and measures and essen-

tially expends equal effort. There are also variations of both definitions, sometimes involving a delay in

implementation for developing countries.

But are they fair? One very equitable solution is to equalize per capita emissions—to assign

everyone the same property rights to the atmosphere—thereby giving each party the same per capita

right to emit. Equal rights for everyone is a common basis of fair actions. But in the context of climate

change, there are additional factors to consider. First, it is important to take into account historical

emissions, and who was responsible for them. Another is the possibility of creating perverse incentives

for population growth. In fact, there is a risk that a country that slows population growth could actually

be penalized for having “shrunk” out of compliance. A similar situation—where a country’s compliance

is influenced by factors not directly related to intended or permanent emissions reductions—is compli-

cating the debate on emissions trading. Some hold that reductions achieved through slowed economic

growth rather than climate change implementation are not valid.

Further, several proposals for convergence around a uniform per capita emissions level have set

the bar at around one ton of carbon dioxide—a level significantly lower than most Annex I countries and

even lower than some developing countries.35 Is this possible? If enough people think it is impractical—

regardless of whether they think it is fair—the chances of implementing any international mitigation

standards are reduced. While equal property rights can be one important underlying goal of negotia-

tions, other factors must also be considered.

A recent paper from the World Resources Institute offers an interesting twist to the proposal of

equal per capita emissions.36 The authors calculate cumulative emissions from both fossil fuel burning

and land use changes, discounting older emissions by a factor related to average sink uptake by oceans

and vegetation. The cumulative number is then divided by annual population to approximate the

“legacy” for each citizen from past and current emissions. This measure of each country’s contribution


