
Historical responsibilities 
for climate change

The	  causes	  of	  climate	  change	  are	  clear.	  
Developed	  countries	  have	  appropria-‐
ted	  the	  Earth’s	  atmospheric	  space	  by	  
emitting	  the	  vast	  majority	  of	  historical	  
greenhouse	  gas	  emissions,	  while	  they	  
only	  represent	  20%	  of	  the	  world’s	  po-‐
pulation.	  

Adverse effects on poor 
countries and people

The	  poor	  have	  contributed	  least	  to	  
the	  climate	  crisis	  but	  are	  its	  Birst	  and	  
worst	  victims.	  At	  greatest	  risk	  are	  
vulnerable	  countries,	  communities	  
and	  people,	  including	  women,	  child-‐
ren,	  elders,	  indigenous	  peoples,	  poor	  
rural	  and	  urban	  communities,	  small-‐
scale	  farmers,	  Bisher-‐folk	  and	  forest	  
communities,	  youth	  and	  future	  gene-‐
rations.	  

Climate debt and repara-
tions

Developed	  countries	  and	  corpora-‐
tions	  owe	  a	  two-‐fold	  climate	  debt	  to	  
the	  poor	  majority:

• For	  their	  historical	  and	  continuing	  
excessive	  emissions	  –	  denying	  de-‐

veloping	  countries	  their	  fair	  share	  
of	  atmospheric	  space	  –	  they	  have	  
an	  “emissions	  debt”;	  

• For	  their	  contribution	  to	  the	  ad-‐
verse	  effects	  of	  climate	  change	  –	  
requiring	  developing	  countries	  to	  
adapt	  to	  rising	  climate	  impacts	  and	  
damage	  –	  they	  have	  an	  “adaptation	  
debt”.	  

The	  sum	  of	  these	  debts	  constitutes	  
their	  climate	  debt,	  which	  is	  part	  of	  a	  
larger	  ecological,	  social	  and	  econo-‐
mic	  debt	  owed	  by	  the	  rich	  industria-‐
lized	  world	  to	  the	  poor	  majority.	  

A fair and science-based 
solution

The	  way	  to	  solve	  the	  climate	  crisis	  in	  a	  
fair,	  and	  scientiBically	  sound	  way	  is	  to	  
honor	  climate	  debts.	  

This	  approach	  provides	  a	  methodology	  
for	  sharing	  responsibilities	  to	  address	  
climate	  change	  based	  on	  the	  principles	  
of	  equity	  and	  common	  but	  differentia-‐
ted	  responsibilities	  enshrined	  in	  the	  
UN	  Climate	  Convention.

It	  forms	  the	  basis	  of	  proposals	  by	  Boli-‐
via	  and	  numerous	  other	  States,	  which	  
call	  on	  developed	  countries	  to:

• The main causes of climate 
change are wealthy coun-
tries and corporations

• The main victims of climate 
change are developing 
countries and communities

• Wealthy countries and cor-
porations thus have climate 
debts for: 1) their excessive 
emissions and use of at-
mospheric space; and 2) 
the adverse impacts of cli-
mate change on the poor

• Developed countries must 
rapidly and radically re-
duce and remove their 
greenhouse gases from the 
atmosphere

• They must also provide 
finance, technology and 
reparations for adverse im-
pacts and lost opportunities 
for development

• Repaying these climate 
debts is the basis for a fair 
and science-based solution 
to climate change

Key messages
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A wealthy minority of the world’s countries and corporations are the principal cause of climate change; 
its adverse effects fall first and foremost on the majority that is poor. This basic and undeniable truth 
forms the foundation of the global climate justice movement.

The climate debt primer

As the starting point for climate justice, those who are the main cause of 
climate change must embrace and address their responsibilities. Devel-
oped countries must address their climate debt in all its dimensions as 
the basis of a fair, effective and scientifically sound solution to climate 
change.

Developing countries are not seeking economic handouts to solve a 
problem we did not cause. What we call for is full payment of the 
debt owed to us by developed countries for threatening the integrity 
of the Earth’s climate system.

Bolivian Government, Submission to UN climate negotiations



Developed countries, as the main cause of climate change, in assuming their historical responsibility, 
must recognize and honor their climate debt in all of its dimensions as the basis for a just, effective, 
and scientific solution to climate change. In this context, we demand that developed countries:

• Restore to developing countries the atmospheric space that is occupied by their greenhouse gas 
emissions. This implies the decolonization of the atmosphere through the reduction and absorp-
tion of their emissions.

• Assume the costs and technology transfer needs of developing countries arising from the loss of 
development opportunities due to living in a restricted atmospheric space.

• Assume responsibility for the hundreds of millions of people that will be forced to migrate due to 
the climate change caused by these countries, and eliminate their restrictive immigration poli-
cies, offering migrants a decent life with full human rights guarantees in their countries.

• Assume adaptation debt related to the impacts of climate change on developing countries by pro-
viding the means to prevent, minimize, and deal with damages arising from their excessive emis-
sions.

• Honor these debts as part of a broader debt to Mother Earth by adopting and implementing the 
United Nations Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth.

The focus must not be only on financial compensation, but also on restorative justice, understood as 
the restitution of integrity to our Mother Earth and all its beings.

People’s Agreement, April 2010, Cochabamba
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Repaying	  climate	  debt	  focuses	  not	  merely	  on	  Binancial	  
compensation,	  but	  on	  restorative	  justice	  –	  on	  “making	  
whole”	  those	  people	  and	  members	  of	  the	  community	  
of	  life	  on	  Earth	  that	  are	  adversely	  affected	  by	  climate	  
change.

Annual emissions with 80% global reductions by 2050
(showing Annex 1 over-use)
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Further delay by developed country parties in implementing their commitments to reduce emissions will 
increase their climate debt to the developing countries and significantly constrain opportunities to achie-
ve lower stabilization levels of greenhouse gases and increase the risk of more severe climate change 
impacts.

Least Developed Country Group, Statement to UNFCCC

• Take	  on	  a	  total	  commitments	  reBlecting	  
the	  full	  extent	  of	  their	  historical	  debt;

• Take	  on	  commitments	  to	  reduce	  their	  
domestic	  emissions	  by	  50%	  by	  2017;

• Apply	  the	  difference	  between	  their	  total	  
and	  domestic	  commitment	  as	  the	  basis	  
for	  assured	  funding	  for	  developing	  co-‐
untries	  via	  the	  Global	  Climate	  Fund	  un-‐
der	  the	  UN	  Climate	  Convention.

Repaying	  climate	  debt	  focuses	  not	  merely	  
on	  Binancial	  compensation,	  but	  on	  restora-‐
tive	  justice	  –	  on	  “making	  whole”	  those	  pe-‐
ople	  and	  members	  of	  the	  community	  of	  life	  
on	  Earth	  that	  are	  adversely	  affected	  by	  cli-‐
mate	  change.	  It	  is	  an	  essential	  element	  of	  
the	  broader	  effort	  to	  address	  the	  root	  cau-‐
ses	  of	  climate	  change.
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