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Ecological Debt:
Debt

Extractive Industries and Climate Change
environmental space to deposit
wastes, such as greenhouse gases,
from the industrial countries.‟ 2 The
term came into professional use in
1992 at the Earth Summit of the
United Nations in Rio de Janeiro of
1992, with NGOs promoting the
concept through an „Alternative
Treaty‟ and has evolved
considerably to become crucial to
the South-North resistance
narratives.3

INTRODUCTION

Contrary to rhetoric, Foreign Direct
Investment does not „flow‟ into Third
World countries. Instead, „capital
“hops” over “unusable Africa,”
alighting only in mineral-rich
enclaves that are starkly
disconnected from their national
societies. The result is not the
formation of standardized national
grids, but the emergence of huge
areas of the continent that are
effectively “off the grid,”‟ as James
Ferguson argues.1

The leading scientist in the field,
Autonomous University of
Barcelona‟s Joan Martinez-Alier,
calculates ecological debt in many
forms: „nutrients in exports including
virtual water, the oil and minerals no
longer available, the biodiversity
destroyed, sulfur dioxide emitted by
copper smelters, the mine tailings,
the harms to health from flower
exports, the pollution of water by
mining, the commercial use of
information and knowledge on
genetic resources, when they have
been appropriated gratis
(„biopiracy‟), and agricultural
genetic resources.‟ As for the North‟s
„lack of payment for environmental
services or for the disproportionate
use of Environmental Space,‟
Martinez-Alier criticizes „imports of
solid or liquid toxic waste, and free
disposal of gas residues (carbon
dioxide, CFCs, etc).‟4

But Africa is sufficiently on the world
grid for the purpose of not only
mineral/petroleum extraction, but
also abuse of the continent‟s
„ecological space‟ and capacity to
use nature for economic
development. But being on-grid for
resource extraction and
environmental exploitation is a curse.
It gives rise to the argument that the
Northern industrialized powers owe
the non-industrial South – especially
Africa - a formal debt for taking too
much ecological space, and for
ripping out non-renewable resources
in an unsustainable manner.
According to the Ecuador-based
advocacy group Accion Ecologica:
„ecological debt is the debt
accumulated by Northern, industrial
countries toward Third World
countries on account of resource
plundering, environmental damages,
and the free occupation of
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How much is at stake?
Berkeley, generated a crucial
finding: „At least to some extent, the
rich nations have developed at the
expense of the poor, and, in effect,
there is a debt to the poor.‟10
Another route into the intellectual
challenge of calculating ecological
debt was taken by the World Bank in
its estimates of tangible wealth (in
the 2006 book Where is the Wealth of
Nations?). In addition to resource
depletion and rent outflows, there
are also other subsoil assets, timber
resources, nontimber forest
resources, protected areas,
cropland and pastureland to
account for. The „produced capital‟
normally captured in GDP
accounting is added to the tangible
wealth, but the result of a „genuine
wealth‟ accounting leaves vast
negative adjustments to every
African country. With the sole
exceptions of Botswana, Mauritius,
Namibia, Seychelles and Swaziland,
all others have explicitly negative net
year-on-year changes once
environmental corrections to GDP
are made (using 2000 as a sample
year).11 Notwithstanding the World
Bank‟s conservative counting bias,12
Africa shows evidence of net per
capita „wealth‟ reduction, largely
traceable to the extraction of
nonrenewable resources that is not
counterbalanced by capital
investment from firms doing the
extraction.

The sums involved are potentially
vast, to the point of incalculability,
both in terms of extraction and
ecological debt. As Martinez-Alier
puts it, „tropical rainforests used for
wood exports have an extraordinary
past we will never know and
ongoing biodiversity whose
destruction we cannot begin to
value.‟ However, „although it is not
possible to make an exact
accounting, it is necessary to
establish the principal categories
and certain orders of magnitude in
order to stimulate discussion… If we
take the present human-made
emissions of carbon, [this represents]
a total annual subsidy of $75 billion is
forthcoming from South to North.‟ 5
Leading ecofeminist Vandana Shiva6
and former South Centre director
Yash Tandon7 estimate that wild
seed varieties alone account for $66
billion in annual biopiracy benefits to
the US. There are dozens of examples
of biopiracy in Africa, according to a
2005 study commissioned by the
Edmonds Institute and African
Centre for Biosafety.8
A partial ecological debt
accounting was published by
environmental scientists in early 2008,
and counted $1.8 trillion in concrete
damages over several decades.9
According to co-author Richard
Norgaard, ecological economist
at the University of California,
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African countries’ national wealth reduction, adjusted for extraction, 2000
Income per
capita ($)

Population
Adjusted net
growth rate
saving per
(%)
capita ($)
Benin
360
2.6
14
Botswana
2925
1.7
1021
Burkina Faso
230
2.5
15
Burundi
97
1.9
-10
Cameroon
548
2.2
-8
Cape Verde
1195
2.7
43
Chad
174
3.1
-8
Comoros
367
2.5
-17
Rep of Congo
660
3.2
-227
Côte d’Ivoire
625
2.3
-5
Ethiopia
101
2.4
-4
Gabon
3370
2.3
-1183
The Gambia
305
3.4
-5
Ghana
255
1.7
16
Kenya
343
2.3
40
Madagascar
245
3.1
9
Malawi
162
2.1
-2
Mali
221
2.4
20
Mauritania
382
2.9
-30
Mauritius
3697
1.1
645
Mozambique
195
2.2
15
Namibia
1820
3.2
392
Niger
166
3.3
-10
Nigeria
297
2.4
-97
Rwanda
233
2.9
14
Senegal
449
2.6
31
Seychelles
7089
0.9
1162
South Africa
2837
2.5
246
Swaziland
1375
2.5
129
Togo
285
4.0
-20
Zambia
312
2.0
-13
Zimbabwe
550
2.0
53
Source: World Bank, Where is the Wealth of Nations?, p.66.
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Change in
wealth per
capita ($)
-42
814
-36
-37
-152
-81
-74
-73
-727
-100
-27
-2241
-45
-18
-11
-56
-29
-47
-147
514
-20
140
-83
-210
-60
-27
904
-2
8
-88
-63
-4
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Guinea, Gabon, Nigeria and Sudan are amongst the world‟s least
transparent.13 Against these elites,
diverse forces in society have moved
away from considering oil merely a
matter of private property, to be
negotiated between corporations
and governments, as was the case
during much of the 20th century.
Instead, these forces now treat oil as
part of a general „commons‟ of a
national society‟s natural resource
base.14 From a September 2005
conference in Johannesburg
organized by the South African NGO
GroundWork, delegates petitioned
the World Petroleum Congress:

In part, minerals depletion and
associated pollution costs are a
function of expanded foreign direct
investment. Even in South Africa,
mineral depletion today
disproportionately benefits overseas
mining houses (especially given that
some of the largest Johannesburg
firms relisted their primary share
residences to London after 1994). In
addition, CO2 emissions plus a great
deal of other pollution (especially SO2)
are largely the result of energy
consumption by metals smelters
owned by large multinational
corporations (Mittal Steel, BHP Billiton
and the Anglo group). Any
assessment of FDI, especially in oil and
resource rich countries, must
henceforth take into account its
contribution to the net negative
impact on national wealth, including
the depletion and degradation of the
resource base. Once such
accounting is done, it is obvious that
a great deal of mineral/petroleum
extraction does not make economic
sense when not counteracted with
longer-term investments that balance
an export-oriented economy with
internal accumulation.

At every point in the fossil fuel
production chain where your
members „add value‟ and
make profit, ordinary people,
workers and their environments
are assaulted and
impoverished. Where oil is
drilled, pumped, processed
and used, in Africa as
elsewhere, ecological systems
have been trashed, peoples‟
livelihoods have been
destroyed and their
democratic aspirations and
their rights and cultures
trampled.15

For the bias thus introduced into
African economies, a debt can be
attributed to the beneficiaries in the
North. There are, of course, also
African elites who benefit from the
extraction, as allies of Northern
corporations. As demonstrated by the
Open Society-backed campaign,
„Publish what you Pay‟, elites in
Africa‟s oil producing countries Angola, Chad, Congo, Equatorial

Some governments of the South –
especially Bolivia – are introducing the
concept, and some African
governments have made preliminary
steps toward demanding ecological
debt, starting with the largest
component, climate debt. But the
state of advocacy remains extremely
uneven.
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Can Africa transcend carbon trading to demand eco-debt
repayment?
Those most responsible for taking
advantage of Africa‟s natural
resources should pay reparations,
according to the principle of
„polluters pay‟, now that there is
near-universal awareness of the
damage being done by rising
greenhouse gas emissions, and by
the ongoing stubborn refusal by the
rich to cut back. In 1997 at the Kyoto
Protocol negotiations, the Global
North offered to assist Africa
financially through „Clean
Development Mechanism‟ (CDM)
projects, in a context of declining
overseas development aid
associated with the end of the Cold
War. Many African elites agreed,
along with once reluctant
environmental groups. Popular
movements were unaware and
uninvolved, and expert opinion was
mixed about the efficacy and moral
implications. The proponents of
carbon trading argued that this
would be the least painful – and
least resisted – means of capping
greenhouse gas emissions and
allowing economies to adapt to new
carbon constraints.16

credibility crises and price volatility
problems – with the 2008-09 „value‟
of a tonne of CO2 falling from €30 at
peak to less than €9 – the question
emerged whether CDMs were not
fundamentally flawed as a strategy
for climate financing.17

However, by 2010, prospects were
not good for the broader carbon
markets into which CDMs fit as a
small sideline (worth roughly 6.5% of
the $125 billion in 2008 trades, a ratio
that probably grew slightly on flat
trading volume in 2009). And the
share of CDM financing to Africa
continued to be disproportionately
low, around 3% of all CDM projects
(and mostly emanating from South
Africa, with its huge emissions and
large cadre of environmental
technical specialists). Given the
dubious prospects for carbon trading
already evident in myriad European
Union Emissions Trading Scheme

To be sure, one wing of civil society –
including a leading African, Wangari
Maathai - still endorses carbon
trading, in part perhaps because
some major institutions and
individuals suffer from substantial
conflicts of interest as carbontraders.19 But increasingly, carbon
trading appears as a „false solution‟,
in contrast to the alternative
financing source for climate
damage: the North‟s payment of its
climate debt to the South for excess
use of environmental space and for
the problems caused in many
ecosystems already, and in future

The apparent demise of carbon
trading in the 2009-10 legislative
session of the US Senate made this
strategy a losing proposition not only
for Africa but also at the global
scale. Even without the expected
Washington gridlock (mainly as a
result of sabotage by powerful fossil
fuel interests), carbon trading had
crashed on its own terms by March
2010. „The concept is in wide
disrepute‟, reported the New York
Times (25 March 2010), with US
Senator Maria Cantwell explaining
that „cap and trade‟ (the US
description) was „discredited by the
Wall Street crisis, the Enron scandal
and the rocky start to a carbon
credits trading system in Europe that
has been subject to dizzying price
fluctuations and widespread
fraud.‟18
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when vast eco-social crises are
anticipated especially in Africa.

countries should pay off their debt to
humankind and the planet; they
should provide significant resources
to a fund so that developing
countries can embark upon a
growth model which does not
repeat the serious impacts of the
capitalist industrialization. 21

In this context of systemized looting
of resources (as even
acknowledged by the World Bank),
Bolivia at least began the process of
making climate debt a concept
more broadly understood within the
international discourse. That
country‟s submission to the UNFCCC
in 2009 made the demand explicitly:

How have African governments
reacted to the new narrative around
ecological debt? In general, with a
few exceptions, the post-colonial
leadership of African states has
cooperated with those institutions
doing the resource extraction and
over-utilizing Africa‟s ecological
space, in spite of persistent
complaints by exploited
communities, by workers subject to
safety/health violations and
exploitation, by environmentalists
and by patriotic nationalists.
However, finally in mid-2009, the
African Union‟s leadership on
climate issues became a force to be
reckoned with.

The climate debt of developed
countries must be repaid, and this
payment must begin with the
outcomes to be agreed in
Copenhagen. 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, for over-consuming a shared
resource that belongs fairly and
equally to all people, and for
maintaining lifestyles that continue to
threaten the lives and livelihoods of
the poor majority of the planet‟s
population… Any solution that does
not ensure an equitable distribution
of the Earth‟s limited capacity to
absorb greenhouse gases, as well as
the costs of mitigating and adapting
to climate change, is destined to fail.

One impulse came in a statement by
Lesotho, chair of the LDC group, at
the Bonn negotiations in June 2009:
„Failure to combat climate change
will increase poverty and hardship in
our nations, and increase the debts
owed to us for excessive emissions by
the developed countries.‟ Within a
few weeks, the same arguments
were being very vocally articulated
by Zenawi, who also chaired the
New Partnership for Africa‟s
Development and thus was invited
to G20 gatherings along with the
South African government. Zenawi‟s
record of service to US security
interests, ideological zigzagging,
contradictory signaling and
repression of local civil society
activists suggested that it might

20

In addition to Bolivia, the Cumana
Declaration was signed by Cuba,
Dominica, Honduras (prior to the
coup), Nicaragua and Venezuela,
and included the argument that
developed countries are in an
environmental debt to the world
because they are responsible for 70%
of historical carbon emissions into the
atmosphere since 1750. Developed
6
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ultimately be counterproductive for
Zenawi to lead the climate debt
campaign.22 Still, someone from
Africa was compelled to express the
extreme costs to the continent of the
debt, so prior to December 2009,
Zenawi played that role.

aspirations are at stake unless urgent
steps are taken to address the
problems of climate change.
Climate change will fundamentally
affect productivity, increase the
prevalence of disease and poverty...
and trigger conflict and war‟. 24

The African elites could marshal an
implied threat: repeating their
performance in Seattle in 1999 and
Cancun in 2003, when denial of
consent in World Trade Organisation
negotiations were the proximate
cause of the summits‟ collapse on
both occasions. On September 3,
2009, Zenawi issued a strong threat
from Addis Ababa about the
upcoming Copenhagen
conference: „If need be we are
prepared to walk out of any
negotiations that threatens to be
another rape of our continent.‟23 To
gather sufficient power, Zenawi
established the Conference of
African Heads of State and
Government on Climate Change:
chairpersons of the AU and the AU
Commission, representatives of
Ethiopia, Algeria, the Democratic
Republic of Congo, Kenya, Mauritius,
Mozambique, Nigeria, Uganda,
Chairpersons of the African
Ministerial Conference on
Environment and Technical
Negotiators on climate change from
all member states. They met at the
AU Summit in Sirte, Libya in July 2009,
agreeing that Africa would have a
sole delegation to Copenhagen with
a united front and demands for
compensation. According to AU
official Abebe Hailegabriel, „Trillions
of dollars might not be enough in
compensation. Thus there must be
an assessment of the impact before
the figure.‟ Added AU head Jean
Ping, „Africa‟s development

The effect of this rhetoric appeared
to entail some immediate
concessions. In September 2009, the
European Union announced it would
begin paying its climate debt, but
only up to $22 billion annually to fund
adaptation, roughly 1/7th of what EU
environment commissioner Stavros
Dimas observed would be required
by 2020 ($145bn). Some of that
would be subtracted from existing
aid. The EU damage estimates were
considered far too conservative, as
China‟s mitigation and adaptation
costs alone would be $438 billion
annually by 2030, according to
Beijing.25
Because the EU‟s offer was widely
judged as inadequate, Zenawi
carried out a trial run of his walk-out
threat just prior to Copenhagen, in
November 2009 at a Barcelona
UNFCCC meeting. Sufficient
concessions were not on the table,
so his technical negotiators
registered a protest. But at the
crucial moment in Copenhagen,
during the final week when heads of
state would arrive to negotiate a
new protocol, Zenawi diverted his
own flight from Addis Ababa via
Paris, where he met French premier
Nicolas Sarkozy. Shortly thereafter, he
announced the halving of Africa‟s
climate debt demands.26 According
to Mithika Mwenda of the Pan
African Climate Justice Alliance, this
act had the effect of „undermining
the bold positions of our negotiators
7
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and ministers represented here, and
threatening the very future of
Africa… Meles wants to sell out the
lives and hopes of Africans for a
pittance. Every other African country
has committed to policy based on
the science.‟27

CDMs to reach the $100 billion
target. So given the private sourcing
and likelihoods of loans not grants,
Clinton‟s offer could readily be
rejected as meaningless.
Several countries had insisted on
climate debt as a negotiating
framework even before
Copenhagen, including Venezuela,
Paraguay, Malaysia and Sri Lanka.
But in Africa, only Sudan stood out,
partly because its UN Ambassador,
Lumumba di-Aping, had such a
visible role as G77 chief negotiator.
At one point, when briefing civil
society a week before the fatal
Copenhagen Accord deal, he „sat
silently, tears rolling down his face,‟
according to a report, and then
said, simply, „We have been asked
to sign a suicide pact.‟ For much of
the continent, said Di-Aping, 2
degrees C globally meant 3.5
degrees C: „certain death for Africa‟,
a type of „climate fascism‟ imposed
on Africa by polluters, in exchange
for which the Third World would get
a measly $10 billion per year in „fast
track‟ funding, although „$10 billion is
not enough to buy us coffins‟.
Agreeing with leading US climate
scientist James Hansen, the
Copenhagen deal on offer was
„worse than no deal‟, said Di-Aping,
concluding, „I would rather die with
my dignity than sign a deal that will
channel my people into a furnace.‟
As for the main negotiator, he had
this prophesy: „What is Obama going
to tell his daughters? That their
[Kenyan] relatives‟ lives are not
worth anything? It is unfortunate that
after 500 years-plus of interaction
with the West we [Africans] are still
considered “disposables”‟.29

Then on 17 December, US Secretary
of State Hillary Rodham Clinton
offered what appeared to be a
major concession:
… in the context of a strong
accord in which all major
economies stand behind
meaningful mitigation actions
and provide full transparency
as to their implementation,
the United States is prepared
to work with other countries
toward a goal of jointly
mobilizing $100 billion a year
by 2020 to address the
climate change needs of
developing countries. We
expect this funding will come
from a wide variety of
sources, public and private,
bilateral and multilateral,
including alternative sources
of finance.28
Yet there was no firm line-item in the
US budget to this end, just a promise
(the US had regularly broken similar
aid promises in the past, and at the
same time Obama was cutting back
AIDS medicines funding to Africa).
The private sources of finances alone
could easily exceed $100 billion, with
CDMs at the time in excess of 6% of
the $125 billion emissions markets. If,
as predicted, the size of the 2020
carbon market reached $3 trillion, it
would take just 3.3% dedicated to

8

Civil society ups the ante
Against malevolent states and
industries addicted to fossil fuels,
there usually arises opposition from
civil society. Instead of requesting
more CDM carbon trading funds,
many more civil society groups
insisted on raising climate debt as
the optimal financing route. In
August 2008, Africa chapters of
Jubilee South converged in Nairobi
to debunk limited „debt relief‟ by
Northern powers and to plan the
next stage of financial campaigning.
Nairobi-based Africa Jubilee South
co-coordinator Njoki Njehu
concluded, „Africa and the rest of
the Global South are owed a huge
historical and ecological debt for
slavery, colonialism, and centuries of
exploitation.‟30

adaptation processes, and the
transfer of „clean‟ technologies to
the global south for the
development of environmentally
sustainable productive processes.‟ 32
And in Kenya, the Pan African
Climate Justice Alliance of 63 NGOs
argued,
For their disproportionate
contribution to the causes of
climate change - denying
developing countries their fair
share of atmospheric space the developed countries have
run up an „emissions debt‟.
These excessive emissions, in
turn, are the principal cause
of the current adverse effects
experienced by developing
countries, particularly in
Africa. For their
disproportionate contribution
to the effects of climate
change - causing rising costs
and damage in our countries
that must now adapt to
climate change - the
developed countries have run
up an „adaptation debt‟.
Together the sum of these
debts - emissions debt and
adaptation debt - constitutes
the climate debt. Proposals
by developed countries in the
climate negotiations, on both
mitigation and adaptation,
are inadequate. They seek to
pass on the costs of
adaptation and mitigation,
avoiding their responsibility to
finance climate change
response efforts in Africa. They
also seek to write-off rather
than reduce their emissions
and continue their high percapita emissions. This would
deepen their debt and deny

In subsequent months, across the
world, increasing numbers of social
movements led by indigenous
peoples explicitly demanded
climate debt repayment. The
Anchorage Declaration by
indigenous people from the Arctic,
North America, Asia, Pacific, Latin
America, Africa, the Caribbean and
Russia issued a statement calling „on
the UNFCCC to recognize the
historical and ecological debt of the
Annex 1 countries in contributing to
greenhouse gas emissions. We call
on these countries to pay this
historical debt.‟ 31 A major Trade
Union Conference of the Americas
(albeit without participation from the
US and Canada) insisted that
„Climate justice will only be reached
when the Rich States of the North
recognize this environmental debt,
which also entails a drastic and
urgent reduction of their
contaminating emissions, the
provision of funds for poor countries
for climate change mitigation and
9
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atmospheric space to the
developing countries like ours,
which would be asked to
crowd into a small and
shrinking remainder. We
therefore call on developed
countries to fully, effectively
and immediately repay the
climate debt they owe to
African countries. 33

secretary) Rogate Mshana, and
finally adopted a formal statement in
September 2009 on the North‟s
„deep moral obligation to promote
ecological justice by addressing our
debts to peoples most affected by
ecological destruction and to the
earth itself.‟ It is useful to consider the
WCC‟s analysis because it does not
stop at the debt, but attacks the
mode of production itself:

Also in Nairobi at the same time, the
Africa Peoples Movement on
Climate Change pronounced:

We call for the recognition,
repayment and restitution of
ecological debt in various
ways, including non-market
ways of compensation and
reparation, that go beyond
the market‟s limited ability to
measure and distribute... This
warrants a re-ordering of
economic paradigms from
consumerist, exploitive models
to models that are respectful
of localized economies,
indigenous cultures and
spiritualities, the earth‟s
reproductive limits, as well as
the right of other life forms to
blossom. And this begins with
the recognition of ecological
debt. 35

… The people of Africa, as
well as other developing
nations are creditors of a
massive ecological debt;
This ecological debt continues
to accrue today through the
continued plunder and
exploitation of Africa‟s
resources, its people, labor,
and economies;
… We reject the principle and
application of Carbon
Trading, which is a false
solution based on inventing a
perverse property right to
pollute. A property right to air;
… We support the call by
African leaders for reparations
on Climate Change and
support the initiative of the
upcoming AU ministers of
environment meeting and call
for African governments to
embrace more people
centered alternatives for the
African peoples.34

The most extensive statement from
civil society had more than 230
supporters, and was circulated by
Action Aid, Africa Action and the
Third World Network during 2009.
Excerpts included these demands:
For their disproportionate
contribution to the causes
and consequences of climate
change, developed countries
owe a two-fold climate debt
to the poor majority:
For their excessive
historical and current per

Another node of ecological debt
organizing was the World Council of
Churches (WCC), whose Central
Committee was lobbied for years by
a senior staffer (and former
Tanzanian Council of Churches
10
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person emissions – denying
developing countries their fair
share of atmospheric space –
they have run up an
„emissions debt‟ to
developing countries; and
For their
disproportionate contribution
to the effects of climate
change – requiring
developing countries to
adapt to rising climate
impacts and damage – they
have run up an „adaptation
debt‟ to developing
countries.
Together the sum of
these debts – emissions debt
and adaptation debt –
constitutes their climate debt,
which is part of a larger
ecological, social and
economic debt owed by the
rich industrialized world to the
poor majority.
Honoring these obligations is
not only right; it is the basis of
a fair and effective solution to
climate change. Those who
benefited most in the course
of causing climate change
must compensate those who
contributed least but bear its
adverse effects. They must
compensate developing
countries for the two-fold
barrier to their development –
mitigating and adapting to
climate change – which were
not present for developed
countries during the course of
their development but which
they have caused…
As the basis of a fair and
effective climate outcome
we therefore call on
developed countries to
acknowledge and repay the

full measure of their climate
debt to developing countries
commencing in
Copenhagen. We demand
they:
Repay their adaptation
debt to developing countries
by committing to full financing
and compensation for the
adverse effects of climate
change on all affected
countries, groups and people;
Repay their emissions
debt to developing countries
through the deepest possible
domestic reductions, and by
committing to assigned
amounts of emissions that
reflect the full measure of their
historical and continued
excessive contributions to
climate change; and
Make available to
developing countries the
financing and technology
required to cover the
additional costs of mitigating
and adapting to climate
change, in accordance with
the Climate Convention.36
These demands were largely ignored
(or explicitly rejected) by state
officials. However, African civil
society groups committed to climate
debt found they had an extremely
enthusiastic ally in the Bolivian
government, whose main proposals
were a „Universal Declaration of
Mother Earth Rights‟ (with a binding
„Climate Justice Tribunal‟ to punish
violators), a formal compensation
mechanism for climate debt, and a
„World People‟s Referendum on
Climate Change‟ to short-circuit the
multilateral fora which were clearly
dysfunctional. Some of the details
subsequently worked out in
11
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conjunction with civil society in late
April 2010 drove the debate forward
in significant ways. The Working
Group on Climate Debt argued as
follows:

worldview for both clean
development and for
adaptation to developing
countries
• Financing
• Changes in immigration
laws that allow us to offer a
new home for all climate
migrants
• The adoption of the
Declaration on the Mother
Earth‟s Rights.38

Climate debt is an obligation
of compensation that is
generated because of the
damage done to Mother
Earth by the irrational
emissions of greenhouse
gases. The primary responsible
for these irrational emissions
are the so-called „developed
countries „, inhabited by only
20% of the world population,
and which emitted 75% of
historical emissions of
greenhouse gases.
These states, which stimulated
the capitalist development
model, are responsible for
climate debt, but we
shouldn‟t forget that within
these states, there live poor
and indigenous peoples
which are also affected by
this debt…
The responsibility for the
climate debt of each
developed country is
established in relation to the
level of emissions, taking into
account the historically
emitted amount of tons of
carbon per capita.37

The Working Group also called for
funding to be routed through the
UNFCCC, „replacing the Global
Environment Facility and its
intermediaries such as the World
Bank and the Regional Development
Banks.‟ A further suggestion was that
„The financial mechanism must
respect the sovereign control of
each country to determine the
definition, design, implementation of
policy and programmatic
approaches to climate change.‟ As
for timing, „The financial mechanism
shall be defined and approved at
COP16, and be made operational at
COP17.‟ 39 These documents were
based upon visionary civil society
demands that had emerged over
the prior months and years. Some
earlier, very ambitious demands such as the end of apartheid or
access to AIDS medicines - were only
won after years of struggle, after
initially appearing equally audacious
and unrealistic.

The Working Group made
suggestions for payment as follows:

The short term, however, did not
offer any genuine potential for the
North paying its climate debt.
Moreover, because of the influence
of big capital and pro-market
ideology on Northern governments in
the Kyoto process to date, not only
will emissions continue rising, carbon

• The re-absorption [of
emissions] and cleaning the
atmosphere by developed
countries
• Payment in technology
(eliminating patents) and in
knowledge according to our
12
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trading will not be dropped as a
central EU and US strategy. As a
result, critique of establishment
strategies will become more
common, and in turn will force

serious advocates of environmental
justice to raise important strategic
issues about how to get the North to
repay the climate debt.

Conclusion: Repaying the debt?
Assuming it was possible to wring a
commitment from wealthier states,
existing North-South redistributive
processes have proven to be
ineffectual. Northern foreign aid to
the South goes only a small way
towards ecological debt repayment.
It is a far lower sum (and falling) than
military spending (which is rising),
and in any case 60% is „phantom
aid‟, according to the
Johannesburg-based agency Action
Aid. 40 Aid is also a tool of imperialism.
Other North-South payments to
Africa are yet more dubious,
including the debt relief promised in
2005. In spite of enormous hype at
the Gleneagles G8 meeting, the
International Monetary Fund
calculates that while lowest-income
African countries‟ debt stock fell in
recent years, their actual debt
repayments remained stable from
2006-08 and then increased 50% in
2009 as a percentage of export
earnings.41 So although there was a
bit of debt cancellation, it was on
debt that could be considered
unrepayable. Meanwhile,
debilitating debt servicing charges
for low-income African countries still
prevented both local capital
accumulation and provision of social
services, much less financing for
climate change adaptation.

emerged. In November 2008 a San
Francisco court began considering
an ecological debt and reparations
lawsuit – under the Alien Tort Claims
Act - filed by Larry Bowoto and the
Ilaje people of the Niger Delta
against Chevron for involvement in
1998 murders reminiscent of those
that took the life of Ken Saro-Wiwa
and eight other Ogoni leaders on
November 10, 1995. The first
judgments went against Bowoto et
al but appeals are in process. In
June 2009, Shell Oil agreed in a
similar lawsuit to an out-of-court
settlement with reparations
payments of $15.5 million. Although
representing just four hours‟ worth of
Shell profits, it was considered a
crucial step in establishing liability
and disincentivising corporate
exploitation of people and nature. In
late 2009, further reparations lawsuits
were expected in the New York
Second District Court by victims of
apartheid who initially requested
$400 billion in damages from US
corporations which profited from
South African operations during the
same period. Supreme Court justices
had so many investments in these
companies that in 2008 they
bounced the case back to a lower
New York court to decide,
effectively throwing out an earlier
judgment against the plaintiffs: the
Jubilee anti-debt movement, the
Khulumani Support Group for
apartheid victims, and 17 000 other

Juridical approaches to ecological
debt may not be optimal, although
interesting precedents have
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black South Africans. When Judge
Clara Scheindlin replaced the late
John Sprizzo, the case suddenly was
taken seriously and moved a step
closer to trial when she rejected the
corporations‟ attempt to have it
dismissed. 42

security and other such challenges
would differ from place to place. The
Namibian case has much to
recommend it, in part because it
amongst the driest sites in Africa.
Such a strategy would be just an
emergency salve on a burning
problem: how to ensure that the
greenhouse gas „polluters pay‟ in a
manner that first, compensates their
climate change victims; that
second, permits transformation of
African energy, transport, extraction,
production, distribution,
consumption and disposal systems;
and that third, in the process assures
the „right to development‟ for Africa
in a future world economy
constrained by emissions caps.
Extremely radical changes will be
required in all these activities in order
not only to ensure the safety of the
species and planet, but also that
Africans are at the front of the
queue for long-overdue ecological
and economic compensation, given
the North‟s direct role in Africa‟s
environmental damage. The
contemporary argument for climate
debt to be paid is simply the first step
in a long process, akin to
decolonization, in which the master –
the polluting Global North - must
know that not only is it time to halt
the reliance on fossil fuels, but having
„broken‟ the climate, it is his
responsibility to foot the clean-up bill.

Finally, there arises a question of how
debt repayments might be best
distributed. It became clear to many
civil society groups in recent
decades that post-colonial African
governments were too easily
corrupted, just as were United
Nations and aid (and even
International NGO) bureaucracies.
One solution to the payment
distribution problem appeared in
2009: the idea of simply passing
along a monthly grant – universal in
amount and access, with no meanstesting or other qualifications - to
each African citizen via an individual
„Basic Income Program‟ payment.
According to Der Spiegel, the village
of Otjivero, Namibia is an
exceptionally successful pilot for this
form of income redistribution.43 First
priority would be to supply a Basic
Income Program to Africans who live
in areas most adversely affected by
droughts, floods or other extreme
weather events. Logistically, the use
of Post Office Savings Banks or
rapidly-introduced Automated Teller
Machines would be sensible,
although currency distortions,
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