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Richard Norgaard, economist at  

University of California, Berkeley:

“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. That, perhaps, is one 

reason that they are poor. You don't see 

it until you do the kind of accounting 

that we do here.”



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 

environmental space to deposit wastes, 

such as greenhouse gases, from the 

industrial countries.’



Climate Justice Now!
Bali, December 2007

Movement demands:

• reduced consumption;
• huge financial transfers 

from North to South 
based on historical 
responsibility and 
ecological debt for 
adaptation and 
mitigation costs paid for 
by redirecting military 
budgets, innovative taxes 
and debt cancellation;

• leaving fossil fuels in the 
ground and investing in 
appropriate energy-
efficiency and safe, clean 
and community-led 
renewable energy; 

• rights-based resource 
conservation that enforces 
Indigenous land rights and 
promotes peoples’ 
sovereignty over energy, 
forests, land and water; 
and 

• sustainable family farming 
and peoples’ food 
sovereignty.



Submission by Republic of Bolivia to UN, April 2009

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. This 

debt must be repaid by freeing up environmental 

space for developing countries and particular the 

poorest communities.



World Council of Churches (Sept 2009): 

“ecological debt is the ecological 

damage caused over time to 

ecosystems, places and peoples through 

production and consumption patterns; 

and the exploitation of ecosystems at 

the expense of the equitable rights of 

other countries, communities or 

individuals.”



what is ‘climate justice’?
core principles from Rights of Mother Earth 
conference, Cochabamba, Bolivia (April 2010)

•50 percent reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by 2017
•stabilising temperature rises to 1C and 300 Parts Per Million

•acknowledging the climate debt 
owed by developed countries
•full respect for Human Rights and the inherent rights of indigenous people
•universal declaration of Mother Earth rights to ensure harmony with nature
•establishment of an International Court of Climate Justice

•rejection of carbon markets, and 
REDD’s commodifed nature and forests
•promotion of change in consumption patterns of developed countries
•end of intellectual property rights for climate technologies 
•payment of 6 percent of developed countries’ GDP for climate change

Evo Morales



concept of 
‘ecological 
debt’ now 
recognised 
in serious  
research



Rich Countries Owe Poor 
a Huge Environmental Debt 

The Guardian UK 

Monday, January 21, 2008 -- The 
environmental damage caused to 

developing nations by the world's richest 
countries amounts to more than the entire 
third world debt of $1.8 trillion, according 

to the first systematic global analysis of 
the ecological damage imposed by rich 

countries. 



Included: greenhouse gas emissions, ozone 

layer depletion, agriculture, deforestation, 

overfishing, and converting mangrove 

swamps into shrimp farms

Not included (too difficult): excessive 

freshwater withdrawals, destruction of 

coral reefs, bio-diversity loss, invasive 

species, and war



Types of ecological debt 
(Joan Martinez-Alier):

• renewable resources that have been exported;

• future lack of availability of destroyed resources; 

• damages produced by exports (smelter sulphur dioxide,  

mine tailings, water pollution by mining);

• profits from stolen genetic resources (‘biopiracy’); 

• imports of solid or liquid toxic waste; and

• disproportionate use of ‘Environmental Space’, e.g. 

(unpaid) costs of free disposal of gas residues (carbon 

dioxide, CFCs, etc) assuming equal rights to sinks and 

reservoirs ($75 billion/year).



Martinez-Alier’s counting challenge:

“tropical rainforests used for wood 

exports have an extraordinary past we 

will never know and ongoing 

biodiversity whose destruction we 

cannot begin to value.”



“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.”
Martinez-Alier, J. (1998) ‘Ecological Debt - External Debt’, Quito, Acción Ecológica.

leading ecofeminist Vandana Shiva and former South 

Centre director Yash Tandon estimate that biopiracy of 

‘wild seed varieties have contributed some $66 billion

annually to the US economy.’



Examples of biopiracy in Africa

2005 study commissioned by Edmonds Institute, African Centre for Biosafety:

* three dozen cases of African resources – worth $billions - captured by firms for resale 

without adequate ‘Access and Benefit Sharing’ agreements between producers and the 

people who first used the natural products

*  diabetes drug produced by a Kenyan microbe and Libyan/Ethiopian treatment;

* antibiotics from Gambian termite hill and giant West African land snails; 

*  antifungal from Namibian giraffe and nematocidal fungi from Burkina Faso; 

* infection-fighting amoeba from Mauritius; 

* Congo (Brazzaville) treatment for impotence; 

* vaccines from Egyptian microbes; 

* South African and Namibian indigenous appetite suppressant Hoodia;

* drug addiction treatments, multipurpose kombo butter from Central, W.Africa; * 

beauty, healing treatment from Okoumé resin in Central Africa; 

* skin and hair care from the argan tree in Morocco, Egyptian ‘Pharaoh’s Wheat’,  * 

bambara groundnut and ‘resurrection plant’; 

* endophytes and improved fescues from Algeria and Morocco; 

* groundnuts from Malawi, Senegal, Mozambique, Sudan and Nigeria; 

* Tanzanian impatiens; and 

* molluscicides from the Horn of Africa



who owes? who caused climate change?
GHG/capita by country, 1950-2000

Canada

USA

EU

Australia

Russia



North-South climate debt rises if we 
include outsourced production



who loses from climate change?
a ‘Climate Demography Vulnerability Index’

main losers: 
Central America, 

central South America, 

the Arabian Peninsula, 

Southeast Asia and 

much of Africa
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who in Africa loses from 
climate change?

North Africa, 

the Horn of Africa, 

West Africa, 

Central Africa, 

East Africa 

and parts of 

Southern Africa





ActionAid ask:
How much is required for 
climate mitigation, 2020?

… how much is pledged?



Who should pay what share?



Africa Builds United Position for Copenhagen 
Inter Press Service, August 25, 2009 - Omer Redi Ahmed

An African Union proposal demanding 
billions of dollars in compensation for the 

impacts of climate change is taking shape… 
African experts on climate change and high-
level representatives of AU member states 

have recommended Africa demand 
between 67 billion and 200 billion U.S. 

dollars annually in compensation.



Green Climate Fund – $100bn/year by 2020
promised by Hillary Clinton in Dec 2009

• $100 bn not enough!
• North not coughing up
• private sector will be favoured:
‘Greedy Corporate Fund’
• false solutions will be financed
• direct access (‘Basic Income 
Grants’) preferable to 
strengthening existing ‘aid’ 
transfer systems
• World Bank record of managing 
debt and climate funds: rising coal 
finance, export-led growth, carbon 
trading – debt relief?
• carbon trade could provide up to 
50% of Fund

Trevor Manuel, 

SA planning minister

WB president Zoellick









lessons from G8’s 2005 debt relief?
although there was debt cancellation it was on unrepayable debt, so debt 

servicing charges for low-income African countries rise!

Source: International Monetary Fund, 2009



lead US climate negotiator Todd Stern, 
on demand for recognising climate debt?

'The sense of guilt or 
culpability or reparations 

– I just categorically

reject that'
Stern thus rejects core

principle: ‘polluter pays’

WikiLeaks revealed 
(Feb ‘10) Stern/Pershing
bribery and bullying:

Ethiopia, Maldives, 
Bolivia, Ecuador

Ethiopian tyrant
Meles Zenawi: 
UN Advisory 
Group on 
Finance cochair
halved AU’s 
2009 demands 
for climate debt 

Maldives cabinet gets
$50m in US aid = U-turn, 
to support Copenhagen



instead of paying 
climate debt, World 
Bank’s ‘impeccable’ 

logic of markets

‘

DATE: December 12, 1991
TO: Distribution
FR: Lawrence H. Summers

‘I think the economic logic behind 
dumping a load of toxic waste in the 
lowest wage country is impeccable
and we should face up to that…’
(preparing for original Rio Earth Summit, secret memo of Bank chief 
economist Larry Summers, later US Treasury Secretary and Obama’s 
economic manager – full memo: www.whirledbank.org)
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