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From Rogate’s Preface,
a telling quote from Cecil B. Rhodes:



Paradigm of ‘debt’



“I found a flaw in the model that I 
perceived is the critical 

functioning structure that defines 
how the world works… [and am] 
in a state of shocked disbelief.” –

Alan Greenspan
23 October 2008
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‘Underpolluted?’
Rise in Southern African temperatures 

over historic norms
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Climate and African food
“It is projected that there could be 
a possible reduction in yields in 
agriculture of: 50% by 2020 in 
some African countries... In Africa, 
crop net revenues could fall by as 
much as 90% by 2100, with small-
scale farmers being the most 
affected.”
– Testimony to the US House of Reps. Select Committee 

on Energy Independence and Global Warming, by R.K. 
Pachauri, Chairman, United Nations Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, August 2007



Multinational corporate profits
as a percentage of firm equity

Source: UN Conference on Trade and Development (2007), World Investment Report 2007, Geneva.

Extractive industries
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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.”



WCC: “the debt owed by industrialized 
countries in the North to countries of 

the South on account of historical and 
current resource plundering, 

environmental degradation and the 
disproportionate appropriation of 

environmental space to dump 
greenhouse gases and toxic wastes.”

(Implications: Cease and desist, 
measure what’s been taken, repay!)



WCC: “It is also the debt owed by 
economically and politically powerful 
national elites to marginalized citizens

both in the North and the South; the 
debt owed by current generations of 

humanity to future generations; and, on 
a more cosmic scale, the debt owed by 
humankind to other life and the planet.”

(Implication: Socio-politico-
economic change, inter-
generational measures)



WCC: “The definition of ecological 
debt includes social damages such 
as the disintegration of indigenous 

communities and the loss of cultural 
heritage and values.”

(Implication: ‘Keep the resources in 
the ground’ and similar 

Climate Justice Now! Principles)



WCC notes victims: “… have 
disproportionately adverse effects on 

impoverished nations, small island 
states, people of the South, especially 

women, farmers, fisher folk, indigenous 
peoples, people with disabilities and 
future generations… both within and 

across national borders.”
(Implication: support their movements!)



WCC on causal mechanisms:
“Firstly… loan conditionalities, as well 
as multilateral and bilateral trade and 

investment agreements, to pursue 
export-oriented and resource-intensive 
growth strategies, which fail to account 

for the costs of pollution.”
(Implication: ‘full ecological resource 
cost accounting’, e.g. World Bank’s 

Where is the Wealth of Nations… but is 
this sufficient?)



“Secondly, many mega-development 
projects (e.g. dams) in countries of the 

South are financed through foreign 
lending by international financial 

institutions, with little consideration of 
their ecological and social 

consequences.”
(Implication: link to campaigning against 

mega-projects, e.g. Nepal’s Arun Dam 
halted in 1995, Narmada, Lesotho 

Highlands, Gibe, Mpande Nkua, etc etc)



“Thirdly, industrialized Northern countries 
make disproportionate use of the 

environment without adequate mitigation, 
reparation and compensation. Presently, the 
ecological footprints of Northern countries 

average 6.4 ha/person, which is 
substantially higher than the ecological 

footprints of Southern countries (0.8 
ha/person).”

(Implication: a Greenhouse Development 
Rights framework? – needs debate!; 

warning against further commodification)



“Fourthly, economic globalization is 
increasingly linked to militarization

around the world; the ecological 
destruction that is inflicted during 

war is a major contributor to 
ecological debt.”

(Implication: support anti-war 
movements using ecological debt 

arguments… but also look at 
resource-related causes of war)
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Joan Martinez-Alier: “The notion of an 
Ecological Debt is not particularly 
radical. Think of the environmental 

liabilities incurred by firms (under the 
United States Superfund legislation), or 

of the engineering field called 
‘restoration ecology’, or the proposals 

by the Swedish government in the early 
1990s to calculate the country’s 

environmental debt.”
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• 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



“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



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. The study found that there are huge 
disparities in the ecological footprint inflicted by 
rich and poor countries on the rest of the world 

because of differences in consumption.
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(Where is the Wealth of Nations?, 2006)
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(World Bank, Where is the 
Wealth of Nations?, 2006)
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Source: UNDP HDR 2005 and World Development Movement



Lessons from G8’s 2005 debt relief?
Don’t believe the hype!

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
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Repayment responsibility? 
Ecological debt results from the 
unsustainable production and 

consumption systems adopted by 
elites in the Northern countries, 

which are to some extent 
generalized across the Northern 
populations and Southern elites. 



Hence ‘Greenhouse Development Rights’ (per 
capita rights to pollute – and to trade pollution 

rights) have been proposed… BUT

Is justice measured merely in terms of formal 
‘equality’?

Isn’t justice historical, political-economic, and 
grounded in social struggles of those 

adversely affected?

Shouldn’t justice aim for 
eco-social transformation?



Greenhouse Development Rights?
Larry Lohmann (Cornerhouse): critique of 

Baer/Athanasiou/Kartha’s “tacit endorsement 
of a long-discredited concept of ‘development’
that condescendingly sees ‘resilience’ as ‘far 
beyond the grasp of the billions of people that 
are still mired in poverty’ and singles out for 
special climate blame ‘subsistence farming, 
fuel wood harvesting, grazing, and timber 
extraction’ by ‘poor communities’ awaiting 
Northern tutelage in capital flows, social 

networking, carbon trading and methods for 
holding policymakers accountable.”
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JUSTICE IN THE (US) COURTS? 

• In November 2008 a San Francisco court began 
considering a similar reparations lawsuit – under the 
Alien Tort Claims Act - filed by Larry Bowoto and the 
Ilaje people of the Niger Delta against Chevron for 1998 
murders similar to those that took the life of Ken Saro-
Wiwa and eight other Ogoni leaders on November 10, 
1995. The first judgements went against Bowoto et al 
but appeals are in process.

• On June 10 2009, Shell reparations payments of $15.5 
million were accepted by the families of the Ogoni
Nine. This was four hours’ worth of Shell profits, but 
was considered a crucial step in establishing liability 
and disincentivising corporate exploitation of people 
and nature.
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• Reparations lawsuits now being heard in New York 
by victims of apartheid who are collectively 
requesting $400 billion in damages from three 
dozen US corporations who 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 black South Africans. When Judge 
Clara Scheindlin replaced the late John Sprizzo, the 
case suddenly was taken seriously and in March 
2009 moved a step closer to trial when she rejected 
the corporations’ attempt to have it dismissed.
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• Climate change lawsuit settled out of court in 
February 2009 by Friends of the Earth, 
Greenpeace and cities of Boulder, Colorado, 
Arcata, Santa Monica and Oakland in California. 

• Targets were US Export- Import Bank and 
Overseas Private Investment Corporation, which 
invested, loaned or insured $32 billion in fossil 
fuel projects from 1990–2003 with no regard to 
the US National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA). At present,  only US cities  have formal 
standing to sue for damages from climate 
change under NEPA, in the wake of a 2005 
federal ruling.

• Defendants will incorporate CO2 emissions into  
planning (http://www.foe.org/climatelawsuit)
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Submission by Republic of Bolivia to the Ad Hoc Working 
Group on Long-term Cooperative Action under the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change
April 2009

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. 

This debt must be repaid by freeing up environmental space
for developing countries and particular the poorest 

communities.



African eco-justice movement activists 
define terrain of future eco-debt struggles

• activists fighting Monsanto’s GM drive from the US to South Africa to 
several African countries; 

• blood-diamonds victims from Sierra Leone, Angola, Botswana and 
Zimbabwe continue to build pressure after failure of Kimberley Process; 

• victims of SA mining capital - platinum in Limpopo and titanium on the 
Wild Coast - successfully protest extraction; 

• Lesotho peasants objecting to displacement during construction of the 
continent’s largest dam system (solely to quench Johannesburg’s 
irrational and hedonistic thirst); 

• Ugandans similarly threatened at the overly expensive, corruption-
ridden Bujagali dam, Mozambicans fighting the Mpande Nkua dam on the 
Zambizi, and Ethiopians opposed to the Gibe dam; 

• Ghanaian, South African and other activists opposing water 
privatization;

• a growing network questioning Liberia’s long exploitation by Firestone;
• Chadian and Cameroonian activists pressuring the World Bank not to 

continue funding their repression and environmental degradation; and
• Oil Watch linkages of Nigerian Delta activists such as those who signed 

the Ogoni Bill of Rights and many other Gulf of Guinea communities 
(MEND shuts down oil industry - no crude available, 25/6/09)
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• Alaska wilderness and California offshore drilling campaigners
• Oil Watch
• women of the Niger Delta, ERA, MEND
• Australian Rising Tide v Newcastle coal exports
• British Climate Camp
• Attac, Norway
• Alberta, Canada tar sands green & indigenous activists 
• South Durban Community Environmental Alliance against new 

pipeline that will double petrol flow to Johannesburg
• Ecuadoran indigenous activists, Accion Ecologia and Rafael 

Correa �- agree that Ecuador’s main oil reserve (Ishpingo-Tiputini-Tambococha, in Yasuní
National Park) should stay in the ground (August 2007), to be financed by Germany (June 2009)
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