
EQUITY AND AMBITION IN THE CLIMATE TALKS
Bonn - 23 May 2012

Equity is the key to an ambitious and effective global response to climate change. Implementing 
lessons from the workshop on “equitable access to sustainable development” is imperative to 
avoid inequitable impacts and share the resources needed for equitable sharing of mitigation effort. 

The equity principle 

Equity lies at the heart of  the UN Climate Convention. 
The Convention confirms that Parties are to protect the 
climate system for the benefit of  current and future 
generations “on the basis of  equity and in accordance 
with their common but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities.” 

The equity principle is reflected in the Convention’s 
balance of  rights and obligations.  Developed countries 
are to lead in cutting emissions. Developing countries are 
to take climate action while tackling other development 
priorities - their ability to act depends on the extent of  
finance and technology received from developed 
countries. 

Among other things, developed countries are called on to 
transfer technology (Article 4.5) and to finance climate 
actions in developing countries at agreed “full 
incremental costs” (Article 4.3). 

Equity and ambition

The principle of  equity is used to define what is ‘fair’ 
when sharing out responsibilities and actions. Equity is 
key to unlocking ambition in the negotiations. All 
countries must feel that the division of  effort is founded 
in fairness, or they will not agree to take on the burden. 
Similarly, equity is about accepting the realities of  
different capacities, and therefore supporting everyone to 
make the changes the world needs. 

In practice, equity is relevant to each of  the issues in the 
negotiations and to their combination as a “package”.  At 
a minimum, any equitable approach must enable: 1) a 
global effort sufficient to keep the world safe; 2) fair 
distribution of  this effort; 3) and fair sharing of  the 
means of  implementation to undertake this effort – 
finance, technology and capacity. It also requires practical 
solutions that are fair and support people, local 
communities and developing countries. 

Keeping the world safe

Equity demands a level of  global ambition that curbs 
warming and keeps the world safe. What could be more 

manifestly unjust than global warming that violates the 
human rights - such as the rights to life, food, health and 
housing - of  the poor and vulnerable and risks run-away 
climate change and the stability of  the Earth’s climate and 
ecosystems?

The proposal from some developed countries for a 50% 
global reduction by 2050 (compared to 1990) is dangerously 
inadequate. It entails a greater than 50% chance that 
warming will exceed 2 degrees C – a level of  warming that 
is extremely dangerous – and involves a significant risk 
warming will increase beyond 3 degrees C. 

This proposal, when taken with the Annex I Parties’ 
proposed 80% by 2050 (compared to 1990 levels), would 
necessarily give developed countries 30-35% of  the 
proposed remaining “carbon budget”, despite their mere 
16% share of  population, while wholly disregarding the 
responsibility for historical emissions. 

To keep the world safe, civil society organizations and social 
movements have demanded warming to be limited to well 
below 1.5 degrees C and to bring it down below 1 degree C 
“as fast as possible” to stabilize the climate and prevent 
violations of  the human rights of  present and future 
generations.
 
Sharing the effort fairly

The global effort to curb warming, and to adapt to its 
adverse effects, must be fairly shared. The Convention 
recognizes developed countries contributed the majority of  
historical emissions, and says they are to make “equitable 
and appropriate contributions to achieving the Convention’s 
objectives”. 

If  developed countries cannot realistically meet their fair-
share targets considering their historical responsibility 
(which may be higher than 100% cuts) then a mechanism of 
compensatory payment to developing countries, or the 
honouring of  this “climate debt” to assist in fulfilling the 
allocated targets, should be used.

The economist Nicholas Stern has emphasised: 

“If  the allocations of  rights to emit in any given 
year took greater account both of  history and of  
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“All countries must feel that the division of effort is founded in fairness...”



equity in stocks rather than flows, then rich 
countries would have rights to emit which were 
lower than 2 tonnes per capita (possibly even 
negative) The negotiations of  such rights 
involve substantial financial allocations: at $40 
per tonne CO2e a total world allocation of  
rights of, say, 30Gt (roughly the required flows 
in 2030) would be worth $1.2 trillion per 
annum.”

Many developing countries have called on the developed 
countries to cut their emissions substantially by 2017 
(e.g. at least 40% from 1990 levels) and 2020 (e.g. 45% 
from 1990 levels), while enabling developing countries 
to undertake mitigation and adaptation through the 
provision of  finance, technology and capacity. 

Finance, technology and capacity

Tackling climate change, while addressing other 
development priorities, will require major scaling up of  
the “means of  implementation” – finance, technology 
transfer and capacity-building. 

The required level of  resourcing must be calibrated to 
reflect the level of  developed country mitigation - the 
less mitigation the higher the adaptation costs and the 
greater the reduction of  emissions in developing 
countries will be, if  we are to avoid catastrophic climate 
change.

The $100 billion pledged by developed countries in 
Copenhagen and Cancun has no scientific or economic 
basis, and is grossly inadequate.  

As part of  an equitable and ambitious approach Parties 
must undertake a realistic evaluation of  the scale of  
long-term finance required, in light of  historical 
responsibilities and respective capabilities. The 
Convention requires determination “in a predictable and 
identifiable manner of  the amount of  funding necessary 
and available for the implementation of  this 
Convention”. 

Fair not false solutions

Equity will not be achieved if  the solutions to climate 
change are unjust in principle or practice, or both.  

Carbon markets, for instance, further shift the burden of 
mitigating climate change to developing countries, 
enabling developed countries to claim the “credits” 
against their own mitigation commitments, while also 
double counting the costs as a “carbon finance” 
contribution to their meager $100 billion finance pledge.  

Efforts to extend carbon markets to agriculture (rather 
than contract and phase them out altogether) threaten 
farmers and food security in developing countries. Rights 
over the soil of  the poorest farmers would be sold to rich 
foreign banks and corporations to create credits that 
enable developed countries to continue their emissions.

To achieve equity in practice, the solutions to climate 
change must be fair and not “false” and must avoid 
shifting further burdens to developing countries. 

Equity’s opponents

Some countries and individuals have sought to marginalize 
equity while fostering divisions among developing 
countries and promoting approaches that are manifestly 
un-ambitious and/or unfair. 

They dismiss equity for what they call “pragmatic” reasons 
because it is “difficult”. Or they characterize it as a 
“narrow” issue reflecting special interests. 

Some seek to divide developing countries using the flawed 
logic that the survival of  some (e.g. small islands) is 
incompatible with the development of  others (e.g. India) a 
contradiction on the right to development. This narrative – 
advanced in particular by certain developed country-
funded scientists and NGOs – frames some developing 
countries (e.g. India) rather than the largest historical 
emitters and largest contributors to warming (e.g. United 
States) as the “problem”.

It distracts attention from failure by the rich countries to 
curb their own emissions or to provide adequate finance 
and technology, shifting the burden to all developing 
countries, risking their survival and development. It is a 
modern example of  the inequitable “divide and rule” 
tactics used for centuries by the rich against the poor. 
 
A better, fairer way forward

Achieving an ambitious and equitable outcome from the 
climate negotiations requires a more deliberative, balanced 
and equitable approach.  

How can equity be addressed in practice? It is proposed 
that a work programme be established in the UNFCCC to 
be operationalized through various issues (mitigation, 
adaptation, finance, technology, shared vision) and 
different bodies and working groups of  the talks. 

Equity – as reflected in the Convention under which the 
negotiations are taking place – can and must remain at the 
centre of  all climate negotiations, including those towards 
a new outcome under the Durban Platform. An ambitious 
and effective global response to climate change depends on 
it.

Policy necessary for EU leadership

1. The EU must commit unequivocally to the continuation of  the Kyoto Protocol. The EU has said it is willing to 
consider a second commitment period. This is inadequate. It must unequivocally state that it will honor its legally binding 
commitments under the Kyoto Protocol and work tirelessly to establish a second commitment period. Until it is 
demonstrably clear Annex I countries will honor their existing commitments, the EU cannot credibly call upon developing 
countries to undertake new mitigation actions. If  the Kyoto Protocol is to survive, the other developed countries must not 
go the way of  the US. The EU must persuade its developed country partners, including Canada, Japan and Russia, to fulfill 
their Kyoto commitments. Annex I Parties must also honour their commitments in the Bali Action Plan to enable and 
support mitigation actions and adaptation in developing countries. 

2. The EU must demonstrate to the international community that it is prepared to lead by example by unilaterally 
increasing its emission reduction target, and supporting a more ambitious aggregate science- and equity-based target in the 
Kyoto Protocol. The EU’s 20% target is already 3 years old, and the EU is in a position to commit to a more ambitious 
target. Science and equity demand more. The EU’s own studies have indicated that the economic cost of  increasing its 
target to a more ambitious one is only marginal but will deliver huge social and environmental benefits to Europe. The EU 
must also ensure the environmental integrity of  any target by taking immediate action to close the loopholes in the 
European Trading Scheme (by tightening the cap,  getting rid of  offsetting and implementing a  100 % auctioning of  the 
permits). The EU must acknowledge that developing countries are unanimous in expecting more ambitious mitigation 
commitments from the EU and other developed countries, and for their aggregate target to be commensurate with the 
science and equity. This is a red line for many G-77 + China members, even more so given the absence of  a significant 
finance and technology package. 

3. The EU must support the establishment of  a financial mechanism under the authority of  and accountable to 
the COP, to help developing countries adapt to climate change and build a low carbon future. It must support sources of  
finance that are in line with equity principles and the Convention. The EU must show in Cancun that it is scaling up its 
short-term finance commitment by agreeing to further funding and by reporting it in a transparent and detailed manner. It 
must commit to delivering its fair share of  the long-term finance required in light of  the latest scientific and economic 
assessments, additional to its current ODA commitments. The EU should also be at the forefront of  efforts to realise 
innovative sources of  public finance, such as international financial transaction taxes, redirecting fossil fuel subsidies and 
tackling global tax avoidance  instead of  calling for an extension of  carbon markets which is high risk, irresponsible and 
dangerous and does little to reduce emissions. It should clearly reject failed financing mechanisms of  the past, such as the 
highly climate polluting World Bank. 

“Tackling climate change will require a major scaling up of finance, technology and capacity” 
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