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1. Introduction

The main theme of this conference, equity and global climate change, ties in nicely with recent developments relating to the position of the United States regarding the Kyoto Protocol.  Indeed there couldn’t have been a better venue than Washing D.C., the capital of the United States of America. The current position of the United States has stimulated useful discussions at various levels of civil society at both national and international level.

This conference is also being held in the wake of the completion of the IPCC Third Assessment Report (TAR), which has highlighted with more certainty than ever before, the causal relationship between economic development in the industrialized world over the past 200 years, and the warming of the atmosphere with its associated change in climate. But this is not all that was delivered to us by the IPCC in its TAR. 

Working Group II of the IPCC has also shown that the poorest communities of the global family of nations will suffer the most from adverse effects of climate change. This is ironic, considering that they are the least responsible for causing the problem.  So is the saying, “”when the elephants fight the grass suffer”. The developed countries pollute the environment and the developing countries, particularly the poor countries mob up the environment and suffer the consequences of the pollution.  How fair are the developed countries to the developing countries and particularly the least developed countries?

2. Equity

Equity in the context of climate change has two different dimensions.  Equity as it relates to, mitigation and adaptation.  The United Nations framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) does treat equity reasonably well although not very explicit in many of its Articles.

2.1 Equity as it Relates to Mitigation

The principle of the “polluter pays” is well enshrined in international law and is widely applied in many international agreements. It is straightforward.  If a person does damage to someone else’s property, or to common property, then the perpetrator is required by law to fix this damage, which means in this case to mitigate climate change by reducing emissions of greenhouse gases to an acceptable level, and to do so in an equitable way that takes into consideration historical responsibility for the problem.  Despite the clarity and simplicity of this principle, re-enforcing it in the environment context is not so easy! I suppose this is human weakness not to accept responsibility for his actions.

The preambular paragraphs of the UNFCCC sets the stage for actions to be taken by Parties in addition to the Article 3 which spells the principles which guides Parties in the implementation of the Convention.  This preambular paragraph is of particular importance: 

“Noting that the largest share of historical and current global emissions of greenhouse gases has originated in developed countries, that per capita emissions in developing countries are still relatively low and that the share of global emissions originating in developing countries will grow to meet their social and development needs”.  

This paragraph brings into context the contribution of Parties to the greenhouse gas emissions into the atmosphere.  All those who have signed and ratified the UNFCCC do acknowledge their contribution and therefore the corresponding actions they must take to redress the problem. Many developed country Parties have not adequately met their obligations under the UNFCCC hence the potentially large costs of complying with the Kyoto Protocol targets by the year 2012. Despite this failure by developed countries, on several occasions developed country Parties have attempted to introduce the notion of commitments to developing country Parties.  These actions are equivalent to back tracking from their commitments under the UNFCCC.

Equity is reflected in the reference to per capita emissions.  The per capita emissions approach would be the most scientific and fair method, particularly to developing country Parties.  However this approach was not chosen because of global cooperation spirit and the fact that the adverse effects of climate change will affect all countries, although the less privilege countries would suffer most.  The cost of adaptation could also be assessed on basis of accumulated per capita emissions into the atmosphere. The warming effect of GHG is directly related to concentration of GHG in the atmosphere.

Article 3.1 of the UNFCCC states:  

“The Parties should protect the climate system for the benefit of present and future generation of humankind, on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities.  Accordingly the developed country Parties should take the lead in combating climate change and adverse effects thereof”. 

This Article address equity as it applies to both mitigation and adaptation through the references to “on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities” and “adverse effects thereof”.  The Article also puts equity into context of the present and future generation.  Why should the present generation hand to their grandchildren a polluted environment?  The present privilege generation is enjoying at the expense of the future generation.  How fair are they to the unborn of tomorrow?

The text of the UNFCCC makes numerous references to “common but differentiated responsibilities”.  This is an attempt to reflect the contributions of Parties to the cause of the problem and how these parties should contribute to the solution of the problem.  It is important to note that these references apply to all Parties. All Parties must do all they can to contribute to attaining the objective of the Convention.  While it is accepted that emissions of developing country Parties will continue to grow to meet their development goals much can be done in terms of GHG emissions in these countries.  Article 4.5 of the UNFCCC, technology transfer, provides the solution to sustainable development.  However, very little has been done in the last six years.  This topic may be better addressed by some of my colleagues in the panel.  I wish to reflect a little bit on the equity as it applies to adaptation.

2.2 Equity as Applied to Adaptation

The UNFCCC does recognized that some countries will suffer more than others and therefore calls on Parties to institute mechanisms for reducing the impact of adverse effects of climate change on them. Article 3.2 of the UNFCCC states:

“The specific needs and special circumstances of developing country Parties, especially those that are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change, and those Parties, especially developing country Parties, that would have to bear a disproportionate burden under the climate change, should be given full consideration”. 

Also Article 4.4 of the UNFCCC operationalizes the principle stated in Article 3.2 of the Convention.  Article 4.4 of the UNFCCC states:

“The developed country Parties and other Parties included in Annex II shall also assist the developing country Parties that are particularly vulnerable to adverse effects of climate change in meeting the cost of adaptation to those adverse effects”.

Although Article 4.4 of the Convention use the phrase “assist developing country Parties” it is quite clear from the paragraph that developed country Parties are obligated to meet the cost of adaptation to adverse effects of climate change.  Therefore meeting the cost of adaptation cannot be aid.  Aid is voluntary while Article 4.4 of the Convention is emphatic about what developed country Parties must do.

There is some deliberate misunderstanding or confusion about the costs of adaptation.  Some developed country Parties have labeled it as aid while others are arguing that adaptation costs should be met from proceeds accruing from the CDM.  This is a complete disregard to the provisions of the UNFCCC.  Again a deliberate move to re-negotiate the UNFCCC to which a very large number of countries are Parties to it. Developing country Parties are adapting to adverse effects of climate change, which the developed country Parties have largely caused.  For example, if a country like Mozambique has suffered loss of life and of economic livelihood as a result of an increase in the frequency and intensity of floods due to climate change, it would be easy to say that the countries responsible for climate change should compensate Mozambique for its losses. But how do you quantify the loss of human life or culture? How do you quantify the loss of an entire country due to sea-level rise and who would be compensated?  These are fairly difficult questions to find answers to.  Over period of time society has developed some kind of partial answers to some of these questions. Even if the cost of adaptation attributable to adverse effects of climate change can be reasonably quantified it will be so huge that developed country Parties would find it difficult to pay the full costs.  Hence the need for some partial compensation.

In the climate change context, one way of achieving at least a partially equitable solution, is to support the enhancement of the adaptive capacity of these countries to enable them reduce the impacts of adverse effects of climate change. However, this does not eliminate the problem, but at least it can make living with it a little less unbearable. This is similar to injecting a frail person with a deadly virus, then helping him with painkillers rather than healing the disease. 

There is no other option simply because in the case of climate change, even if emissions were to be reduced today to zero, the warming would continue for several generations, so all we can do is to help with painkillers, which in this case represents adaptation. 

As stated earlier developed country Parties can only meet partial equity, simply because the industrialized countries cannot get rid of the problem in a reasonable timeframe, even if they tried; so all they can do, in partial compensation, is to help with adaptation. I want to emphasize the word compensation. 

For some reason, many seemingly uninformed officials would like to believe that supporting adaptation and adaptive capacity should be labeled as aid or ODA or whatever benevolent context they may choose to use. Supporting adaptation and adaptive capacity is an obligation. The developed world owed the developing country Parties, particularly those who have contributed least to climate change, an environmental debt.

Hitherto none of the industrialized countries has approached this issue from its correct, and equitable point of departure – that of compensation for environmental damages that are demonstrated to have far-reaching effects on our sustainable development, our food security, our health, our water, our ecosystems, and our very existence as stable communities.  It is also very sad that many of our developing country officials respond favourably to packaging such support in an ODA framework.

Despite the responsibility for the damage, the developing country community, have accepted to participate in helping developed countries clean up their mess.  They have done so through their acceptance of the Convention and its protocol, particularly the CDM. It is worth pointing out that the text of both the Convention and the Kyoto Protocol is re-conciliatory rather confrontational i.e. developed versus developing.

The least developed countries have no emissions to speak of, but would yet be open to implementing CDM projects in order to help developed countries respond to their obligations in the most cost-effective manner. Significant sums of money will be saved through the so called cost-effective and least cost approaches.  Why should it be so difficult to use some of the savings to address the problems created by climate change? It is a paradoxical situation of the victim helping the perpetrator.

It is important to remember that the effects of climate change have already started to appear, in fact they have already been with us for decades according to the IPCC. On the other hand, mitigation measures will take generations to fulfil their promise. In the mean time, climate change will distribute its damages in the most inequitable fashion imaginable – with the poor suffering the most.

The focus of current discussions highlights equity only in the context of allocating mitigation burden sharing, and seeking ways, through the front door or back door, to involve developing countries in the mitigation effort. There is very little discussions of equity when it comes to compensating those that are the most affected. In fact this should be the crux of any discussion on “equity and global climate change”, which is the title of this conference. 

Equity for the rich 20% of the world revolves around the choice of who will be more energy efficient and by when.  While equity for the other 80% of the world’s population is about the here and now of their daily problems, their food security, their water, their health; in short, their choices to address their vulnerability, which has risen with climate change to a higher order of magnitude. 

Of this 80%, equity for the poorest 13% - the least developed countries – is about a choice between morbidity and death, between barely existing and not existing at all. Therefore there is need to shift the focus from deliberating on methodologies for differentiation of commitments, and how to involve developing countries in these commitments, to focusing on the real issue, which is how to equitably address the damages that have already started to take place in the poor countries, and which came as a direct result of the process of industrialization of the rich counterparts over the past two centuries. 

In the interest of fairness and equity, noting the large percentage of the world population is in developing countries, adaptation and adaptive capacity should dominate the discussions of this meeting. It is morally wrong to wrong and not accept responsibility for the wrong doings, particularly so in our world of today where we are preaching good and democratic governance and protection of human rights.  It is paradoxical for the developed world to preach good governance and not to take responsibilities for the environmental damage which will destroy human lives, cultures and values and frustrate millions of people from the developing world from attaining their development goal.

I finally wish to conclude by thanking the centre for this excellent and brilliant title of this conference.  I am convinced that this conference has contributed to raising the level of awareness of the global village and the citizens of the global village will now look at these issues from the right perspectives.  Human dignity, which is a long respected concept in the developed countries should prevail.  Let the Holy Spirit shine upon us all.

Thank you very much thank you.

The views expressed in this paper do not represent the views of any country.  They are my personal perspective.
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