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Abstract 
Climate change is a critical threat to all the countries of the world today, not least because of 

the severe human rights infringements it may well lead to. However, although climate change 

is a collective, global challenge, there are considerable inequalities regarding contribution to 

cause and burden of the effects. Those suffering the most from the effects of climate change 

tend to be least responsible for the emissions causing it. The theoretical concept of climate 

justice aims to address these injustices, between different countries as well as societal groups 

and generations. To contribute to the understanding of how this concept is present in the global 

climate debate today, this thesis examines a selection of the Paris Agreement parties’ Nationally 

Determined Contributions (NDCs) from a perspective of climate justice. The analysis is based 

on a theoretical framework developed by Andrea Schapper, focusing on three dimensions of 

climate justice – international, intra-societal and intergenerational. Through this framework, a 

total of 36 NDCs are studied, the top and bottom three countries for each world region based 

on levels of cumulative CO2-emissions. The aim of the case selection has been to obtain a 

variation regarding development status, vulnerability to the effects of climate change, levels of 

greenhouse gas emissions and geographical location of the studied countries.  

The results of the study show that all the dimensions are present in at least some of the studied 

NDCs, but to a very different extent. Primarily, the parties discuss the issue of international 

justice. Intra-societal justice is touched upon quite frequently but very few bring up the matter 

of intergenerational justice. Moreover, all three dimensions are predominantly handled by 

countries classified as ”developing” (according to the UN statistics division).  This implies that 

climate justice is a higher priority for the most vulnerable to and least responsible for climate 

change, which is problematic for many reasons. Above all, it indicates that rich, industrialized 

countries are reluctant to take responsibility for their current and historical emissions, as well 

as the effect those emissions have on others.  

Key words: climate justice, international justice, intergenerational justice, intra-societal justice, 

climate change, climate debate, climate policy, Paris Agreement, Nationally Determined 

Contributions, UNFCCC, sustainable development 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
The issue of climate change is not only a major threat to nature and ecosystems around the 

world, but also to people and the enjoyment of human rights. Even though there is no specific 

right to a healthy environment in most human rights treaties, the United Nations recognizes that 

there is a strong connection between the environment and a range of human rights, such as the 

rights to life, food, water, health, housing and self-determination.1 Furthermore, when looking 

at how climate change is affecting people’s lives around the world today, it is evident that there 

are considerable inequalities regarding contribution to cause and burden of the effects. On the 

one hand, rich and industrialized countries have contributed most to the greenhouse gas 

emissions causing climate change. On the other hand, the effects of climate change are most 

severely felt by poorer regions and countries that generally have contributed much less to it.2 

This inequality is not only experienced by poor nations in relation to rich ones, but also by 

certain vulnerable groups within societies, such as women, children, people with disabilities 

and indigenous people.3 Apart from these aspects, climate change may be understood as a 

matter of intergenerational inequity, since the actions of previous and current generations will 

impact the lives, livelihoods and possible enjoyment of human rights for future generations.4 

Therefore, when looking at the causes and effects of climate change as well as the measures 

taken to combat it, we must pay attention to matters of justice and equity. A way to do this is 

through the theoretical concept of climate justice.  

One of the most important treaties concerning international efforts to combat climate change is 

the Paris Agreement, which was adopted in 2015 by parties to the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The Paris Agreement brings all its members 

together in the common cause of strengthening global response to the threat of global warming. 

The concept of climate justice is mentioned, although briefly, in the preamble of the agreement 

which states that the parties note “the importance for some of the concept of “climate justice” 

when taking action to address climate change”.5 It also actualizes some aspects of climate 

justice, for example through requiring developed countries to assist developing ones in their 

 
1 United Nations, General Assembly, Report of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights on the relationship between climate change and human rights, A/HRC/10/61, 15 January 2009, p 7-15.   
2 Ibid, p. 5. 
3 Ibid, p. 15-18. 
4 Ibid, p. 29. 
5Paris Agreement, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Paris, 2015, p. 2. 
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efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and adapt to the consequences of climate change.6, 

7 One central aspect of the Paris Agreement, however, is that it doesn’t set up any specific 

emission reduction targets or determine other kinds of measures for any of its parties. Instead, 

this is done by the parties themselves through their Nationally Determined Contributions 

(NDCs) which are documents outlining the actions each country intends to undertake to fulfil 

their part of the Paris Agreement, in light of their specific national circumstances and abilities.8 

These documents are not only interesting to study based on their material implications when it 

comes to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions or adaptation efforts, they are also 

important discursive documents. For example, Megan Mills-Novoa and Diana M Liverman 

claim that the NDCs “reveal deeper tensions, ideas, and values about international climate 

policy, national identities, and aspirations”.9 Yet, they also point out that there are few studies 

published to date that use discourse analysis (or similar methods) to examine the ideas and 

statements found within the NDCs.10 

The understanding of the NDCs as discursive, narrative documents is what this thesis will focus 

on. Specifically, it will analyse these documents from a theoretical perspective of climate 

justice. When examining previous research in this field, several analyses of the Paris Agreement 

itself from a climate justice perspective can be found but such an analysis of the NDCs seems 

to be lacking. Thus, this thesis aims to contribute to the research field by providing a more clear 

and in-depth climate justice analysis of a selection of the NDCs. In addition, this thesis uses 

cumulative CO2-emissions, rather than current emissions per capita, of a country as a key-

indicator for selecting the NDCs to analyse. This approach is meant to capture the variation in 

perspectives of responsibility in the climate debate, and thereby put the lens on the core 

dimension of climate justice.  

 
6 UN Climate Change, What is the Paris Agreement, https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-

agreement/what-is-the-paris-agreement, accessed 20 March 2020. 
7 The categorization of countries as “developed” or “developing” is something I, along with many others find 

quite problematic and blunt. However, since they are the standard terms used in all the examined documents, 

including the Paris Agreement and the countries’ own Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), they will 

be used in this thesis. A longer discussion on this can be found in chapter 4. 
8 UN Climate Change, Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), https://unfccc.int/process-and-

meetings/the-paris-agreement/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs#eq-2, accessed 20 March 2020. 
9 Megan Mills‐Novoa and Diana M. Liverman, “Nationally Determined Contributions: Material Climate 

Commitments and Discursive Positioning in the NDCs”, Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, vol. 

10, no. 5, 2019, p. 1-2. 
10 Ibid, p 10. 

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/what-is-the-paris-agreement
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/what-is-the-paris-agreement
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs#eq-2
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs#eq-2
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Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyse a selection of the Paris Agreements NDCs in order to 

shed light on the ideas embedded in the narratives of the documents, both explicitly and 

implicitly, regarding matters of climate justice. Another aim is to examine if there are 

differences among the parties based on factors like development status, vulnerability to the 

effects of climate change, levels of greenhouse gas emissions and geographical location. The 

following research questions will be guiding this study: 

- How do the parties handle dimensions of climate justice in their respective NDCs? 

- What can this tell us about the parties’ priorities regarding climate justice? 

Outline 

The thesis consists of six chapters, this introduction chapter being the first one. The rest will, 

in turn, include the following content: 

Chapter 2 will be dedicated to theory. It will briefly describe the understanding of justice the 

thesis departs from and then move on to exploring the concept of climate justice through three 

main dimensions; international, intra-societal and intergenerational justice.  

In chapter 3, the background of this study is presented through a brief description of the 

primary UN climate documents; the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC), the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris Agreement and the Nationally Determined 

Contributions. Then, previous research on these documents from a climate justice perspective 

is presented to illuminate how notions on justice have been present in the global climate debate 

since the beginning of the 1990’s and how the Paris Agreement in particular has been 

scrutinised by scholars interested in climate justice.   

Chapter 4 introduces the thesis’ research design and method, focusing on the selection of 

material and the reasoning behind it as well as the theoretical framework used to analyse the 

material.  

Chapter 5 is where the analysis and its results will be presented. It will go through the three 

climate justice dimensions (international, intra-societal and intergenerational justice) and 

examine how these are expressed and handled in the empirical material of the NDCs.  

Chapter 6 is the final chapter where the results of the analysis will be discussed in relation to 

the research questions and summarised in a conclusion.  
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Chapter 2: Theory 
In this chapter, the theoretical foundation for the thesis is outlined. First of all, it departs from 

Nancy Fraser’s global and universal understanding of justice, paying attention to economic 

distribution as well as matters of recognition and political representation. In addition, the thesis 

relies on notions of climate justice, based on a systematization by Andrea Schapper who has 

compiled different perspectives on climate justice and sorted them into three dimensions – 

international, intra-societal and intergenerational justice – putting focus on different aspects, 

actors and normative claims regarding climate justice. 

General Understanding of Justice 

There is no denying that climate change is a global issue with effects that cannot be contained 

within national borders or within generations. It has therefore been argued, and is argued in this 

thesis, that a justice perspective on climate change necessitates an understanding of justice that 

is universal in nature and able to deal with issues affecting people on a global scale.11 One such 

understanding is presented by Nancy Fraser, who claims that since we live in a globalized world 

where decisions made in one state often affect citizens of another, we must turn to theories of 

justice that transcend the frames of the traditional nation-state.12 Moreover, she argues that 

justice is not simply a matter of economic redistribution. It also requires recognition of the fact 

that certain groups are unable to participate in society on an equal basis with others because of 

various social and cultural hierarchies, and a just representation regarding political decision-

making.13 In this thesis, Fraser’s understanding of justice will be relied on in the sense that 

climate change is seen as an issue of global justice that is multidimensional, and attention will 

be paid to justice claims regarding both redistribution, recognition, and representation.  

The Concept of Climate Justice 

There are many different  perspectives on and definitions of the concept of climate justice, but  

most views stem from at least two common points of departure; that the people suffering the 

most from climate change today are the ones who are the least responsible for it, and that climate 

change in many ways reinforces already existing inequalities.14 Colonial structures and 

globalization have put some countries and people in a situation where they lack the resources 

to adapt to climate change, and in general these more vulnerable groups are also the ones who 

 
11 Tracey Skillington, Climate Justice and Human Rights, New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2017, p. 31, 67. 
12 Nancy Fraser, Scales of Justice: Reimagining Political Space in a Globalizing World, Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 2008, p. 12-14. 
13 Ibid, p. 16-21. 
14 Andrea Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, International Relations, vol. 32, no. 3, 2018, p. 280. 
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have gained the least from the emissions causing climate change.15 This unequal effect is in 

part a spatial issue, where certain countries and regions who tend to be low emitters are hit the 

hardest by higher temperatures and rising sea levels. It is also a social one where marginalized 

and vulnerable societal groups in all countries have the least capacity to adapt to the impacts of 

climate change.16 Furthermore, climate justice is described as a relational issue since it concerns 

justice between different actors, making it important to establish who these actors are.17 

Beckman and Page suggest that there are three important questions to ask when dealing with 

issues connected to climate justice; who are the recipients, what is a just distribution and who 

are the burden-bearers - or simply “who should get how much at whose cost?”18 

There is close and clear connection between climate justice and human rights. Given the severe 

and unequal effect climate change has on people around the world, there is no doubt that climate 

change is a human rights problem. Andrea Schapper argues for a human rights-based approach 

to climate justice for several reasons. She claims that human rights can help connect normative 

climate justice claims to empirical implementation practices. Moreover, a rights-based 

approach may be useful since it puts focus on human beings as rights-holders, especially 

important for marginalized groups, and can help deal with issues of responsibility and 

obligation.19 The human rights perspective is another point of departure for this thesis, since it 

will focus on the effects climate change has on human beings (rather than the nature itself) and 

the injustices of these effects, where threats to and infringements on human rights is an 

important part to observe. A rights-based climate justice perspective, acknowledging the 

injustices and relational aspects of climate change, can contribute to shedding light on the 

human rights infringements climate change is causing. 

Dimensions of Climate Justice 

In her article “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, Schapper systematizes parts of the most 

relevant literature and perspectives on climate justice. She then combines these into a theoretical 

framework, meant to be used as a tool for analysing policy and institutions dealing with climate 

change.20 In this framework, she focuses on what she calls three different dimensions of climate 

 
15 Stephen Humphreys, “Climate Justice: The Claim of the Past”, Journal of Human Rights and the Environment, 

vol. 5, 2014, p. 136-138. 
16 Edward Cameron, Tara Shine and Wendi Bevins, "Climate justice: Equity and justice informing a new climate 

agreement." World Resources Institute and Mary Robinson Foundation–Climate Justice, 2013, p. 6-8. 
17 Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, p. 280. 
18 Ludvig Beckman and Edward A. Page, “Perspectives on Justice, Democracy and Global Climate Change”, 

Environmental Politics, vol. 17, no. 4, 2008, p. 528. 
19 Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, p. 286-287. 
20 Ibid, p. 291. 
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justice, namely international justice, intra-societal justice and intergenerational justice. The 

dimensions can sometimes overlap, but they put focus on different aspects, actors and 

normative claims regarding climate justice.21 A slightly modified version of Schapper’s 

framework can be found in chapter 4, table 2, where I also explain how it is operationalized and 

used as an analytical tool in this thesis.  

International Justice 

International climate justice has to do with relationships between states and the fact that there 

is an imbalance between those more responsible for climate change and those who suffer the 

most from and have the fewest resources to adapt to it. This dimension focuses on states as the 

main actors, more specifically on the division between “developed” and “developing” 

countries, or rich countries with high levels of emissions and vulnerable countries with low 

levels of emissions. The imbalance has historical roots and does often stem from colonialism 

and the unequal structures it has created, which continue to influence current international 

relations and institutions. Within this dimension, the normative claims regarding climate justice 

relate to reaching a more equal distribution of adaptation and mitigation costs (taking historic 

emission responsibilities into consideration), altering energy- and consumption patterns and 

creating fair institutions for dealing with these issues.22  

Ideas on international climate justice have already gained some attention in international 

climate policy through the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and 

respective capabilities, which emphasizes equity while also acknowledging countries’ different 

capabilities when it comes to dealing with climate change.23 Another set of principles 

concerning international justice often seen in climate justice debate are ideas around the fact 

that those historically responsible for carbon emissions should also pay for the damage it has 

caused. This idea has in turn led to different suggestions on how to determine a fair distribution 

of the costs; such as the polluter pays principle (those with the highest levels of emissions, both 

historically and today, should pay the most), the beneficiary pays principle (those who have 

benefited the most from carbon emissions should pay the most) and the ability to pay principle 

(those who have the most resources to use for adaptation and mitigation should bear most of 

the costs).24 

 
21 Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights, p. 280-281. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Cameron et al, "Climate justice: Equity and justice informing a new climate agreement.”, p. 10. 
24 Santos, “Global Justice and Environmental Governance: An analysis of the Paris Agreement”, p 3-6. 



Rosalind Göthberg 

 

10 

 

Intra-societal Justice 

An intra-societal justice perspective also derives from the fact that those who are least 

responsible suffer the most from climate change, but with an emphasis on vulnerable groups 

between and within societies rather than on countries as a unity.25 It has been demonstrated that 

social factors such as gender, age, poverty and minority status has an impact on people’s 

vulnerability to climate change as well as their ability to adapt to it. Women are at greater risk 

of dying during natural disasters and are more exposed to gender-based violence during 

migration and extreme weather events. Children generally suffer the worst health risks due to 

climate change, such as malnutrition and an overall higher level of child mortality caused by 

extreme weather or lack of food and water. Other groups often mentioned as particularly 

vulnerable are indigenous people, since they tend to live in areas with fragile ecosystems and 

from traditional livelihoods threatened by climate change.26  

The normative claims brought forward within the intra-societal justice debate centres to a large 

extent around recognition and representation through procedural rights, such as equity in 

participation, transparency, access to information and access to judicial remedies.27 Schapper 

argues that these factors are especially important in the context of climate policy 

implementation, to make sure that valuable local knowledge is included in the processes behind 

them and that they have a broad societal support.28 In the same spirit, Peter Newell has pointed 

out that marginalized groups are often excluded from the important, decision-making arenas 

when it comes to matters of climate policy. Consequently, those policies tend to reflect the 

priorities from powerful government and resourceful NGOs rather than local communities. 

Thereby he claims that such negotiations tend to be unable to properly capture and handle 

social, cross-cutting questions of justice and distribution.29 

Intergenerational Justice 

The intergenerational justice dimension sheds light on the fact that effects arising from climate 

change are crossing generational borders and that we therefore need to consider justice between 

previous, current and future generations. Just as with international justice, the matter of 

historical responsibility plays one part, but even more focus is put on future generations and 

 
25 Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, p. 280. 
26 United Nations, General Assembly, Report of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights on the relationship between climate change and human rights, p. 15-18. 
27 Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, p. 281. 
28 Ibid, s 284-285. 
29 Peter Newell, “Race, Class and the Global Politics of Environmental Inequality”, Global Environmental 

Politics, vol. 5, no. 3, 2005, p 78. 
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considerations of how our actions today will affect them.30 Our historical and current levels of 

carbon emissions are not only threatening the general quality of life for future generations but 

also their ability to enjoy many of the fundamental human rights. Thereby, promoters of this 

perspective have been pointing out the inherent injustice in this way of borrowing 

environmental capital from future generations in ways that will affect them but without giving 

them the opportunity to protest. Instead, it is argued that we as current generations must start 

viewing ourselves as temporary stewards of the earth and secure a more sustainable, long-term 

handling and protection of essential resources.31  

One important path to securing intergenerational justice is of course to change our energy and 

consumption patterns to a more sustainable, carbon-low economy. There is also a strong human 

rights-language in the claims connected to intergenerational justice with demands of 

environmental- and energy rights that current as well as future generations should be entitled 

to.32 Accordingly, Tracey Skillington argues for finding ways to extend the ”who” of justice to 

better include future generations and create systems of democratic governance able to handle 

future environmental challenges appropriately.33 As a reflection of this notion, there have been 

debates and suggestions on how to strengthen representation for future generations, for example 

through an ombudsman or commissioner specifically designated to such a cause.34  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
30 Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, p. 281. 
31 Skillington, Climate Justice and Human Rights, p. 113-114, 238-240. 
32 Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, p. 281. 
33 Skillington, Climate Justice and Human Rights, p. 240. 
34 Cameron et al, "Climate justice: Equity and justice informing a new climate agreement.”, p. 10. 
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Chapter 3: Background and Previous Research 
This chapter will first present some background regarding the thesis’ empirical context, 

focusing on the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the 

Kyoto Protocol as well as the Paris Agreement and its Nationally Determined Contributions. 

The previous research that has been deemed relevant for this thesis centres around these 

documents and illuminates different ideas and conflicts within the global climate justice debate. 

Finally, the most important points from this previous research are summarised and the intended 

contribution of this thesis to the field is described. 

Background: United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement 

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was opened for 

signatures in 1992 and entered into force in March 1994. Today, it has been ratified by 197 

countries. The convention was a crucial step forward for the international efforts to combat 

climate change, especially since it recognized climate change as a problem and a threat to 

human security, which was remarkable for this time. It set the goal to stabilise greenhouse gas 

emissions to “a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic (human induced) interference 

with the climate system”.35  

The convention actualises issues of climate justice in a few different ways, mainly regarding 

the dimension of international justice. In the preamble of the UNFCCC it is noted that the 

“largest share of historical and current global emissions of greenhouse gases has originated in 

developed countries”.36 The principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and 

respective capabilities is acknowledged when it comes to states cooperation and appropriate 

responses to combating climate change.37 The preamble also acknowledges the fact that certain 

countries are particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change , such as “low-lying and 

other small island countries, countries with low-lying coastal, arid and semi-arid areas or areas 

liable to floods, drought and desertification, and developing countries with fragile mountainous 

 
35 UN Climate Change, What is the United Nations Framework on Climate Change?, https://unfccc.int/process-

and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change, accessed 20 

March 2020. 
36 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, United Nations, Rio de Janeiro, 1992, p. 2. 
37 Ibid. 

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
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ecosystems”.38 It touches briefly on intergenerational justice through stating that the parties are 

“determined to protect the climate system for present and future generations”.39 

Another important part of the UNFCCC is the establishment of the so-called Conference of the 

Parties (COP), the governing body of the convention which includes all its parties and from 

which other important discussions and treaties has been formed. One of the first is the Kyoto 

Protocol, adopted at COP3 in December 1997.40 The Kyoto Protocol has been called an 

operationalization of the UNFCCC since it committed some of the parties to actual emission 

reduction targets, something the convention itself does not. As a result of the common but 

differentiated responsibilities-principle, it only put obligations on rich, industrialized countries, 

which in the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol are referred to as Annex I countries. The first 

commitment period lasted until 2012 and it was adopted for a second period lasting until 2020 

through the Doha Amendment. This amendment was however not accepted by all the original 

parties.41 

The Paris Agreement was reached at COP21 in Paris 2015, entered into force in November 

2016 and has been ratified by 189 of the convention’s 197 parties. It has been referred to as a 

“landmark agreement”, “the world’s greatest diplomatic success”, “a major leap” and “a turning 

point” for international climate efforts.42 The agreement was the first of this kind which brought 

all its parties together in a common cause requiring effort from everyone, although still with an 

emphasis on rich, developed nations leading the way and assisting more vulnerable, developing 

ones. The central aim of the Paris Agreement is to keep the global temperature rise below 2 

degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels, preferably even below 1,5 degrees. Another goal is 

to secure a more sustainable, carbon low, development and future. To achieve this, the 

agreement includes articles on mitigation as well as adaptation.43 Mitigation are actions meant 

to reduce emissions or enhance sinks of greenhouse gases, while adaptive measures aim to 

adjust to actual or expected effects of climate change.44  

 
38 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, p. 4-5. 
39 Ibid, p. 6. 
40 Judith Blau, The Paris Agreement: Climate Change, Solidarity and Human Rights, Cham, Switzerland: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2017, p. 26. 
41 UN Climate Change, What is the Kyoto Protocol?, https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol, accessed 20 March 2020. 
42 Blau, The Paris Agreement: Climate Change, Solidarity and Human Rights, p. 23. 
43 UN Climate Change, What is the Paris Agreement?. 
44 UN Climate Change, Glossary of climate change acronyms and terms, https://unfccc.int/process-and-

meetings/the-convention/glossary-of-climate-change-acronyms-and-terms, accessed 24 April 2020. 

https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/glossary-of-climate-change-acronyms-and-terms
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/glossary-of-climate-change-acronyms-and-terms
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Just like the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris Agreements refers to ideas of justice 

and equity through the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities. It also 

recognizes the specific needs and circumstances of developing parties and calls for developed 

parties to provide them with assistance through financial resources for both adaptation and 

mitigation.45 Compared to the other treaties, it stresses issues of intra-societal justice more, for 

example in article 7 which states that  

“adaptation action should follow a country-driven, gender-responsive, participatory 

and fully transparent approach, taking into consideration vulnerable groups, 

communities and ecosystems, and should be based on and guided by the best 

available science and, as appropriate, traditional knowledge, knowledge of 

indigenous peoples and local knowledge systems”.46  

Furthermore, the preamble informs the parties that they should respect, promote and consider 

human rights when taking action to climate change, especially highlighting the rights of 

“indigenous peoples, local communities, migrants, children, persons with disabilities and 

people in vulnerable situations [...] as well as gender equality, empowerment of women and 

intergenerational equity”.47 As mentioned in the introduction, it also refers to climate justice, 

although only briefly, by “noting the importance for some of the concept of "climate justice", 

when taking action to address climate change”.48  

While the Paris Agreement does set up common goals for all its parties, it doesn’t lay out any 

specific obligations regarding how and how much each individual party should reduce its 

greenhouse gas emissions or which adaptive measures it should take. That is decided by the 

parties themselves through their so called Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). These 

documents are intended to be prepared, communicated and maintained nationally and reflect 

the countries’ ambitions and commitments to combating climate change, in relation to their 

own circumstances and capabilities. The NDCs are to be submitted to the UNFCCC Secretariat 

every five years, with the next round being up for submission during 2020. They should also 

show a progression over time, compared to the country's previous NDC.49 

 

 
45 Paris Agreement, p. 1–2. 
46 Ibid, p. 9. 
47 Ibid, p. 2. 
48 Ibid. 
49 UN Climate Change, Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). 
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Previous Research: Justice in the UN Climate Debate 

Notions on justice have had some influence in the development and implementation of the 

UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol as well as the Paris Agreement. Nonetheless, previous research 

on these documents from different climate justice perspectives has raised some serious concerns 

regarding their potential to properly recognize and handle matters of justice and equity. Studies 

also show that the concept of justice in this context has often been the source of conflict and 

divide. Though there are many factors playing into this, Chukwumerije Okereke and Philip 

Coventry claim that the most prominent division is the one between rich, industrialized 

countries and poor, developing countries and that this division showed itself as soon as climate 

change became a political issue. An example of this is how the principle of common but 

differentiated responsibilities often has been interpreted differently by different actors. Poor 

and vulnerable, or “developing”, countries have tended to focus more on the differentiated 

responsibilities through demanding more action, obligation and assistance from those with 

more resources. Rich, industrialized countries on the other hand have emphasized the fact that 

the responsibilities are common and that combating climate change require effort and sacrifice 

from everyone.50 However, Okereke and Coventry also state that these views on justice have 

not been completely homogenous within the groups, especially when it comes to countries 

classified as developing. Larger nations like China and India have often argued that they too 

have the right to economic development and thereby should be allowed a certain level of 

increased emissions. Smaller, even more vulnerable states have focused more on how exposed 

they are to the effects of climate change and the importance of worldwide emission reductions 

for their very survival.51  

Many of Okereke and Coventry’s viewpoints are mirrored in Marcelo Santos analysis of the 

Paris Agreement from a global justice perspective. He argues that even though the clear 

assignment of obligations between different parties in the Kyoto Protocol was a way to make 

sure that the industrialized “Annex I-countries” took responsibility for their emissions, it did 

also have a lot of negative consequences. For example, it was one of the main reasons why the 

United States refused to ratify the Protocol. They argued that it wasn’t fair to use historical 

responsibility as a ground for dividing costs and that major emitters such as China and India, 

listed as developing countries, should help share the burden of reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions. There were also normative disagreements regarding the meaning of concepts such 

 
50 Chukwumerije Okereke and Philip Coventry, “Climate Justice and the International Regime: Before, During 

and After Paris”, Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, vol.7, no. 6, 2016, p. 837. 
51 Ibid, p. 836. 
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as “justice” and “equity”, making it even harder to come to a consensus about what a fair 

distribution of responsibility, burdens and costs for mitigation and adaptation should look like.52 

As Santos also points out, these disagreements are connected to the fact that there were (and 

are) extreme inequalities among the parties, whose unique national conditions naturally will 

affect their interpretations of these concepts. Aspects like power, levels of development, 

vulnerabilities and capabilities can all influence a country’s idea of what would comprise a just 

and equitable agreement and these aspects do not only vary between developed and developing 

countries but also among the latter.53  

In relation to this, Santos says that one of the successes of the Paris Agreement was that it 

managed to deliver concrete diplomatic results without dividing countries into different groups. 

This was done by setting up common goals and frameworks while at the same time allowing 

the individual countries to sort out the details through their own Nationally Determined 

Contributions, thus preserving the parties sovereignty. The NDCs are a clear reflection of the 

principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light 

of national circumstances. From this principle, it is understood that richer countries with more 

resources should take on greater responsibility. At the same time, it doesn’t prevent developing 

nations from pursuing economic development while being party to the agreement.54 Thus, the 

Paris Agreement through its NDCs balances different dimensions of justice, responsibility, need 

and ability by demanding some sort of contribution from all parties but in accordance with their 

own capacity. In regard to justice and equity, Santos says that the agreement adopted a hybrid 

approach by “stipulating that States undertake climatic responsibilities proportionally to their 

relative capabilities to bear the burdens”.55  

Nonetheless, the voluntary approach of the NDCs has also received some critique. According 

to Okereke and Coventry it doesn’t guarantee that all commitments in fact are equitable and 

thereby just from a perspective of international justice. The parties are encouraged to include 

an analysis on the equitability of their contribution, but this is not mandatory and besides, if 

such an analysis is included it is made by the country itself and not through some objective 

criteria or third party.56 Therefore, Okereke and Coventry suggest that:  

 
52 Santos, “Global Justice and Environmental Governance: An analysis of the Paris Agreement”, p. 2. 
53 Ibid, p. 9. 
54 Ibid, p. 12-16. 
55 Ibid, p. 9-11. 
56 Okereke and Coventry, “Climate Justice and the International Regime: Before, During and After Paris”, p. 

841. 
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“Analysis of climate justice within the regime must therefore engage with the equity 

implications of this new voluntarist climate governance framework and how the 

contributions deliver ambitious and fair climate action in the context of global 

sustainable development.”57  

Moreover, scholars have criticised the fact that, unlike the UNFCCC, the Paris Agreement 

doesn’t consider the issue of historical emissions at all. Idowu Ajibade claims that because of 

this, the agreement “essentially absolved developed nations” of any such responsibility. By only 

calling for equity and responsibility in the light of national circumstances, she argues that the 

Paris Agreement completely disregards the injustices behind the root causes of climate change 

and places a disproportionate burden on those least responsible.58  

Turning to the other dimensions of intra-societal and intergenerational justice, it should first be 

noted that the Paris Agreement was the first climate change instrument explicitly mentioning 

human rights in the context of climate action.59 Still, scholars have pointed out that the human 

rights language in the agreement is not strong enough to create any self-standing human rights 

obligations and that the Agreement neither offers concrete operationalizations of concepts like 

justice and equity, nor does it explain how they are to be implemented.60 Taylor Mitchell has 

examined the inclusion of gender in the process behind the Paris Agreement as well as in its 

final texts and concluded that while it is a success that the Agreement includes references to 

gender at all, those references remain limited and lack obligation connected to them. Mitchell 

also finds it problematic that gender is only mentioned in relation to adaptation and capacity 

building, meaning that women are presented as victims in need of help rather than agents who 

can help tackle the root causes of global warming.61  

Similarly, Bridget Lewis argues that the Paris Agreement only contains an indirect support for 

intergenerational equity. Even though it is mentioned in the preamble, the references are limited 

and generalized. According to her, focus lies almost exclusively on equity and justice among 

current generations rather than on the interests of and obligations towards future generations. 

 
57 Okereke and Coventry, “Climate Justice and the International Regime: Before, During and After Paris”, p. 

839. 
58 Idowu Ajibade, “Distributive Justice and Human Rights in Climate Policy: The Long Road to Paris”, Journal 

of Sustainable Development Law and Policy, vol. 7, no. 2, 2016, p. 70-75. 
59 Paola Villavicencio Calzadilla, “Human Rights and the New Sustainable Mechanism of the Paris Agreement: 

A New Opportunity to Promote Climate Justice”, Potchefstroom Electronic Law Journal, vol. 21, 2018, p. 8-9. 
60 Calzadilla, “Human Rights and the New Sustainable Mechanism of the Paris Agreement: A New Opportunity 

to Promote Climate Justice”, p. 8-9, 26; Ajibade, “Distributive Justice and Human Rights in Climate Policy: The 

Long Road to Paris”, p 80. 
61 Taylor Mitchell, “Women in Paris – the Inclusion of Gender Considerations in the Negotiation and Text of the 

Paris Agreement”, New Zealand Women’s Law Journal, vol. 1, 2017, p. 137-141. 
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The only substantial recognitions of intergenerational justice are implicit, for example through 

including sustainable development as a guiding principle which will benefit future 

generations.62 One of Lewis’ conclusions is that the human rights language in the Paris 

Agreement has to be strengthened to better protect the interests of future generations and limit 

the impact climate change will have on their fundamental human rights.63 

When looking at these previous studies, it is evident that to get a proper picture of the Paris 

Agreements impact on climate justice, attention must be paid to the parties’ interpretation of it 

in their NDCs. The NDCs are not only significant for their material implications regarding the 

parties intended mitigation and adaptation measures, but also as reflections of the current 

climate debate. Megan Mills-Novoa and Diana M Liverman argue that the NDCs are crucial 

narrative and socio-political documents since they highlight priorities, needs, underlying values 

and political positions of the different Paris Agreement parties.64 They deliver one study where 

a selection of NDCs (from the top ten greenhouse emitters as well as nineteen of the most 

vulnerable nations) are used to map out some of the most common discourses.65 Many of the 

discourses they find has to do with the matter of responsibility, like placing blame on rich, 

developed countries for causing climate change. Several of the most vulnerable countries note 

that they are not responsible for the globally high emission levels while most of the large 

emitters fail to mention the issue of responsibility at all. Countries like China, India and Brazil 

only bring up responsibility in relation to historical emissions, for which they are not as 

responsible although they are among the major emitters today.66 There is also a tendency among 

some of the parties to quickly position themselves as especially vulnerable to the consequences 

of climate change and to highlight their need for financial support, stating that some of their 

suggested measures cannot be fulfilled unless they receive assistance.67 Thereby, the study by 

Mills-Novoa and Liverman indicates that the disagreements regarding interpretations of 

concepts like justice and equity that have been present in the UNFCCC discussions for a long 

time, are reflected in the NDCs as well.68 

 
62 Bridget Lewis,” The Rights of Future Generations within the Post-Paris Climate Regime”, Transnational 

Environmental Law, vol. 7, no. 1, 2018, p. 73-78. 
63 Ibid, p. 87. 
64 Mills‐Novoa and Liverman, “Nationally Determined Contributions: Material Climate Commitments and 

Discursive Positioning in the NDCs”, p. 10. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid, p. 6. 
67 Ibid, p. 6-7. 
68 Ibid, p. 10-11. 
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Summary of Previous Research and Contribution of the Thesis 
The international justice perspective is visibly present, both in the actual treaties and in the 

previous research on them. The principle of common but differentiated responsibilities is crucial 

since it acknowledges the fact that even though climate change is a common problem, different 

countries have different responsibilities regarding its causes and possible solutions. However, 

there are diverse interpretations on what this principle means in practice. Acknowledging that 

certain countries are more vulnerable to the effects of climate change and that they have fewer 

resources to adapt to it seems rather uncontroversial since it is noted in all the treaties. In 

contrast, the issue of responsibility has been a huge matter of dispute within the international 

climate regime. The aspect of historical responsibility is admittedly mentioned in the UNFCCC, 

but not in the Paris Agreement. Several scholars have pointed to the fact that the largest division 

regarding different views on justice and equity is that between developed and developing 

countries. Some developed countries have argued that it is in fact unfair to base treaties and 

obligations on previous emission levels, while some developing countries would probably say 

that it is unfair not to do so. In addition, there seem to be differences within the group of 

countries classified as developing, at least regarding priorities. Some point to their own right to 

economic development, even though it might require higher levels of greenhouse gas emissions, 

while others focus on their vulnerability and need of assistance.  

The distinct division of obligations made in the Kyoto Protocol might have been a way to solve 

some aspects of the international climate justice dimension, but it also resulted in important 

countries not signing the treaty. Nevertheless, the lack of such a division in the Paris Agreement 

means that it is hard to make sure all the parties are taking on obligations that are consistent 

with their own levels of responsibility and capabilities. This means that there is no guarantee 

that the agreement will lead to a just outcome. A lot of power lies with the individual countries 

and to properly be able to analyse the potential results of the Paris Agreement, it is crucial to 

look at what the countries are expressing in their NDCs. The ideas and discourses embedded in 

these documents could also be used to provide a more comprehensive picture of how the 

concept of climate justice appears in the global climate regime today.  

The two other dimensions – intra-societal and intergenerational justice – have not been given 

as much attention, neither in the actual UN documents, nor in the previous research on them. 

What has been found is that the references to aspects like gender and intergenerational equity 

in the Paris Agreement are not strong enough to protect the interest and rights of vulnerable 

groups or future generations. Thus, it is once again unclear from the agreement itself what sort 
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of impact it will have on these justice dimensions, but an analysis of the individual parties and 

their NDCs might provide some answers.  

The previous research presented above illuminates how notions on climate justice have been 

present in international climate treaties and the discussions surrounding them. Analyses of the 

Paris Agreement show that since a lot of the actual efforts to combat and adapt to climate change 

are outlined in the NDCs, not the Agreement itself, the NDCs are crucial for the climate justice 

potential of the Paris Agreement. Even so, although there are several studies of the Paris 

Agreement as well as of the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol from a climate justice 

perspective, a similar analysis of the actual NDC documents seems to be lacking. The discourse 

analysis made by Mills-Novoa and Liverman does certainly include some findings that are 

relevant for the climate justice perspective. Yet, since their study is not made from an explicit 

justice perspective, it is likely that more can be found within and said about the NDCs regarding 

their climate justice implications.  
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Chapter 4: Research Design and Method 
This chapter presents the research design of the thesis, starting with the case selection of NDCs 

and the strategy behind it. Then, the methodological approach is discussed and the theoretical 

framework, based on the climate justice dimensions from chapter 2, is presented along with 

operationalizations of the research questions and a description on how the analysis was 

structured.  

Case Selection 

The material analysed in this thesis is a selection of the Paris Agreement parties’ NDCs. These 

can all be found online at the UNFCCC NDC Registry.69 The selection has been strategic, 

aiming for a variation in the following four aspects: 1) development status of the countries in 

question, 2) their vulnerability to the effects of climate change, 3) levels of greenhouse gas 

emissions and 4) geographical location. The expectation is that such a variation in the case 

selection will both result in more interesting results than a random selection would provide and 

promote further research by showing that some differences can in fact be observed with regards 

to these factors.70 

Since the first three aspects tend to co-vary, or go hand in hand, I have chosen to base the case 

selection on levels of cumulative CO2-emissions. This key-indicator has thus been the method 

for the selection of my material, first choosing the countries to focus on and thereafter selecting 

their NDCs as material for analysis. The calculations of cumulative CO2-emissions are 

presented in the online publication Our World in Data, whose research team is based at the 

University of Oxford. They have been made through adding up countries’ annual CO2-

emissions over time, from 1751 to 2017.71 The reason for using these numbers, instead of 

current levels of emissions, is that the theory and previous research this thesis departs from 

focus on climate justice, which show that historical responsibility is an important matter to take 

into consideration for future research. The use of cumulative CO2-emissions as key-indicator 

thereby allows the climate justice concept to be placed at the core of the case selection and 

analysis. 

 
69 UN Climate Change, NDC Registry (interim), https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/All.aspx , 

accessed 3 April 2020. 
70 Jan Teorell and Torsten Svensson, Att fråga och att svara, Stockholm: Liber, 2007, p. 84, 152. 
71 Our World in Data, Cumulative CO2 Emissions, https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-

emissions#cumulative-co2-emissions, accessed 31 March 2020. 

https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/All.aspx
https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-emissions#cumulative-co2-emissions
https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-emissions#cumulative-co2-emissions
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Finally, to combine the first three aspects with the fourth of variation in geographical location, 

I have chosen to analyse the NDCs from the top three and bottom three countries of cumulative 

CO2-emissions from each world region. This approach yielded a total of 36 countries and NDC 

documents to study. The countries selected as cases for analysis are presented in Table 1. Worth 

noting is that the European Union has submitted a joint NDC for all its member states (meaning 

that indirectly, more than three European parties are included). Also, the third highest and 

lowest emitters from South America (Venezuela and Paraguay) only submitted their NDCs in 

Spanish. I have therefore excluded these countries and included the fourth highest and lowest 

emitters instead (Colombia and Uruguay). In all cases, I have chosen to look at the countries 

first round of NDCs. After the first submission, the United States has announced its withdrawal 

from the Paris Agreement72 but since this study doesn’t aim for an analysis of potential material 

outcomes, the NDC they first submitted will still be included.  

Something that must be discussed in relation to these countries is their classification as 

“developed” or “developing”. These terms have been contested and criticised for being 

irrelevant and even “intellectually lazy” since a sharp division between the developed and the 

developing world doesn’t exist today, which is why the large institutions like the World Bank 

has decided to phase out these terms.73 However, since they are frequently used without much 

dispute in  the previous research, the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement as well as in the NDCs 

themselves, it is difficult not to use them in this analysis. The UN still use the terms for 

statistical purposes, even though they admit that there is no formal definition of them and claim 

that their designation “does not express a judgement about the stage reached by a particular 

country or area in the development process“.74 According to this UN classification, all the 

European countries as well as the United States, Canada, Japan, Australia and New Zealand are 

regarded as developed while the rest of the selected countries are called developing.75 Since 

this division is consistent with how the countries refer to themselves in their NDCs, the thesis 

will rely on the UN classification of “developed” and “developing” countries, while also 

acknowledging that those terms are far from clear and unproblematic. 

 
72 UN Climate Change, UNFCCC Statement on the US decision to withdraw from Paris Agreement, 

https://unfccc.int/news/unfccc-statement-on-the-us-decision-to-withdraw-from-paris-agreement, accessed 3 April 

2020. 
73 World Bank Blogs, Should we continue to use the term “developing world?”, posted 16 November 2015, 

https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/should-we-continue-use-term-developing-world, accessed 30 April 2020. 
74 UN Statistic Division, Methodology, https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/, accessed 30 April 2020. 
75 Ibid. 

https://unfccc.int/news/unfccc-statement-on-the-us-decision-to-withdraw-from-paris-agreement
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/should-we-continue-use-term-developing-world
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/
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Apart from this classification, the UN maintains a list of “Least Developed Countries” where 

six of the selected parties can be found (Bhutan, Burundi, Guinea-Bissau, Sao Tome and 

Principe, Kiribati and Timor-Leste) and one of “Small Island Developing States” which 

contains thirteen of the parties (Dominica, Guinea-Bissau, Guyana, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, 

Maldives, Micronesia, Papua New Guinea, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Vincent and the 

Grenadines, Sao Tome and Principe, Suriname and Timor-Leste).76 Least Developed Countries 

(LDCs) are defined as low-income countries who are highly vulnerable to economic and 

environmental shocks and have low levels of human assets (measured in nutrition rates, child 

mortality rates, education levels and adult literacy rates).77 Small Island Developing States 

(SIDS) are characterized by their limited physical size, low economic resilience and high 

susceptibility to climate change and natural disasters.78 

It should also be noted that there is a large variation between the different world regions 

regarding development status and that all the included “top-emitters” are not classified as 

developed. In fact, none of the South American or African countries and only one of the Asian 

countries (Japan) are on that list. The numbers of cumulative CO2-emissions are not calculated 

per capita, meaning that generally larger countries are found at the top of the lists and smaller 

at the bottom. This is something I have taken into consideration when conducting the analysis 

and even more when drawing conclusions from it.  

The table below shows an overview of all the selected countries, organised by geographical 

location, their development status according to the UN statistics division and their respective 

levels of cumulative CO2-emissions79:  

Table 1: Case selection of countries and NDCs 

1.1: North America 

Country UN Development Status Cumulative CO2-emissions 

The United States  Developed 399,38 billion tonnes 

Canada Developed 31,91 billion tonnes 

Mexico  Developing 18,97 billion tonnes 

 
76 UN Statistic Division, Methodology. 
77 UN Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries 

and Small Island Developing States, Criteria for LDCs, http://unohrlls.org/about-ldcs/criteria-for-ldcs/, accessed 

30 April 2020. 
78 UN Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries 

and Small Island Developing States, Climate Change and SIDS, http://unohrlls.org/about-sids/climate-change-

sids/, accessed 30 April 2020. 
79 Our World in Data, Graph Cumulative CO2 Emissions,  https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/cumulative-co-

emissions, accessed 3 April 2020. 

http://unohrlls.org/about-ldcs/criteria-for-ldcs/
http://unohrlls.org/about-sids/climate-change-sids/
http://unohrlls.org/about-sids/climate-change-sids/
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/cumulative-co-emissions
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/cumulative-co-emissions
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Dominica  Developing/SIDS 3,92 million tonnes 

Saint Kitts and Nevis  Developing/SIDS 5,66 million tonnes 

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines  Developing/SIDS 6,23 million tonnes 

1.2: South America 

Country UN Development Status Cumulative CO2-emissions 

Brazil  Developing 14,19 billion tonnes 

Argentina  Developing 7,98 billion tonnes 

Colombia  Developing 2,11 billion tonnes 

Guyana  Developing/SIDS 89,66 million tonnes 

Suriname  Developing/SIDS 104,38 million tonnes 

Uruguay  Developing 353,07 million tonnes 

1.3: Europe 

Country UN Development Status Cumulative CO2-emissions 

European Union Developed 353 billion tonnes 

Russia  Developed 100,59 billion tonnes 

Ukraine  Developed 25,8 billion tonnes 

Montenegro Developed 109,62 million tonnes 

Iceland  Developed 141,49 million tonnes 

Albania  Developed 277,28 million tonnes 

1.4: Africa 

Country UN Development Status Cumulative CO2-emissions 

South Africa  Developing 19,79 billion tonnes 

Egypt  Developing 5,56 billion tonnes 

Algeria  Developing 4,11 billion tonnes 

Sao Tome and Principe Developing/LDC 2,95 million tonnes 

Guinea-Bissau  Developing/LDC/SIDS 9,23 million tonnes 

Burundi Developing/LDC 10,73 million tonnes 

1.5: Asia 

Country UN Development Status Cumulative CO2-emissions 

China  Developing 200,14 billion tonnes 

Japan Developed 62,3 billion tonnes 

India  Developing 48,56 billion tonnes 

Timor-Leste  Developing/LDC/SIDS 4,73 million tonnes 

Bhutan  Developing/LDC 13,76 million tonnes 

Maldives  Developing/SIDS 19,84 million tonnes 

1.6: Oceania 

Country UN Development Status Cumulative CO2-emissions 

Australia  Developed 17,36 billion tonnes 

New Zeeland Developed 1,78 billion tonnes 

Papua New Guinea Developing/SIDS 152,48 million tonnes 

Kiribati Developing/LDC/SIDS 1,91 million tonnes 

Marshall Islands  Developing/SIDS 2,27 million tonnes 

Micronesia  Developing/SIDS 3,4 million tonnes 
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Method and Theoretical Framework 

The analytical approach in this study primarily draws from Ludvig Beckman’s description of 

ideational analysis, which he defines as “the scientific study of political messages”.80 The study 

is mainly descriptive but, as Beckman argues, an ideational analytical description is more than 

simply a summary or account of a specific material. Through systematically sorting and 

analysing the material in relation to certain dimensions or categories, the ideational analysis 

makes it possible to draw conclusions beyond what is explicit in the material itself. The fact 

that the study also includes a comparison between different actors means that it can help provide 

a deeper understanding of the concept of climate justice and how it can be interpreted through 

the NDCs.81 To be able to conduct this kind of systematic analysis, a clear analytical tool or 

framework is required which clarifies the theoretical perspective and operationalizes the central 

concepts and ideas.82 In this thesis, the framework is based on Andrea Schapper’s 

systematization of the concept of climate justice, presented in chapter 2 and further explained 

below.  

Table 2 shows a slightly modified version of Schapper’s framework on the three climate justice 

dimensions – international justice, intra-societal justice and intergenerational justice. It 

categorizes the dimensions as well as the different characters of injustice, the main actors (as 

recipients and burden-bearers) and the sort of normative claims made within each dimension. 

Since the whole purpose of the Paris Agreement and the NDCs is to outline ways to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions and alter energy and consumption patterns, these kinds of claims 

(which are present in the original framework) have been excluded from the version used in this 

thesis. It would not be a very interesting finding to just acknowledge that those claims are there 

and a discussion on if the reduction targets in fact are fair considering the parties current and 

previous emission levels would require another sort of analysis.  

 

 

 

 

 
80 Ludvig Beckman, Grundbok i idéanalys: Det kritiska studiet av politiska texter och idéer, Stockholm: 

Santérus förlag, 2005, p. 11–12. 
81 Ibid, p. 49–55. 
82 Ibid, p. 19-24. 
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Table 2: Theoretical Framework – Dimensions of Climate Justice 

Dimensions of 

Climate Justice 

International 

Justice 

Intra-societal 

Justice 

Intergenerational 

Justice 

Character of 

injustice 

Imbalance between 

states’ responsibility 

and harm as well as 

resources to adapt 

Imbalance between 

societal groups’ 

responsibility and 

harm as well as 

resources to adapt 

Imbalance between 

past/current/future 

generations 

responsibility and 

harm as well as 

resources to adapt 

Recipients Developing 

states/Poor states 

with low levels of 

emissions and few 

resources 

Vulnerable 

groups/communities/

individuals within 

states 

Future generations 

Burden-bearers Developed 

states/Rich states 

with high levels of 

emissions and more 

resources 

Capable states, 

International 

community 

Capable states, 

International 

community 

Normative claims Fair distribution of 

adaptation and 

mitigation costs, 

relating to historic 

emission 

responsibilities 

Just institutions 

 

Equal participation, 

transparency and 

access to 

information  

Access to judicial 

remedies and 

compensation 

Consideration of 

equity in climate 

policy 

implementation 

Transition to a low-

carbon, sustainable 

economy 

Codification of 

environmental rights 

Political 

representation of 

future generations 

Source: Schapper, “Climate Justice and Human Rights”, p. 282.  

When applied to the empirical material (the NDCs), this framework has been used as a 

foundation to sort out statements in the documents which in different ways can be connected to 

one (or more) of the climate justice dimensions, for example through notions on different 

characters of injustice, main actors and normative claims made in the documents. This method 

and theoretical base have made it possible to include parts from the NDCs which might not 

make explicit references to “justice” or “equity” but rather carry more implicit notions of these 

concepts.  Furthermore, the following questions guided the analysis as operationalizations of 

the research questions: 
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- How do the NDCs reflect the dimensions of climate justice? How do they describe the 

character of injustice and important actors? What kind of normative claims do they 

present? 

- Which dimensions and/or aspects are more common or highlighted as especially 

important? Which dimensions and/or aspects are less common or not visible at all? 

- Are there expressions/claims of justice in the NDCs which are not covered by the 

framework? 

- Are there differences between different kinds of parties regarding the notions on climate 

justice, in relation to aspects such as development status, vulnerability to the effects of 

climate change, previous/current levels of emissions and geographical location? 

 

Based on this, the analysis was conducted in the following way: First, I read through each 

document and noted all parts which in some way could be related to the concept of climate 

justice. Then these quotes were sorted into one of the three dimensions as well as within the 

dimensions, separating those touching on the character of injustice, the obligations or rights of 

certain actors and those stating different normative claims. When all the relevant quotes were 

sorted into a section like this (for example quotes on the character of injustice within the 

international justice dimension), I compared them to each other and examined if there were 

certain notions articulated by several parties and if those parties had other things in common as 

well (like being classified as a developing or developed country). The results of this 

examination are presented in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis of Climate Justice in the 

Nationally Determined Contributions 
The analysis reviews the different climate justice dimensions – international justice, intra-

societal justice and intergenerational justice – one by one and examines how these are visible 

in the studied NDCs. Each part starts with a short overview of the dimension. Then the different 

aspects from the framework – character of injustice, actors and normative claims – are 

explored with examples and quotes from the NDCs to illustrate how notions on these are 

expressed in relation to the parties commitments under the Paris Agreement.  

International Justice 

Most of the studied documents do include references to the international justice dimension, but 

in different ways and to a very different extent. Regarding the normative claims, most parties 

discuss the issue of fair distribution but none of the included NDCs mention just institutions. A 

strong and recurring normative claim which has been included in the analysis even though it is 

not brought up by Schapper regards the right to socio-economic development and how that 

needs to be balanced against mitigation and adaptation measures. 

Table 3: International Justice 

Dimensions of Climate 

Justice 

International Justice 

Character of injustice Imbalance between states’ responsibility and harm as well 

as resources to adapt 

Recipients Developing states/Poor states with low levels of emissions 

and few resources 

Burden-bearers Developed states/Rich states with high levels of emissions 

and more resources 

Normative claims Fair distribution of adaptation and mitigation costs, 

relating to historic emission responsibilities 

Just institutions* 

Right to socio-economic development** 

*Included in Schapper’s framework but not found in the NDCs 

** Not included in Schapper’s framework but found in the NDCs 

Character of Injustice and Actors 

A common notion expressed by the parties regarding the character of international climate 

injustice is the fact that countries who are not responsible for excessive emissions still suffer 
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the most from climate change. Many of the parties who are low emitters and/or considered 

developing parties emphasizes how little they themselves have contributed to greenhouse gas 

emissions and how vulnerable they are to its effects. Algeria writes that the country is 

“particularly vulnerable to greenhouse gases accumulation effects, for which it is not in any 

way responsible, neither in the past, nor today or in the future”.83 Similarly, Kiribati’s NDC 

states that “Kiribati is a LDC SIDS that is in no way responsible for the unfolding climate 

change catastrophe, yet Kiribati is extremely vulnerable to climate change impacts”.84 Parties 

like Dominica argue that their vulnerable positions are the result of unequal global structures, 

such as terms of trade, impacts of globalization, international conflicts and external debts, which 

aggravates their vulnerability to climate change.85 There are also parties stressing the fact that 

ambitious global emission reductions are crucial for the very survival of especially SIDS and 

that, for their sake, the temperature rise has to be kept below 1,5 degrees Celsius.86 South Africa 

writes that without sufficient mitigation:  

“even more adaptation will be required, effectively shifting the burden of climate 

action onto developing countries. Those who have a greater responsibility for 

cumulative emissions that have driven up GHG concentrations in the atmosphere 

should, as a matter of fairness, assist those less responsible.”87 

An alternative sort of expression of this injustice comes from countries who are not only among 

the least responsible for climate change but who in fact already contributes to greenhouse gas 

mitigation by being so called “sink countries”. This means that they absorb more greenhouse 

gas than they release, for example through having large forests areas that remove carbon dioxide 

from the atmosphere.88 One such example is Suriname, who expresses in quite clear terms that: 

“As a result of its forest carbon sequestration and avoided deforestation, Suriname 

has been providing a key ecosystem benefit to the world long before the issue of 

climate change was widely recognized and accepted. A service for which Suriname 

has not been paid.”89  

 
83 Algeria, The People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria Intended Nationally Determined Contribution INDC-

Algeria, 2015, p. 5.  
84 Kiribati, Republic of Kiribati Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, 2016, p. 7.  
85 Dominica, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution of the Commonwealth of Dominica, 2015, p. 1.  
86 Micronesia, Federated States of Micronesia Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, 2016, p. 3. 
87 South Africa, South Africa’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), 2016, p. 10. 
88 UN Climate Change, Glossary of climate change acronyms and terms. 
89 Suriname, Republic of Suriname Intended Nationally Determined Contribution Under UNFCCC, 2015, p. 2. 
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Another one is Guinea-Bissau, who also emphasizes that being a sink country means that they 

are contributing to climate change mitigation while still being one of the countries most affected 

by climate change impacts.90 

Some parties are putting even more focus on the fact that developed countries are responsible 

for climate change. This is both because of previous levels of emissions and for not doing 

enough to stop it, despite having both resources and obligation to do so through their 

commitment to the UNFCCC. In the NDC from India, it is stated that: 

“The cumulative accumulation of greenhouse gases (GHGs) historically since 

industrial revolution has resulted in the current problem of global warming. This is 

further compounded by the tepid and inadequate response of the developed 

countries even after the adoption of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) and delineation of obligations and responsibilities.”91 

Turning from notions of the character of injustice to those more directly about actors and their 

respective obligations and entitlements, many parties express that developing countries need 

and/or have the right to assistance and that this assistance should be provided by the developed 

parties. This is sometimes done in direct reference to the commitments outlined in the UNFCCC 

article 4, which states that the Annex I countries shall provide financial resources, technology 

and knowledge to assist developing parties with their mitigation and adaptation needs.92 Some 

parties are simply expressing the fact that they themselves do not have the financial or technical 

resources needed to handle challenges arising from climate change (such as droughts, storms 

and floods) and that they need help from the “global community” (not pointing at specific 

parties) to fully implement their mitigation and adaptation measures.93 Others are more directly 

pointing out that the system is depending on developed parties taking responsibility and 

assisting those in need, such as South Africa writing that:  

“In accordance with the Convention, it is assumed that the extent to which 

developing country Parties will effectively implement their commitments will 

depend on the effective implementation by developed country Parties of their 

commitments under the Convention relating to financial resources, development 

and transfer of technology, and capacity building”.94 

 
90 Guinea-Bissau, Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC), 2015, p. 2. 
91 India, India’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution: Working Towards Climate Justice, 2016, p. 2. 
92 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, p. 14-15. 
93 Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines Intended Nationally Determined 

Contribution, 2015, p. 2; Bhutan, Kingdom of Bhutan Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, 2015, p. 1. 
94 South Africa, South Africa’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), p.7.  
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It is worth noting that the sort of statements outlined above are made by parties who themselves 

count as developing and in need of assistance. The only exception is Japan who writes that they:  

“together with all major emitters, undertake domestic emission reductions and also 

contribute to reducing global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions through Japan’s 

leading technologies and support for developing countries.“.95  

Through this statement, Japan is not only standing out as the only developed party directly 

stating that they shall assist developing countries, but they are also the only one admitting that 

they in fact are a “major emitter”.  

While the notions presented above could be interpreted as emphasizing the differentiated rather 

than common responsibilities of the UNFCCC and Paris Agreement, there are also many 

developing parties who declare that despite of them not being responsible for causing climate 

change, they are prepared to share the burden of mitigation and adaptation. This means that 

there is not always a clear division between recipients and burden-bearers regarding actions to 

combat climate change. Some parties are stating that they are prepared to take responsibility 

even though they themselves are not part of the problem, like the (Republic of the) Marshall 

Islands who explains that:  

”Though RMI’s total greenhouse gas emissions are negligible on a global scale, the 

country takes its national motto, “Jepilpilin ke ejukaan" (“Accomplishment through 

joint effort”), very much to heart. RMI recognises that it has a role to play in the 

global effort to combat climate change, demonstrating that even with its limited 

means it will undertake the most ambitious action possible.”96 

India is also stating that ”India, even though not a part of the problem, has been an active and 

constructive participant in the search for solutions.”97 These statements reflect that even those 

most vulnerable and least responsible acknowledge the common responsibilities of combating 

climate change. In addition, some parties refer to the idea of a ”south-south cooperation” where 

developing countries are to help, share resources and knowledge with each other. One of the 

strongest proponents for this is China, asserting that it will:  

“establish the Fund for South-South Cooperation on Climate Change, providing 

assistance and support, within its means, to other developing countries including 

 
95 Japan, Submission of Japan’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), 2016, p. 1. 
96 Marshall Islands, Republic of the Marshall Islands Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, 2015, p. 5. 
97 India, India’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution: Working Towards Climate Justice, p. 2.  
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the small island developing countries, the least developed countries and African 

countries to address climate change.”98  

The importance of south-south cooperation is also mentioned by parties like Mexico, claiming 

that “Capacity building requires both cooperation from developed countries to developing 

countries as well as south-south cooperation”99 and Colombia who says it shall strive to “Share 

valuable knowledge with developing countries as part of its iNDC, regarding mitigation and 

adaptation to climate change”100.  

Normative Claims 

Fair Distribution of Adaptation and Mitigation Costs 

As previously mentioned, the parties are encouraged to provide a reflection on the fairness and 

equitability of their contribution, and a clear majority of the studied NDCs do include such a 

reflection. Even the major emitters, like the US and the European Union writes about how their 

contribution should be considered “fair and ambitious”. Yet, when doing this, these large 

emitters are only referring to their own previous levels of emissions and says nothing about 

their emission level in relation to other countries’ or the matter of historical responsibility.101 

These parties do not mention their own responsibility in relation to current or historic emission 

levels but stress the fact that combating climate change is a collective action. In the NDC from 

the European Union, they state that:  

“The EU and its Member States look forward to discussing with other Parties the 

fairness and ambition of INDCs in the context of the below 2°C objective, their 

aggregate contribution to that objective and on ways to collectively increase 

ambition further.”102 

Russia says that the final decision regarding their own contribution will be depending on what 

other major emitters commit to in their NDCs.103 Once again is Japan the only country in this 

category at all mentioning that they intend to contribute to developing countries emission 

reductions.104 

 
98 China, Enhanced Actions on Climate Change: China’s Intended Nationally Determined Contributions 

(Unofficial Translation), 2015, p. 15-16. 
99 Mexico, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, 2016, p. 8. 
100 Colombia, Colombia First NDC, 2018, p. 7. 
101 United States, USA First NDC, 2016, p. 1; European Union, Submission by Latvia and the European 

Commission on Behalf of the European Union and its Member States, 2015, p. 3; Australia, Australia’s Intended 

Nationally Determined Contribution to a new Climate Change Agreement, 2015, p. 1. 
102 European Union, Submission by Latvia and the European Commission on Behalf of the European Union and 

its Member States, p. 5. 
103 Russia, Russian Submission INDC, 2015, p. 1. 
104 Japan, Submission of Japan’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), p. 7. 
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Among the developing parties, the focus is again on how their contribution should be 

considered fair and ambitious because of their own (historically and current) low emission 

levels and in relation to their capabilities, development status, socio-economic situation and 

vulnerability. Argentina, for example, stresses that their contribution shows ambition since their 

share of reductions compared to other countries would be higher than their share of emissions 

today.105 There is however still a strong emphasis on that the costs for these efforts require 

contributions from developed parties or the international community. Guinea-Bissau writes that 

they are  

“willing to make efforts to further reduce their emissions depending on the 

financial, technological and capacity building support that it may receive from the 

international community”.106  

Timor-Leste states explicitly that their main reason for ratifying the Paris Agreement is to 

receive funds from the Green Climate Fund (established by the UNFCCC to channel climate 

finance to developing countries).107 

Many of the developing parties mark the measures they intend to implement as unconditional 

(measures they are prepared and able to finance themselves) or conditional (measures that 

require financing from somewhere else). Some parties include both kinds in their NDCs, like 

Mexico and Argentina who present calculations on how much they are willing/able to reduce 

their emissions with only unconditional measures, as well as if they receive help to fulfil the 

conditional ones.108 Others are clear on the fact that their NDCs are completely depending on 

them receiving financial aid and that they won’t be able to follow through with their 

contribution without outside support, like Sao Tome and Principe:  

“Taking into consideration the country's national economic, social and 

environmental situation, STP will not present any unconditional contributions. The 

contributions of STP with regard to mitigation are conditioned by financial support, 

technological support and capacity-building that the country will receive from 

abroad. “109  

The conditionality of the NDC can also be motivated by reasons explicitly connected to justice 

and equity, as is the fact with Papua New Guinea who states that: 

 
105 Argentina, Republic of Argentina First Revision of its Nationally Determined Contribution, 2016, p. 4. 
106 Guinea-Bissau, Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC), p. 11-12. 
107 Timor-Leste, Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC) Timor-Leste, 2016, p. 22. 
108 Mexico, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution; Argentina, Republic of Argentina First Revision of its 

Nationally Determined Contribution. 
109 Sao Tome and Principe, Sao Tome and Principe Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, 2015, p. 6. 
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“Papua New Guinea is a developing country that has not been responsible for most 

of the GHG emissions of the world. In addition, it still faces multiple development 

challenges. […] In terms of equity PNG cannot be expected to mitigate out of its 

own resources and would need considerable international assistance.”110 

Right to Socio-Economic Development 

When bringing up matters of justice and fairness in the NDCs, many developing parties point 

to the importance of balancing mitigation efforts against different kinds of socio-economic 

development needs. Often the parties present this socio-economic development as a right they 

and their citizens have and that this is something the international community cannot expect 

them to ignore.111  Bhutan writes straight out that:  

“Despite following a cautious approach to development by balancing the need for 

environmental conservation and economic development, climate change threatens 

to derail the substantial gains made by Bhutan towards sustainable socio‐economic 

development”.112 

They also emphasize that they need international support to safeguard these development gains 

while addressing the adverse impacts of climate change.113  

The calls for the right to development does not necessarily indicate that the development must 

follow the same path as that of the current rich, industrialized countries but can be a more 

sustainable one. India reflects on this in the beginning of their NDC:  

“The desire to improve one's lot has been the primary driving force behind human 

progress. […] Nations that are now striving to fulfill this 'right to grow' of their 

teeming millions cannot be made to feel guilty of their development agenda as they 

attempt to fulfill this legitimate aspiration. Just because economic development of 

many countries in the past has come at the cost of environment, it should not be 

presumed that a reconciliation of the two is not possible.”114  

Summary 

Given the context and previous research, it’s not surprising that the international justice 

dimension is most common of the three in the NDCs. All studied documents except two (New 

Zealand and Canada) include notions which in some way has been interpreted as an expression 

of international climate justice. For some parties, these are very brief and without much 

 
110 Papua New Guinea, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC) Under the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2016, p. 6-7.  
111 Timor-Leste, Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC) Timor-Leste, p. 24; Algeria, The 

People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria Intended Nationally Determined Contribution INDC-Algeria, p. 2; 

Kiribati, Republic of Kiribati Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 27. 
112 Bhutan, Kingdom of Bhutan Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 5. 
113 Ibid. 
114 India, India’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution: Working Towards Climate Justice, p. 2. 
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substance, while others spend a relatively large part of their NDCs on different issues 

concerning international justice.  

There are general discussions on the character of international injustice, revolving around the 

fact that developing countries are the least responsible for but the most vulnerable to climate 

change. It is emphasized that some of these are in fact sink countries absorbing more carbon 

dioxide than they emit and that developed countries have not been doing enough to stop climate 

change even though they to a large extent are responsible for them. Just like Mills-Novoa and 

Liverman’s findings show, some parties are clearly placing the blame on developed countries 

and many are eager to position themselves as especially vulnerable.115 It is worth noting that 

this imbalance is only brought up and discussed by countries classified as developing.  

Regarding the different actors as recipients and burden-bearers, many are arguing that 

developed countries should assist developing ones with resources and finance, both because the 

latter do not have the capacity to handle their mitigation and adaption needs themselves and as 

a matter of fairness. Once again, this is exclusively expressed by developing parties, except for 

Japan who is the only developed party touching on this subject at all, although without 

mentioning the matter of responsibility. Nevertheless, many developing parties are also 

stressing the fact that climate change is a common responsibility, which according to the 

previous research is a sentiment often expressed by developed countries.116 Even some of the 

most vulnerable SIDS like the Marshall Islands acknowledges this and larger parties like China 

talks about a south-south cooperation where developing parties are to assist each other, thereby 

blurring the lines between recipients and burden-bearers.  

Two clear normative claims could be detected in the studied NDCs – “Fair distribution of 

adaptation and mitigation costs” and “Right to socio-economic development”. The latter is not 

included in Schapper’s original framework but has been mentioned in the previous research. 

Claims regarding a “Fair distribution...” are most common, probably since the parties are 

directly encouraged to include a segment on this. Even most of the largest emitters dedicates a 

paragraph to arguing for why their contribution should be considered “fair”, but for these parties 

it is done quite briefly. It seems like they want to frame climate change as a common, global 

challenge and, in accordance with what previous research show, they do not take the matter of 

 
115 Mills‐Novoa and Liverman, “Nationally Determined Contributions: Material Climate Commitments and 

Discursive Positioning in the NDCs”, p.6. 
116 Okereke and Coventry, “Climate Justice and the International Regime: Before, During and After Paris”, p. 

837. 
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historical emissions and responsibility into consideration.117 Developing parties on the other 

hand are expressing that they need help with their mitigation and adaptation costs, again both 

because they lack resources and because they consider it unfair that they should pay for it all 

themselves given their own low levels of emissions. As an expression of this, large parts of the 

developing parties’ NDCs are conditional and depending on them receiving resources and 

finance from elsewhere. Opinions on who should bear the cost seem to follow both the polluter 

pays-, and the ability to pay-principles. From a justice perspective, some argue that developed 

countries, or the polluters, should pay as a matter of fairness. Others are less direct, referring to 

“the international community” rather than specific parties and the redistribution of resources no 

matter where they come from. 

Turning to the “Right to socio-economic development”, previous research mentions that this is 

a common claim from larger developing nations like China and India but the NDCs show that 

these claims come from all kinds of developing states.118 The arguments for these countries’ 

right to development is not usually motivated by justice in the sense that developing nations 

should have the right to follow the same path as the developed ones. Rather, it is argued that 

these countries should have the right to improve the living conditions for their citizens through 

a sustainable development compatible with general mitigation targets. 

In general, there is a considerable difference between how much attention different parties are 

paying to international climate justice, mainly coinciding with their development status. The 

core issues, like the matter of responsibility and the fact that those who have contributed the 

least to climate change are the most vulnerable, are exclusively noticed by developing parties. 

Still, many of these parties show signs that they view climate change mitigation and adaptation 

as collective challenges. 

Intra-societal Justice 

A little more than half of the studied documents refer to intra-societal justice in some way, but 

almost exclusively those by parties classified as developing (only exception being Canada). 

None of the parties mention the matter of judicial remedies and compensation for vulnerable 

groups.  

 

 
117 Santos, “Global Justice and Environmental Governance: An analysis of the Paris Agreement”, p. 2. 
118 Okereke and Coventry, “Climate Justice and the International Regime: Before, During and After Paris”, p. 

836. 
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Table 4: Intra-societal Justice 

Dimensions of Climate Justice Intra-societal Justice 

Character of injustice Imbalance between societal groups’ 

responsibility and harm as well as resources 

to adapt 

Recipients Vulnerable groups/communities/individuals 

within states 

Burden-bearers Capable states, International community 

Normative claims Equal participation, transparency and access 

to information  

Access to judicial remedies and 

compensation* 

Consideration of equity in climate policy 

implementation 

*Included in Schapper’s framework but not found in the NDCs 

Character of Injustice and Actors 

Expressions of the character of intra-societal injustice are not as common as with the 

international dimension, but some parties do acknowledge this as an important issue. The NDC 

from Dominica observes that social structures such as “poverty, inadequate social capital, 

unemployment, limited resource base for economic development, reduced social cohesion, and 

a widening gap between poor and rich”119  increase the vulnerability to climate change.  Another 

party noticing this is Kiribati who writes that:  

“The effects of climate change are felt first and most acutely by vulnerable and 

marginalised populations, including women, children, youth, people with 

disabilities, minorities, the elderly and the urban poor”.120  

The most common vulnerability factor brought up by the parties is poverty, for example through 

noting that the poor are especially vulnerable to natural disasters and agricultural production 

losses.121 It is also noted that the poorest segments of the population often live in rural 

communities, which are more vulnerable both because of their dependency on agriculture and 

fishing but also since these communities tend to have limited access to employment, 

 
119 Dominica, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution of the Commonwealth of Dominica, p. 1. 
120 Kiribati, Republic of Kiribati Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 15. 
121 Mexico, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 6-8; Timor-Leste, Intended Nationally Determined 

Contributions (INDC) Timor-Leste, p. 16. 
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infrastructure and community services.122 More specific groups mentioned as especially 

vulnerable are indigenous people and people living in coastal areas.123  

In a few cases, the effects of climate change are connected to different social issues. One 

example is Kiribati who acknowledges that “Violence against women and children is a 

widespread issue within Kiribati society, which can be exacerbated in times of disasters when 

normal social protection may be missing.”124 Countries like South Africa emphasizes their 

overriding development needs of eliminating poverty and eradicating inequality and how those 

require a sustainable economic development as well as basic needs like access to food, shelter 

and energy – all affected by climate change.125 

In relation to certain groups being more vulnerable to climate change, there are outlined 

measures directly targeted to strengthening these groups resilience and capacity to adapt. Some 

of these are practical, like supporting indigenous people to take care of their land areas in 

traditional, sustainable ways126 or relocating people living in coastal areas with high risk of 

floods127. Others are more aimed at strengthening the knowledge and capacity of people to 

know how to cope with climate change risks themselves, through supporting frameworks where 

vulnerable segments of society such as women, youth, elderly or people with disabilities can 

learn how to handle climate change impacts on agriculture, fisheries, water resources etc.128 

Parties are also stating that they intend to address these issues by gathering and spreading 

information on social vulnerability and how it is associated to adverse climatic events.129 In 

general, the states seem to view themselves as burden-bearers in the sense that they are 

responsible for their own population, although many are still in need of international financial 

support.  

 
122 Kiribati, Republic of Kiribati Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 15. 
123 Canada, Canada’s 2017 Nationally Determined Contribution Submission to the United Nations Framework 

Convention On Climate Change, 2017, p. 3; Guyana, Guyana’s Revised Intended Nationally Determined 
Contribution, 2016, p. 7; Suriname, Republic of Suriname Intended Nationally Determined Contribution Under 

UNFCCC, p. 2-3. 
124 Kiribati, Republic of Kiribati Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 15. 
125 South Africa, South Africa’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), p. 2. 
126 Canada, Canada’s 2017 Nationally Determined Contribution Submission to the United Nations Framework 

Convention On Climate Change, p. 3; Guyana, Guyana’s Revised Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, 

p.  7. 
127 Uruguay, Oriental Republic of Uruguay First Nationally Determined Contribution to the Paris Agreement 

(Unofficial Translation), 2017, p. 15.  
128 Dominica, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution of the Commonwealth of Dominica, p. 15-16. 
129 Uruguay, Oriental Republic of Uruguay First Nationally Determined Contribution to the Paris Agreement 

(Unofficial Translation), p. 18. 
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Normative Claims 

Equal Participation, Transparency and Access to Information 

In the process of developing the different measures outlined in the NDCs, a few parties have 

made sure to involve the public in general and certain, vulnerable societal groups more 

specifically. Canada has made an effort to engage with indigenous people in the development 

of and continuing work with a framework on clean growth and climate change.130 Dominica 

notes that sustainable development require effective partnerships with “stakeholders including 

civil society, vulnerable communities and grass-root organizations.”131 Mexico writes 

especially about maintaining a gender perspective in these processes, taking into account 

“women as important decision makers regarding energy consumption”.132  

Turning to transparency and access to information, some parties have included measures to 

strengthen awareness and education on issues concerning climate change impact, risks, 

vulnerability and adaptation. This is both to be done through communication strategies using 

various media platforms133 but also through different forms of educational programs and 

research grants134. 

Consideration of Equity in Climate Policy Implementation 

The area of implementation is where most of the explicit references to human rights can be 

found. Brazil writes that their NDC shall be implemented:  

“with full respect to human rights, in particular rights of vulnerable communities, 

indigenous populations, traditional communities and workers in sectors affected by 

relevant policies and plans, while promoting gender-responsive measures”.135  

In the same spirit, Guyana states that:  

“In the delivery of all contributions, Guyana will be cognizant of, and respect, 

national and international commitments to human rights, including those of 

 
130 Canada, Canada’s 2017 Nationally Determined Contribution Submission to the United Nations Framework 

Convention On Climate Change, p. 1. 
131 Dominica, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution of the Commonwealth of Dominica, p. 15. 
132 Mexico, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 4. 
133Argentina, Republic of Argentina First Revision of its Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 7; Burundi, 

Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC)/Burundi, 2015, p. 4; China, Enhanced Actions on Climate 

Change: China’s Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (Unofficial Translation), p. 15. 
134Argentina, Republic of Argentina First Revision of its Nationally Determined Contribution, p.7; Algeria, The 

People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria Intended Nationally Determined Contribution INDC-Algeria, p. 7; 

Bhutan, Kingdom of Bhutan Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 8. 
135 Brazil, Federative Republic of Brazil Intended Nationally Determined Contribution Towards Achieving the 

Objective of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2016, p. 1. 
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indigenous peoples and local communities and the needs and concerns of all other 

vulnerable groups”.136 

Burundi even acknowledges that factors like gender and youth have not always been taken into 

consideration in various development plans before, but that the government now “considers 

these to be cross-cutting issues to be incorporated into all development programmes”.137  

The equity considerations outlined in the NDCs pertains to measures on, for example, capacity 

building, disaster risk management initiatives and adaptation plans.138 Apart from references to 

human rights in general, the parties write about paying attention to ”gender equality and women 

empowerment”139, ”youth and children, the elderly and people with disabilities”140 and 

“indigenous peoples and local communities”141. 

Summary 

The fact that certain societal groups are more vulnerable to climate change is acknowledged by 

several countries. Aspects like poverty, gender, age, minority status and geographical location 

(living in rural and coastal areas) are highlighted as factors which increase that vulnerability. 

Some also make connections between climate change and other social issues such as violence 

against women and various development needs, like the fact that climate change aggravates 

social inequalities and makes the situation for poor, vulnerable groups even harder. As an 

extension of this, some of the NDCs bring up specific measures directed towards certain groups, 

both such measures meant to directly strengthen these groups and more indirect ones, focusing 

on gathering and mapping out information.  

Regarding the normative claims around “Equal participation, transparency and access to 

information” some countries make clear that they have included different grass root 

organizations or indigenous groups in the process behind the NDCs. This could indicate that 

the suggested measures have a broader support within those societies and a larger potential to 

properly handle issues of justice.142 The inclusion of marginalized groups in these processes  

also implies that they are not simply seen as victims to protect but as agents who have the right 

 
136 Guyana, Guyana’s Revised Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 4. 
137 Burundi, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC)/Burundi, p. 12. 
138 Mexico, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 6-8; Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Saint 

Vincent and the Grenadines Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p 9-10; South Africa, South Africa’s 

Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), p. 2. 
139 India, India’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution: Working Towards Climate Justice, p. 4. 
140 Kiribati, Republic of Kiribati Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 20. 
141 Guyana, Guyana’s Revised Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 4. 
142 See Schapper, ”Climate Justice and Human Rights” and Newell, “Race, Class and the Global Politics of 

Environmental Inequality”. 
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to representation in decision-making and who possess valuable knowledge and perspectives. 

There are several different measures directed towards educating and strengthening awareness 

within the society, sometimes with a specific focus on vulnerable groups. When it comes to 

implementing the NDCs, a few parties state that this should be done with respect to human 

rights in general but also regarding the rights of certain groups such as women, indigenous 

people, elderly, children and people with disabilities more specifically. However, since this is 

mostly mentioned in relation to capacity-building and adaptation plans, there is a risk that these 

groups in this case are viewed primarily as victims in need of protection.143 

Once again, it is mostly developing parties who touches on issues concerning intra-societal 

justice. The only exception here is Canada who mentions several times that they have involved 

indigenous groups in the process behind their NDC and intend to implement measures to 

support these groups.   

Intergenerational Justice 

Of the three dimensions, intergenerational justice is the one that is the least visible in the NDCs. 

A small number of parties refer to it explicitly but otherwise it is mostly seen indirectly through 

discussions around development and sustainability. There is no mentioning of environmental 

rights or political representation of future generations.  

Table 5: Intergenerational Justice 

Dimensions of Climate Justice Intergenerational Justice 

Character of injustice Imbalance between past/current/future 

generations responsibility and harm as well as 

resources to adapt 

Recipients Future generations 

Burden-bearers Capable states, International community 

Normative claims Transition to a low-carbon, sustainable 

economy 

Codification of environmental rights* 

Political representation of future generations* 

*Included in Schapper’s framework but not found in the NDCs 

 
143 See Taylor Mitchell, “Women in Paris – the Inclusion of Gender Considerations in the Negotiation and Text 

of the Paris Agreement” 
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Character of Injustice and Actors 

One of the few parties explicitly mentioning intergenerational justice is Uruguay, writing that 

their NDC is meant to “contribute to the country’s sustainable development with a global 

perspective of intra and intergenerational equity and human rights, thus seeking a more resilient, 

less vulnerable society”.144 Brazil touches on the nature of intergenerational injustice through 

recognizing that: 

“Current generations are bearing the costs of past interference with the global 

climate system, resulting from human activities and consequent greenhouse gas 

emissions, primarily by developed countries, during the last two centuries. 

Similarly, current human activities around the world will affect the climate system 

over the next centuries.”145 

India also acknowledges the matter of intergenerational equity connected to environmental 

sustainability. According to their NDC, this has been the country’s approach for a long time, in 

the spirit of Mahatma Gandhi who said that “we should act as ‘trustees’ and use natural 

resources wisely as it is our moral responsibility to ensure that we bequeath to the future 

generations a healthy planet.”146  In some cases, solidarity with future generations can be sensed 

from the motivation behind committing to mitigation and adaptation efforts in the first place. 

China states that it is “driven by its sense of responsibility to fully engage in global governance, 

to forge a community of shared destiny for humankind and to promote common development 

for all human beings”.147 In the same spirit, Bhutan writes that their commitment was made 

“with the view that there is no need greater, or more important, than keeping the planet safe for 

life to continue”.148 

Normative claims 

Transition to a Low-carbon, Sustainable Economy 

The normative claims that can be linked to the intergenerational justice dimension does, as 

previously stated, relate to matters of sustainable development. Apart from countries arguing 

for their right to (sustainable) development as an international justice claim, some parties are 

stressing that working for a sustainable development and changing the way we handle essential 

resources today should also be considered a matter of intergenerational equity. For example, 

 
144 Uruguay, Oriental Republic of Uruguay First Nationally Determined Contribution to the Paris Agreement 

(Unofficial Translation), p. 1. 
145 Brazil, Federative Republic of Brazil Intended Nationally Determined Contribution Towards Achieving the 

Objective of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, p. 5-6. 
146 India, India’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution: Working Towards Climate Justice, p. 1. 
147 China, Enhanced Actions on Climate Change: China’s Intended Nationally Determined Contributions 

(Unofficial Translation), p. 2. 
148 Bhutan, Kingdom of Bhutan Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 1. 
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India writes about the need to change our perception of progress, development and economic 

growth to something else than the exploitive, market driven mechanisms we see today, 

especially for the sake of the youth of the world.149 They also link this to the whole idea of 

climate justice:  

“When we speak only of climate change, there is a perception of our desire to secure 

the comforts of our lifestyle. When we speak of climate justice, we demonstrate 

our sensitivity and resolve to secure the future of the poor from the perils of natural 

disasters”.150 

In addition, parties are stressing their adaptation needs as crucial for securing a sustainable, 

socio-economic development. Kiribati writes that adaptation to climate change and its 

consequent sea level rise is the main focus for long term sustainable development151 and 

Dominica that there is in fact little distinction between adaptation and mitigation efforts as both 

are needed to build climate resilience and secure sustainable growth152. 

Summary 

Of the three studied dimensions, the one on intergenerational justice is the least referred to in 

the NDCs and the few references that could be found comes from developing countries. A small 

number of parties touches on the character of intergenerational injustice directly, for example 

through discussing how current generations are being affected by the actions of previous ones, 

while future generations will bear the consequences of ours.  

The most common references to this dimension are however indirect and can be found in 

relation to sustainable development which future generations will benefit from. This has already 

been discussed to some length under ”international justice” but a recurring message is that 

developing parties want to find ways to improve the living conditions for their people while 

also reducing greenhouse gas emissions, making sure that the earth remains safe for life to 

continue. There is a clear lack of statements directly concerned with rights of future generations 

or making sure their interests are formally recognized and represented. Just like Lewis pointed 

out, the rights language in the Paris Agreement is not strong enough to protect future 

generations153 and the analysis of the NDCs doesn’t indicate that this is something the parties 

are pushing for either.  

 
149 India, India’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution: Working Towards Climate Justice, p. 2. 
150 Ibid, p. 4. 
151 Kiribati, Republic of Kiribati Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, p. 27. 
152 Dominica, Intended Nationally Determined Contribution of the Commonwealth of Dominica, p. 0. 
153 Bridget Lewis,” The Rights of Future Generations within the Post-Paris Climate Regime, p. 87. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Final Remarks 
In this final chapter, the results from the analysis are summarised in relation to the thesis’ 

purpose and research questions. There are also some final remarks on the implications of the 

results and a short reflection on the applicability of the analytical framework. 

Before moving on to the general conclusions of this analysis, a few things about the nature of 

these conclusions should be noted. Since this thesis has focused on the notions and ideas 

embedded in the NDC texts and not the material commitments (like the mitigation targets 

compared to current emission levels or the ambition of the adaptation plans) it cannot say 

anything about whether they are likely to result in just outcomes. The NDCs are multifaceted 

documents and an analysis of all the important aspects about them lies beyond the scope and 

aim of this thesis. What it has examined and does aspire to provide answers on has to do with 

the different expressions of justice found in the NDCs. It should also be mentioned that the 

parties clearly use their NDCs in different ways – some are short and very technical while others 

are long and more general declarations or manifestos, outlining the country’s view on climate 

change and climate policy. Moreover, the NDCs are not the one and only place where a country 

could concern themselves with issues of climate justice. Yet, focusing on these documents and 

the application of ideational analysis through Andrea Schapper’s climate justice framework on 

them, some tendencies and patterns can be observed.  

Conclusion 

Turning back to first research question - “How do the parties handle dimensions of climate 

justice in their respective NDCs?” – it is clear that there is a significant difference between 

how much attention parties pay to climate justice. This difference mainly coincides with the 

parties’ status as “developed” or “developing”, based on the UN classification. The thesis 

thereby confirms and expands on previous findings that there are conflicting notions regarding 

the concept of justice within the UN climate regime, affected by factors like development status, 

vulnerabilities and capabilities.154 Just like the study by Mills-Nova and Liverman, this thesis 

has showed that the NDCs reflect these divisions.155 All dimensions of climate justice are 

primarily handled by parties classified as developing, and among these parties all the relevant 

factors from Schapper’s framework are discussed to some extent (although not all the normative 

 
154 Okereke and Coventry, “Climate Justice and the International Regime: Before, During and After Paris”; 

Santos, “Global Justice and Environmental Governance: An analysis of the Paris Agreement”. 
155 Mills‐Novoa and Liverman, “Nationally Determined Contributions: Material Climate Commitments and 

Discursive Positioning in the NDCs”, p. 10-11. 
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claims she brings up). Developed parties hardly pay attention to matters of justice at all, other 

than when reflecting on the fairness and ambition of their own contribution. 

International justice is undoubtedly the most prominent of the three dimensions. Given the 

context they are produced within, an international climate agreement, it may not be all that 

surprising that the Paris Agreement NDCs mostly concern themselves with matters of 

international climate justice. Although this dimension is touched upon in nearly all the studied 

documents, the results of the analysis does reflect differences like those highlighted in the 

previous research regarding approaches to climate justice. One of the most central differences 

is how the matter of responsibility is handled. This is not mentioned at all by developed parties 

but discussed to a great length by various developing parties. Among the latter, many are 

striving to make it clear that they are not responsible for the emissions causing climate change 

but also that they are still prepared to play their part in trying to combat it. At the same time, 

top emitters seem reluctant to mention their own responsibility. Even large emitters among 

developing countries, like China, avoid talking about their own contribution to global emissions 

while still discussing the responsibility of developed countries.  

Intra-societal justice is considered by several parties but primarily in the context of recognizing 

and strengthening vulnerable groups through adaptation plans and again, almost exclusively by 

developing parties. Intergenerational justice is rarely mentioned other than implicitly in the 

context of sustainability and developing parties’ right to socio-economic development. 

Comparing these findings to previous research on the Paris Agreement, it is evident that these 

dimensions should be given more space in the substantial parts of Agreement and commitment 

plans to make sure that the rights, interests and representation of vulnerable societal groups and 

future generations are protected.  

To answer the second research question - “What can this tell us about the parties’ priorities 

regarding climate justice?” – it is first assumed that the NDCs in fact reflect priorities and 

values of the Paris Agreement parties156, at least to some extent. If so, the differences described 

above would imply that there are also differences regarding how much of a priority the parties 

consider the concept of climate justice to be. In general, one could say that climate justice seems 

to be much less of a priority for those who are not experiencing the threats of climate change 

as severely and direct as others and much more so for those who ought to be considered justice 

 
156 Mills‐Novoa and Liverman, “Nationally Determined Contributions: Material Climate Commitments and 

Discursive Positioning in the NDCs”, p. 10. 
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recipients. It also seems to be a higher priority for those who are not as responsible themselves 

for climate change but who are forced to carry the burden of other countries’ emissions.  

As I discussed in Chapter 4, the distinction between developed and developing countries as well 

as the terms themselves are in many ways outdated. Even so, based on the UN classification 

and how the countries define themselves in the NDCs, this distinction appears to be the most 

relevant when looking at differences in countries’ approaches to issues of climate justice. One 

explanation could be that this distinction, blunt as it may be, manages to capture some of the 

factors that seem crucial for shaping these attitudes, such as levels of previous and current 

greenhouse gas emissions, vulnerability to climate change and access to resources and finances. 

The results from this analysis doesn’t point to any substantial differences within the group of 

countries classified as developing. The larger “developing” countries with relatively high 

emission levels, such as China, Brazil and South Africa seem to express the same kind of views 

on climate justice as those counting as LDCs or SIDS. There does not seem to be any clear 

variations between countries based on their geographical location either.  

Final Remarks 

The fact that the focus on climate justice differ so much between the parties classified as 

developed on the one hand and developing on the other is problematic for several reasons. From 

the international justice perspective, it shows how dependent many developing parties are on 

receiving assistance from the international community for their climate actions, but it doesn’t 

say anything about how much assistance parties who have enough resources are willing to 

provide. There are also normative issues regarding the matter of responsibility. This analysis 

supports the assumption that rich, industrialized countries with high previous and current levels 

of emissions are reluctant to acknowledge that they more than others are responsible for climate 

change. The fact that many developing parties are talking about their own responsibility and 

that they intend to support and assist each other is of course positive but could also contribute 

to shifting the burden of climate change even more on to those least responsible for it.  

It could be argued that the intra-societal justice perspective is most relevant to the countries 

who right now are experiencing the negative impacts of climate change while also struggling 

with large societal inequalities and poverty. Yet, if rich, less vulnerable countries completely 

disregard this dimension there is a risk that marginalized groups in these countries are neglected 

even more than they in some cases already are. For example, just like Canada, countries such 

as the US, Australia and the Nordic countries have indigenous populations who may benefit 
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from being recognized as especially vulnerable to climate change and represented in climate 

policy making.  

The intergenerational justice dimension should be an equal concern for all the countries of the 

world since climate change threatens to affect the lives of future generations everywhere. A 

stronger human rights language in treaties like the Paris Agreement as well as in national 

climate policy such as the NDCs would likely be a step in the right direction for both the intra-

societal and the intergenerational dimension, making sure that all human beings are viewed as 

equal rights-holders and creating commitments that would last over generations.  

The use of cumulative rather than current CO2-emissions as a key-indicator for case selection 

captures the dimension of historical inequality and responsibility. By using this method of case 

selection, this thesis has been able to extend on previous research in a methodologically sound 

way while also adding new countries and NDCs to the pile of analysed material. Furthermore, 

the theoretical framework, developed by Andrea Schapper and slightly modified to suit the 

purpose of this thesis, has proved to be a useful and relevant tool to analyse documents such as 

the Paris Agreements NDCs. That some of the normative claims in the original framework 

weren’t found in the studied documents doesn’t mean that they are not relevant in other 

contexts. A claim missing from Schapper’s framework, but which seems to be highly relevant 

in the context of climate justice, is the right to development and the need to balance this against 

mitigation and adaptation needs. This claim does in fact play into all three dimensions; it is 

needed to even out many of the structural inequalities both between and within countries and 

to secure the future of humanity on this planet. Thus, finding paths to a sustainable 

development, compatible with various climate change mitigation and adaptation needs, might 

be one of the most important challenges for global climate justice.  
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https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/China%20First/China%27s%2

0First%20NDC%20Submission.pdf. 

 

Colombia, Colombia First NDC, 2018, available at 
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2015, available at 
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https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/European%20Union%20First/

LV-03-06-EU%20INDC.pdf. 

 

Guinea-Bissau, Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC), 2015, available at 
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