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Equity and ethical concepts and 

international cooperation toward the LTGG 

Guiding question:  

“How can current and future efforts to implement 

commitments under the Convention increase 

mitigation ambition and keep us on track for limiting 

global warming under 2°C/1.5°C?”  

Three lines of argument relating equity and equitable 

effort-sharing to international cooperation on LTGG: 

I. Legal argument 

II. Moral argument 

III. Effectiveness argument 
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I. Equity and climate: the legal argument 

“Countries have accepted legal commitments to 

act against climate change in an equitable 

manner.” 

 “Parties should protect the climate system for the 

benefit of present and future generations of 

humankind, on the basis of equity and in accordance 

with their common but differentiated responsibilities 

and respective capabilities.”[UNFCCC, Article 3.1, Principles] 
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II. Equity and climate: the moral argument 

“It is morally proper to allocate burdens 

associated with our common global climate 

challenge according to ethical principles.” 

 

This is a translation of ethical principles – generally 

respected on the national level – to the global domain.  

(E.g., predominant national legal practice that 

recognizes responsibility for harmful emissions, and 

fiscal practice that reflects financial capacity in 

distributing shared public costs through progressive 

income taxation.) 
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III. Equity and climate: effectiveness argument 

“Equitable burden-sharing will be necessary if the 

climate challenge is to be effectively met.” 
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Climate change as a global commons problem 

“Effective mitigation will not be achieved if individual 

agents advance their own interests independently. Climate 

change has the characteristics of a collective action problem at 

the global scale, because most greenhouse gases (GHGs) 

accumulate over time and mix globally, and emissions by any 

agent (e.g., individual, community, company, country) affect 

other agents.  International cooperation is therefore required to 

effectively mitigate GHG emissions and address other climate 

change issues. Furthermore, research and development in 

support of mitigation creates knowledge spillovers. International 

cooperation can play a constructive role in the development, 

diffusion and transfer of knowledge and environmentally sound 

technologies.”  [AR5 WG3 SPM] 
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 No single country can protect “its own” climate by reducing its own 

emissions 

 No country can solve its own climate problem for itself. 

 Countries must persuade other countries to help it solve its climate 

problem 

 A country thus reduces its own emissions – and cooperates in other ways 

– for the sake of inducing reciprocal effort, i.e., getting other countries to do 

likewise. 

 A country is more likely to be successful if it is perceived as doing its fair 

share of the effort. 

 Thus, a cooperative agreement with equitable effort-sharing is more likely 

to be agreed and successfully implemented. 

“Outcomes seen as equitable can lead to more effective 

cooperation.” [AR5 WG3 SPM] 

 

Climate change as a global commons problem 
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Dataset of 1200 modeled emission scenarios 

8 

IPCC AR5 WGIII, Table SPM1 
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>100 scenarios likely to keep warming below 2°C. 
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Global emissions under likely 2°C paths (blue)   

1

0 

From IPCC AR5 WGIII, Figure SPM4 
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Reduction levels in 2030 and peak year of emissions 

IPCC AR5 WGIII, Ch. 6 Figure 6.7 

 

  Emissions peak, globally and in all regions, in next ~10-15 

 years  in the “likely 2°C” category of paths.  

 

 →  Broad low-GHG transformation underway in all regions. 



Working Group III contribution to the 
IPCC Fifth Assessment Report 

Estimated costs of likely 2°C paths 

Baseline growth 300%-900% → − 0.06%/yr annual growth  

Or, very roughly $1 to 3 trillion/year. 

IPCC AR5 WGIII, Table SPM2 

For “likely” 2.0º C: 

2030 costs are in     

1.0 to 3.7% range.  
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Global distribution of mitigation expenditures (% of GDP) 

•OECD90: mitigation   

expenditures are lowest 

•Latin America: 2x higher 

•Asia:  3x higher 

•Mid. East/Africa, EITs: 4-5x higher  

IPCC AR5 WGIII, Fig. 6.27 

This distribution of the costs constitutes a particular way of 

sharing the effort, based not on ethical principles but rather 

solely on basis of mitigation potential. 
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Effort-sharing frameworks: role and significance 

“Effort-sharing frameworks can help to clarify discrepancies 

between the distribution of costs based on mitigation potential 

and the distribution of responsibilities based on ethical 

principles, and they can help reconcile those discrepancies 

through international financial transfers.” [AR5 WG3 TS] 
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Effort-sharing frameworks: support and effectiveness 

• “A crucial consideration …is that the mitigation costs borne in a 

region can be separated from who pays those costs.”  

• “Effort-sharing schemes have the potential to yield a more 

equitable cost distribution between countries.”  

• “Multi-model studies indicate that the size of the carbon market 

transfers would be significant in relation to the total global 

aggregate economic costs of mitigation, of the order of hundred 

billions of U.S. dollars per year before mid-century” 

• “Climate coalitions which are self-enforcing and stable can 

indeed be effective only in the presence of significant 

compensatory payments across  regions.”  

 (AR5 WG3, Ch. 6) 
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Effort-sharing frameworks: underlying equity principles  

Small set of widely invoked ethical principles: 

• Sharing of effort in relation to responsibility: 

(typically, emissions or cumulative emissions as 

indicator) 

• Sharing of effort in relation to capacity: 

(typically, income as indicator) 

• Equality: (typically, interpreted as equal per 

capita entitlements of specified budget and time 

frame) 
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Broader implications of mitigation measures for 

sustainable development 
Guiding question: 

“What are the social and economic impacts of the 

implementation of mitigation measures on developing 

countries within mitigation pathways for various levels of 

global mean warming? What is the relationship between 

mitigation and impacts in terms of key risks, notably for 

the most vulnerable people and systems as assessed 

by the AR5 WGII?” 
 

“Climate policy intersects with other societal goals 

creating the possibility of co‐benefits or adverse 

side‐effects.” (IPCC AR5 SPM)   
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Co-benefits and adverse side effects:  

energy supply sector 

AR5 WG3 TS, Table TS3 
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Co-benefits and adverse side effects:  

transport and buildings sectors 
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Co-benefits and adverse side effects:  

Industry, AFOLU, and Human Settlements 
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Broad interactions between mitigation and other 

developmental objectives 

• Health and safety (e.g., via air pollution) 

• Energy access and energy security 

• Food security 

• Livelihoods, employment,  

• Income and income distribution 

• Water use 

• Biodiversity preservation,… 

 → Unsurprisingly, effects broadly across all three 

domains – social, environmental, and economic – of 

sustainable development.  
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Key points about co-benefits and adverse side effects  

• These influences can be substantial, although often difficult to 

quantify, and have not yet been thoroughly assessed in the 

literature. 

• Co-benefits and adverse side-effects depend on local 

circumstances as well as on the implementation practice, pace 

and scale. 

• Behaviour, lifestyle and culture have a considerable influence 

on emissions, with high mitigation potential in some sectors, in 

particular when complementing technological and structural 

change. 

• Enhancing co-benefits and avoiding adverse side-effects: good 

governance, transparency, stakeholder participation, cross-

sectoral analysis and design, etc.  
 (IPCC AR5 SPM, TS) 

 

 

 



Working Group III contribution to the 
IPCC Fifth Assessment Report 

Final points 

• Effort-sharing is fundamental to international cooperation in a 

global commons problem. 

• Effort-sharing seen to be equitable, based on ethical principles 

may lead to more effective cooperation. 

• There is a small set of broadly invoked ethical principles 

relating to equitable effort-sharing. 

• Mitigation measures interact broadly (and sometimes strongly) 

with other sustainable development objectives, creating co-

benefits or adverse side-effects. 

• Highly context specific, difficult to quantify yet nonetheless 

significant both in welfare and political terms. Managing these 

interactions implies mainstreaming mitigation. 

 

 

 


