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From ‘climate change’ to ‘climate breakdown’ 

What are the advantages and 

disadvantages of this framing?



10 years to save the planet?

Moralised panic and 

hysteria ….or 

warranted ‘call to 

action’?





Beyond economic growth and capitalism… 
The Earth in 1961



Beyond economic growth and capitalism… 
The Earth in 1921



Orthodox, undifferentiated economic growth as a permanent feature of the 

human economy, is a primary policy goal of most governments, desired by most 

political parties and regarded as ‘normal’ and desirable by most citizens 

However, there is a fundamental contradiction between continuous orthodox, 

undifferentiated economic growth and environmental, resource and pollution 

limits of the planet

And….economic growth is no longer improving people’s lives in the developed 

world

And…economic growth manages and requires income and wealth inequality…it 

does not reduce inequality

And a non-growth orientated capitalism is impossible…an oxymoron

The Problem: Capitalist system is addicted 
to economic growth….and carbon





In/Justice and Climate Breakdown

‘Triple injustice’

■ Those who bear the worst effects contribute to 

the problem least;

■ Those who contribute most are best placed to 

adapt;

■ Those who contribute least enjoy least benefits;

Vulnerability cuts across nations: Poverty, ethnicity, 

gender and class;

The South as Sink: Solutions which displace climate 

problems to the global South
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https://ejfoundation.org/what-we-do/climate/protecting-climate-refugees



More Unequal Countries Emit More C02

From: Wilkinson RG, Pickett KE.  The impact of income inequalities on sustainable development in London.  
A report written on behalf of The Equality Trust, commissioned by the London Sustainable Development 
Commission, 2010, http://www.londonsdc.org/lsdc/research.aspx.

Danny Dorling, ‘Is inequality bad for the 

environment?’

“From buying stuff to eating meat to 

wasting water, there is growing 

evidence that countries with a bigger 

gap between rich and poor do more 

harm to the planet and its climate,” 

The Guardian (4th July 2017).   

https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/jul/04/is-

inequality-bad-for-the-environment



Responsibilities for emissions 

Emissions of the richest 10% of the population are over 3 times higher 

than those of the lowest 10%.  The differences in emissions are 

particularly wide in relation to private transport, in particular air travel.

Preston, I., et al 2013 Distribution of Carbon Emissions in the UK: Implications for Domestic Energy Policy JRF York





Oil Corporations 



Principles of Climate Justice 

https://www.mrfcj.org/pdf/Principles-of-

Climate-Justice.pdf



2007, the Inuit lodged a claim with the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in which they say the 

impacts of global warming caused by “acts and omissions of the US”, has violated their fundamental human 

rights. 

Loss of ice equates to loss of habitat, means of subsistence, culture. 

Violation of humans rights and climate injustice 

Key issues 

Who or what is responsible – establishing causality and who or what should pay compensation to whom? 



The International Legal Order, vulnerability 
and protections 

Within the context of many migration movements, a diverse 

group of people move together, and often share the same 

risks of systematic and significant human rights violations.

Many people on the move today fall outside established 

legal categories (or fall in and out of categories), but are 

nonetheless in need of specific protection interventions.

People compelled to move in large-scale, irregular and 

precarious movements are particularly at risk of harm. 



Global population dynamics 

World population growth about 80 million/year. 

About 98% of growth in ‘developing’ world 

In next 30 years Asia’s population will increase by over 1 billion.

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre’s (IDMC) 2015 Global Estimates report, 

“Since 2008, an average of 26.4 million people per year have been displaced from their 

homes by disasters brought on by natural hazards. This is equivalent to one person 

being displaced every second.”

http://www.internal-displacement.org/publications/global-estimates-2015-people-

displaced-by-disasters





What’s in a name?  Migrant or Refugee? 

“In these precarious flows, movement is rarely ‘voluntary’ in the true sense of 

that term. Refugees fleeing persecution and conflict journey together with 

migrants fleeing poverty, discrimination and despair. 

They are not two different kinds of people; ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’. They 

are all human beings.”

High Commissioner for Human Rights, Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein

Presumption of all those moving are ‘refugees’ until established otherwise? 



What’s in a name? 

In the absence of a universal, legal definition of an international migrant:

“Any person who is outside a State of which he or she is a citizen or national 
(temporarily or permanently, regularly or irregularly)” 

OHCHR Recommended Principles and Guidelines on Human Rights at 
International Borders, 2014

Problem with seeking asylum and protection as a climate refugee is that the 
1951 Refugee Convention requires proving you are threatened with 
persecution on grounds of race, religion, nationality or by membership of a 
political or religious group.

Issues of intersectional injustice – race, gender, sexuality, age etc. 



Case Study – Syrian refugee crisis and 
climate breakdown 



Case study – New Zealand ‘climate 
refugee visa’ proposal - I

The Green Party 

announcement came after 

the New Zealand immigration 

and protection tribunal 

rejected two families from 

Tuvalu who applied to 

become refugees in New 

Zealand due to the impact of 

climate breakdown.



Case study – New Zealand ‘climate 
refugee visa’ proposal - II 



http://www.unhcr.org/540854f49.pdf





From…. To...

Climate Justice is 

needed because 

the heavens are 

falling? 



Right wing populism and anti-(climate) 
refugee politics in Europe

Often linked to xenophobic and 

nationalist arguments/positions

‘Make America Great Again’

‘Take back control’

Legacy of ‘population control’ focus on 

environmental issues 

i.e. the main environment problem is 

human population growth (in the non-

European, North American world)

But sometimes linked to 
acceptance of reality and 
severity of the climate 
crisis

Climate crisis now 
integrated into eco-fascist 
thinking such as the ‘Great 
Replacement’



The hardening of borders as ‘climate policy:  

France's borderline fascist National Assembly party 

Hungary's president, Viktor Orban, is calling for aggressive climate change action specifically to stop migration. 



‘Migration with dignity’

Adapting to climate impacts – migration with dignity – i.e. not disorderly, irregular 

movement of peoples 

Adapting and mitigating climate breakdown – ‘just energy transition’ (later seminar)

Link between the ‘just transition’ discourse of ensuring workers and communities 

affected by the retiring of the carbon energy system are not disproportionately 

disadvantaged – they can ‘migrate with dignity’ to other jobs for example – and policies 

and proposals for climate displaced peoples to move elsewhere without the negative 

experience of being ‘climate refugees’ – i.e. being agents not ‘victims’ 

And in both cases without violation of fundamental human rights or bearing an unfair 

burden of the costs of adaptation nor mitigation to climate breakdown 







‘A Safe and Just 
Operating Space for 
Humanity’

Kate Raworth 

A sustainable future 
as one beyond 
carbon, climate 
resilient and beyond 
capitalism 


