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“Climate Justice, Now!” is a banner you often see at climate

protests. But what is climate justice? Changes in Earth’s climate

impact the whole world, but the impacts are much harsher

for some people, particularly poor communities, Indigenous and

disadvantaged minorities, young people, and future generations.

Importantly, the people who face themost serious impacts of climate

change are often those who have contributed the least to the causes

of climate change. In this article, we consider why the impacts of

climate change are unfair and discuss some ways that we can help

reduce this unfairness to bring about climate justice now.

WHY IS CLIMATE CHANGE UNFAIR?

While our changing climate e�ects everyone, the disruptions to

CLIMATE

The long-term average
pattern of weather
conditions like
temperature, rainfall,
and wind over a period
of months to years.

everydayweather caused by thewarming of the atmosphere are unfair
because the most serious impacts are often experienced by people
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who have done the least to cause climate change and who have the
WEATHER

The short-term
conditions of the
atmosphere that can
change from day to
day. For example, is it
rainy, cold and windy,
hot and dry, or humid?

fewest economic resources to protect themselves. Around the world,
the people who are most at risk in a changing climate are often the
poorest in any community. Theymay rely on the natural world for their
livelihoods, or they may su�er disadvantages that make them more
likely to lose everything in a major weather event. For example, if you
live in a neighborhood that is likely to flood but your family does not
have money to move away, you are at greater risk than people who
can a�ord to buy a new house in a safer place or buy insurance to
rebuild their homes.

People living on small islands in the Pacific produce a very small
amount of the carbon emissions that drive climate change, but
they are exposed to serious climate risks including destruction of
the coastline (erosion), cyclones, and rising tides that threaten their
homes. Even their community identity and history are at risk—for
example, when storms erode the burial sites of village elders. However,
for people living in large cities who already have the money and
resources to protect their homes, the e�ect of a changing climate
might simply mean longer and hotter summers or disruptions to their
travel and work plans; but these disruptions do not cause serious risks
to their lifestyles [1].

The impacts of climate change are not experienced in the same
way by everyone around the world. The impacts of severe storms,
droughts, wildfires, heatwaves, or floods are worse for the world’s
poorest people, including children living in rural communities, informal
settlements, islands, or places where people rely on stable weather to
grow their food [2]. These areas include parts of Africa, Asia, South
and Latin America, the Pacific, and the Arctic. Climate risks are also
more serious for older people who live alone, people who have been
impacted by war, or new migrants who do not have access to health
care or a network of friends and neighbors they can call on for support.
Even within a country, some groups of people are at a higher risk,
including for example, children in low-income rural communities and
older people who are poor and have few friends or family nearby to
help them in storms or heat waves [2].

Beyond impacting people di�erently in di�erent places, if we do not
take action now, climate change will have more serious impacts for
very young children and peoplewho are not yet born, because a bigger
part of their lifetimeswill be a�ected by our changing climate (Figure 1)
[3]. Climate change is experienced unfairly across generations because
babies born in 2020 will experience many more climate risks as they
grow up than any generation before them—but we can change this if
we take action on climate risks today.

In 2023, the United Nations (UN) declared that climate change was
a�ecting human rights, especially the rights of children to live in
a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment and the right to be
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Figure 1

Figure 1

Unless we take action
to help Earth’s climate
now, babies who were
born in 2020 will face
a much hotter world
and more serious
climate impacts than
their parents and
grandparents did. The
figure shows how the
climate has changed
since 1900. Each year
has a colored bar that
reflects the world’s
temperature for that
year. Blue years are
cooler than average
and red years warmer
than average. The
figure shows how the
future might look too,
and that children born
in 2020 will experience
climates that older
people did not live
through (Source: [3]).

protected from the impacts of a changing climate. One reason the
UN took this action was because 16,000 children from 121 countries
wrote to them to demand a fairer future. In 2024, the UN went a step
further and agreed that climate change also a�ects the rights of future
generations. The UN called this a Pact for the Future and it asked all
countries to act to protect today’s children’s rights, including rights of
children who are not yet born, and the future of the planet.

WHAT IS CLIMATE JUSTICE?

When we talk about climate justice we mean acting fairly, noticing
how people are di�erently impacted by climate change, and working
together to address climate problems in ways that treat everyone
with respect. Climate justice means we do not discriminate against
people based on how much money they have or what their religion
or culture is, for example. But because the climate impacts di�erent
people in di�erent ways, we cannot just treat everyone equally or
the same. To be fair also means we need to think about equity. That

EQUITY

Making sure people are
treated fairly by
recognizing their
di�erent situations, and
sharing climate
impacts,
responsibilities, and
decisions across
society, generations,
and genders.

means understanding how di�erent people face di�erent challenges
and risks, and what kinds of resources and support they might need to
cope in a changing climate.

FOUR PRINCIPLES FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE

Acting to bring about climate justice involves thinking about four big
ideas [4].
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Procedural Justice

The first idea is to make sure everyone impacted by climate change
has a say in making decisions about climate change. This principle is
called procedural justice. If a decision process is fair, people of all

PROCEDURAL

JUSTICE

Making decisions in a
fair and open way
where everyone can
have a say, even if they
do not agree with the
final result.

ages, communities, and religions can have a say when decisions are
being made that impact their long-term future. This might mean that
the whole community has a say in a government decision to continue
to mine more coal, for example. Procedural justice also means that
people whose lives and jobs will be impacted by any big changes
are heard and their views are considered. People may not all agree,
but taking time to listen to everyone’s ideas and experiences can
improve decisions. In 2024, the Council of Europe recognized that
many young people want to be heard in climate decision making
but are often excluded and sometimes face legal threats when they
protest about climate change. The Council called on all European
governments to protect the rights of young people, particularly “young
environmental defenders”, so that kids are free to protest and speak
out about how the climate impacts the planet and their physical and
mental wellbeing.

Distributional Justice

A secondwaywe can improve climate justice is to ensure the good and
bad e�ects of climate change, and the benefits from climate solutions,
are experienced, shared, or distributed fairly among everyone. This is
called distributional justice. Right now, we do not have distributional

DISTRIBUTIONAL

JUSTICE

Where the good and
bad e�ects of climate
change, and the
benefits from climate
solutions, are
experienced, shared, or
distributed fairly
among everyone.

climate justice because vulnerable communities and people continue
to face some of themost serious impacts of climate change, while rich
countries and the richest individuals continue to benefit from using
more than their fair share of fossil fuels and resources. For example,
global data shows an average Indian citizen emits 1.9 tons of CO2

every year, while an average American citizen emits 14.9 tons, and a
Ugandan emits 0.9 tons. As countries grow, the rich in every country
consume much more than the poor do. To give you an idea of how
severe this is, the richest 10% of the global population emits nearly half
of the world’s carbon emissions, while the poorest half of the world
only emits about 12%.

Distributive justice also means we need to think about fairer outcomes
and who should pay to help communities who have su�ered losses
and damages—including loss of sacred places, crops, or access to
education. For example, some countries have benefitted for a long
time fromusing fossil fuels like coal, oil, and gas. In 2024, a group of law
students from the small Pacific nation of Vanuatu took a case to one of
the highest courts in theworld, the International Court of Justice. They
asked what legal responsibilities governments have to prevent climate
change from impacting small islands [5]. When some countries or
groups of people face unfair risks caused by past and current actions of
other countries (or companies), there are growing calls to compensate
people for unfair losses and the damages they face.
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Recognition Justice

A third principle of climate justice is recognition justice. Recognition
RECOGNITION

JUSTICE

Treating people with
dignity, recognizing
that di�erent people
have di�erent needs
based on their cultures,
identities, and
life experiences.

justice means treating people with dignity, recognizing that di�erent
people have di�erent needs based on their cultures, identities, and
life experiences. For example, climate change can a�ect genders
di�erently, so our solutions must be sensitive to these di�erences.
Recognizing gender matters is important because women and girls
are often faced with serious risks due to the kinds of jobs they may do
in some communities. Collecting water is one example—when water
is scarce, women and girls may have to walk longer distances, taking
time away from other ways of earning a living or their education [6].
Yet women and girls can change their communities, particularly when
they are recognized as having experiences, insights, and ideas that can
help in decision making.

INTERSECTIONALITY

People face unfair climate risks not only because of one thing, like their
gender or whether they are rich or poor, but because of a combination
of things like colonization, sexism, and racism, which can expose some
people to even more serious harm. When we pay attention to these
intersections of unfairness, it is easier to understand why some people
and communities are exposed to greater risk from climate change
[7]. For example, the impact of colonization on Indigenous people

INDIGENOUS

PEOPLE

Groups who di�er from
dominant societies,
lived in a place before
colonization, and have
deep ties to their
ancestral lands, unique
cultures, languages,
and traditions.

resulted in loss of land ownership, which has increased poverty and
made it more likely that Indigenous communities might have to live in
flood-prone areas where housing is cheaper. Being a member of an
ethic minority or a member of a LGBTQIA+ community might make it
doubly challenging for a person to have their voice heard and influence
climate decisions, unless their human rights, like freedom of speech,
are protected.

CLIMATE JUSTICE, NOW!

In summary, if we want climate justice now, we need to pay attention
to the complex and unequal ways that climate risks impact diverse
groups of people around the world and over time. Climate justice
means thinking carefully about who is most vulnerable to climate
change and what makes them vulnerable. The idea of climate justice
makes us pause and question why, as global warming increases, some
people always seem to bewinners, and some people are always losers.
It then pushes us to think of steps to change this to make the future
fairer for everyone—through listening carefully and respectfully to a
wide range of views and taking thoughtful action to meet diverse
needs. Climate justice is making the future fairer and more equitable
for everyone.
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YOUNG REVIEWERS

ELAINE, AGE: 13

I am Elaine, an 8th grader interested in topics that piques my curiosity. As someone

who enjoys creative pursuits, I dance, but my greatest passion is writing as it allows

me to share my imagination. Using facts and opinions, I can create a variety of

ideas for stories. I also love asking questions, seeking answers, and sharing what I

learn with others, whether it is through a conversation between friends or debates

in school.

SEA CREST SCHOOL, AGES: 12–13

We are a curious group of 7th grade science students who live in coastal California.

While we all have individual interests, we are united by a shared passion for

environmental stewardship and, in all things, we are determined to “leave it better

than we found it”: our school’s mantra.
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