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1)	 	 Tackling climate change brings up serious questions about justice and 
responsibility. At the centre of the discussion, there are three inter-
twined dimensions of climate justice: an intra-societal, an interna-
tional and an intergenerational dimension. Burdens and responsibil-
ities must be shared in a fair way in these dimensions.

2)	 	 Beginning with a brief description of the current situation (chapter 2), 
the German Ethics Council in this Opinion develops a concept of cli-
mate justice, which aims to distribute the burdens and responsibili-
ties in all three dimensions in such a way that the minimum require-
ments for a good, successful life will be fulfilled now and in the future 
(chapter 3). Based on this concept, the Ethics Council discusses the 
key issues regarding responsibility in climate change (chapter 4) and 
formulates recommendations (chapter 5).

>> INTRODUCTION
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3)	 	 Climate is defined as the average of dynamic long-term processes 
in the earth’s atmosphere, determined by means of meteorological 
methods, and summarises regional and global weather phenomena. 
There can no longer be any valid doubt that since the beginning of in-
dustrialisation, human influence has led to a global climate warming, 
especially through the combustion of fossil fuels.

4)	 	 Unabated further global warming would have catastrophic con-
sequences. Even now, extreme weather events like torrential rains, 
flooding, heat waves and droughts have become increasingly fre-
quent. The destruction of human livelihoods may lead to indirect 
damages like poverty, hunger and migration. Heat also threatens 
human health, as does the spread of pathogens and climate-change 
related psychological stress.

5)	 	 Reactions to the challenges of climate change include measures to re-
duce global warming (mitigation), measures to adjust (adaptation), 

>> CURRENT SITUATION
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CURRENT SITUATION

and technological approaches to change the climate (climate 
engineering).

6)	 	 Examples of mitigation measures are the reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions in power generation, food production, the heating of build-
ings, traffic, industrial manufacturing and private consumption.

7)	 	 Adaptation strategies to climate change include changes in agricul-
ture, robust infrastructures like dams and storm-proof power lines, 
or the preparation of the health system for the consequences of global 
warming.

8)	 	 Climate engineering comprises technical measures to remove CO2 
from the atmosphere in a targeted manner, and other interventions in 
the climate system, like the reduction of solar radiation by depositing 
large amounts of sulphur dioxide in the stratosphere.

9)	 	 Among the population, the attitudes towards measures to combat cli-
mate change are varied, and are influenced by the discourse in the 
media. It is the task of climate ethics to show the possibilities of re-
sponsible political and individual action in managing climate change, 
to work out and justify morally acceptable options for action, and 
thereby reduce uncertainties.
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10)		 Both the causal responsibility for climate change and the dangers, 
damages and losses caused by it, as well as the means to cope with it, 
are unequally distributed. Such inequalities raise questions of justice.

11)		 Justice determines in a reasoned manner what is appropriate for in-
dividuals and groups. The central ethical problem of climate change 
concerns the appropriate distribution of the associated burdens and 
responsibilities.

12)		 The concept of climate justice advocated in this Opinion incorpo-
rates egalitarian, sufficientarian and prioritarian considerations. At 
the core of egalitarian theories lies the principle of equal treatment. 
Sufficientarian concepts focus on the minimum requirements for a 
good, successful life. Prioritarian approaches advocate that the most 
disadvantaged people should be given preference.

>> CLIMATE CHANGE AND JUSTICE
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13)		 The German Ethics Council combines these three perspectives in the 
framework of a human rights approach to a sufficientarian threshold 

concept of climate justice. This means firstly that, as a principle, all hu-
man beings should have equal opportunities to lead a good, successful 
life (egalitarian). Secondly, nobody should fall below certain thresh-
old values for essential basic goods or abilities, like health, food, wa-
ter, safety or mobility, which must be defined as a minimum require-
ment for such a life. Thirdly, climate protection measures should be 
designed in such a way that those who are most affected by climate 
change can reach the relevant thresholds (prioritarian).

14)		 Since tackling climate change is commanded by ethical considera-
tions of justice and requires a comprehensive transformation at both 
individual and social levels, ideas of a good, successful life will in 
many respects not be feasible in the form of current Western con-
sumption behaviours. At the same time, such a transformation opens 
up new opportunities.

15)		 The concept of climate justice introduced above leads to ethical con-
sequences in at least three dimensions: in view of different population 
groups within a society, in view of people in different countries and 
world regions, and in view of current and future generations.

16)		 Within society, different groups of people suffer more or less severely 
from the damages and burdens due to climate change and the meas-
ures to contain it, also in Germany. Especially people with limited 
financial means are hit particularly hard. This is why it is necessary 
to prevent an aggravation of social disruptions and conflicts, and to 
distribute burdens in such a way that the requirements for a good, 
successful life are fulfilled for everyone. As a consequence, climate 
protection measures must be examined in particular with regard to 
their reasonableness for those who are not so well-off, and effective 
compensatory as well as support measures are required to ensure that 
relevant threshold values can be met.
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17)		 At an international level, the long history of colonialism and industri-
alisation must be taken into account, as well as ongoing neo-coloni-
al dependencies. Contributions to global warming, climate damages 
and the possibilities to protect oneself from them are geographically 
unevenly distributed. Therefore, a distinction must be made between 
growth in countries of the global South that are catching up on de-
velopment, and further growth of consumption and resource use in 
industrialised countries, and appropriate compensatory payments 
must be negotiated. People from all countries deserve equal oppor-
tunities to lead a good, successful life, and must be able to achieve 
corresponding threshold values. Again, those who are furthest away 
from achieving this should be favoured first.

18)		 From an intergenerational perspective, young people and people who 
are not yet born will have to bear the major burdens of a changed 
world climate and the measures required to deal with it. Therefore, 
it is imperative to take all necessary and reasonable measures today 
in order to prevent that future generations can no longer achieve the 
minimum requirements for a good, successful life. At the same time, 
all solutions under consideration must leave future generations suf-
ficient scope for decisions and actions, and must not impose lasting 
disproportionate burdens on them.

19)		 With regard to all three dimensions, the path to more climate justice 
is characterised by considerable conflicts. This is why procedurally 
just dialogue processes are indispensable.

20)		 Within our society, the established normative principles and proce-
dures of the liberal-democratic order apply. They require an open 
and equitable agreement between all those affected and all those in 
charge. Suitable institutions and procedures must be (further) devel-
oped. This presupposes fair access and participation opportunities 
to the public political discourse on climate justice, and a transparent 
comparison of different arguments and options for action.
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21)		 Internationally, a procedurally just debate on issues of climate justice 
requires better dialogue and closer co-operation. Sustainable political 
decisions may only be negotiated in fair, multilateral processes and 
must be laid down in contractual agreements. In the longer term, the 
establishment and extension of international institutions ensuring 
fair political decision-making procedures in climate issues seems in-
dispensable in order to consolidate such communication processes.

22)		 With regard to the intergenerational dimension, it is necessary to 
appropriately take into account the interests of younger and future 
generations. In this context, ideas under discussion are a strong-
er involvement of young people in political processes, and ways to 
represent and advocate for future generations in today’s negotiation 
processes.
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23)		 Responsibility presupposes freedom, and freedom includes responsi-
bility. This principle also applies for climate change; it is crucial for 
our free and democratic society and safeguarded and guaranteed by 
law. Social coexistence requires mutual restrictions of freedom, in or-
der to provide equitable freedom for all.

24)		 The inner and rationally guided realisation of the necessity for action 
leads to self-commitment as an expression of one’s individual free-
dom. This may imply that people question their former lifestyle or 
adapt their behaviour, for example by voluntarily abandoning certain 
vacation, consumption or mobility practices.

25)		 On grounds of justice, it can be morally required to contribute to 
measures to tackle climate change. If one’s own exercise of freedom 
interferes in an unjust manner with the freedom and welfare of others 
or of future generations, for example through consumption that is 
harmful to the climate, the authorities may intervene with restrictions 

>> RESPONSIBILITY IN CLIMATE CHANGE
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of freedom. As long as there is no regulatory obligation, it is left up to 
the individual to accept a moral obligation to co-operate.

26)		 Responsibilities and obligations to co-operate are inter-linked on dif-
ferent stakeholder levels that comprise actors with different structures 
and specific roles. The fulfilment of individual moral obligations to 
co-operate, such as adapting one’s individual mobility behaviour, is 
facilitated by supportive framework conditions and, in some cases, 
is only made possible in the first place. Creating such conditions is 
largely subject of state regulation, but also requires private organisa-
tions such as companies to assume responsibility. In order to avoid a 
diffusion of responsibility, it is necessary to clearly attribute responsi-
bilities in a well-founded concept of multi-actor responsibility.

27)		 Individual responsibility is often at the centre of the climate debate. 
However, it would be inappropriate to expect that climate change 
could be tackled by the efforts of individuals alone. The authorities 
cannot oblige people to lifestyle and consumption behaviours causing 
lower emissions unless the economic and social order provides suita-
ble conditions for it.

28)		 Nevertheless, it is true that the responsibility to protect the climate 
partly lies with individuals and their consumption decisions, at least 
within the scope of individual levels of freedom and the availability of 
reasonable lower-emission alternatives. Individual contributions may 
be small, but they remain morally relevant. Insofar as they become a 
habit and routine in the behaviour of many individuals, they promote 
the emergence and development of a culture of assumed responsibil-
ity. Individual responsibility can also be assumed by contributing to 
democratic decision-making and opinion-forming.

29)		 At the level of non-governmental or private organisations, compa-
nies in particular have a moral responsibility to enable individuals to 
develop climate-friendly consumption behaviours. According to the 
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ability-to-pay principle, especially large multinationals are obliged to 
contribute. The companies’ moral obligation to co-operate must not 
burden them excessively. Rules of competition and framework condi-
tions for economic activities should be designed in a way to promote, 
and not impede, climate justice, at least at the national level.

30)		 At the political level, the task is to provide the social conditions and 
the legal framework so that behaviours that cause lower emissions are 
possible without unreasonable personal or entrepreneurial encum-
brances, and so that burdens are distributed fairly. Measures must be 
effective, necessary and proportionate, and be democratically legiti-
mised. Moreover, they should be structured in a foresightful manner, 
so that individuals and private organisations can brace themselves for 
them, and planning security for companies is ensured, for example.

31)		 Given the global dimension of climate change, an effective global 
strategy that goes beyond existing international agreements is urgent-
ly needed. Germany must, via supranational agreements, integrate as 
many countries as possible into the efforts for climate protection, 
and must let itself be integrated, too. The state has a significant re-
sponsibility to foster global agreement on more climate justice and to 
achieve binding global conventions with effective reduction targets, 
which will in fact be implemented.

32)		 There are currently considerable obstacles at all levels to the equitable 
fulfilment of climate responsibility. In view of the considerable risks 
posed by climate change, the German Ethics Council considers it the 
duty of state actors to make vigorous efforts, even if it is uncertain 
whether ambitious targets to limit global warming can actually be 
achieved. Considering the extremely serious consequences of unabat-
ed global warming, it would be irresponsible to refrain from taking 
national and European climate protection measures simply because 
a worldwide implementation of such measures does not yet seem to 
be guaranteed. Moreover, efforts to reach more effective international 
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climate protection agreements would not be politically credible with-
out making efforts at the national or European level at the same time.

33)		 Germany can assume international responsibility particularly in the 
field of technological development, both at state and business level. 
In doing so, the mitigation of greenhouse gases and a more precau-
tionary approach regarding adaptation to climate change must be 
at the core of long-term climate-friendly and just development. At 
the same time, the development of technologies to achieve “negative 
emissions” must be fostered, among them techniques for carbon cap-
ture and storage. However, such technologies may not be misused to 
relax emission reduction efforts, since otherwise a vicious circle of 
increasing emissions and increased need for carbon capture would be 
triggered.

34)		 From the considerations detailed above ensues the responsibility to 
scrutinise climate-relevant framework conditions for politics, busi-
ness and technology – both nationally and globally – from an eth-
ical justice perspective, and to develop alternatives. With regard to 
the current economic system based on competition and quantitative 
growth, industrialised countries are faced with far-reaching questions 
about a fundamental transformation.

35)		 An open debate in society is necessary in order to discuss the required 
balancing of interests, and to make the purpose of corresponding 
measures clear and transparent. Actors at all levels jointly bear the 
responsibility to make such a transformation towards a sustainable 
and climate-neutral society a key issue, and to develop alternatives 
for a good, successful life without further growth in consumption and 
exhaustion of resources.

36)		 When it comes to reaching agreement on political measures, com-
munication across society is particularly important, especially in the 
media and in politics. All actors with communicative reach in society 
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bear responsibility for factual and transparent reporting and a differ-
entiated presentation of different positions.

37)		 Demands to suspend democratic freedoms and processes in order 
to impose the measures required for lower-emission activities in a 
technocratical or ecoauthoritarian manner must be firmly rejected. 
Nevertheless, on all levels mentioned above, the responsibility arises 
to reflect on the further development of current institutions and pro-
cesses of democratic opinion-forming, given the challenges of climate 
change.
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38)		 Responses to the challenges posed by climate change must adequately 
take into account the interests, concerns and abilities of all human 
beings living today, as well as of future generations. This is why in 
this Opinion, the German Ethics Council has developed a concept of 
climate justice, which aims to distribute burdens and duties in such a 
way that the minimum requirements for a good, successful life can be 
achieved for all human beings now and in the future.

39)		 On the basis of the considerations detailed above, the German Ethics 
Council recommends:

1.	 The challenges and opportunities of the socio-ecological trans-
formation that is required to tackle climate change should be dis-
cussed more clearly in public, in politics and across society. In 
these discussions, climate justice and responsibility should take 
centre stage. Political parties, civil society, media and science 
should consider and develop perspectives for a good, successful 

>> CONCLUSIONS AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS
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life in a sustainable and climate-neutral society without further 
growth of consumption and exhaustion of resources.

2.	 Material and immaterial costs to implement climate protection 
measures should be defined as precisely as possible, commu-
nicated in a transparent manner and distributed equitably and 
responsibly, within society as well as internationally and inter-
generationally. This process should be guided by threshold values 
for important basic goods and capabilities as minimum require-
ments for a good, successful life, and prioritise the needs of peo-
ple whose provision does not reach certain threshold levels.

3.	 Climate protection measures should be interconnected in an 
overall political concept which includes changes in the energy 
sector, the promotion of low-emission technologies, the reduc-
tion of climate-damaging subsidies, regulations to reduce emis-
sions and corresponding economic incentives, far-sighted meas-
ures to adapt to the inevitable consequences of climate change 
and the development and testing of technologies to capture car-
bon from the earth’s atmosphere. For every decision on techni-
cal measures, possible new path dependencies at the expense of 
future generations must be avoided, for example if they are bur-
dened with maintaining a global economy for carbon capture in 
the long term.

4.	 At a national level, care must be taken to quickly and effective-
ly fulfil the commitments undertaken by Germany in the Paris 
Agreement. This can best be done by expanding and intensify-
ing carbon pricing on products and services. In doing so, justice 
within society must be ensured, e.g. by means of the compen-
satory effect of a general per-capita refund from carbon pricing 
to all residents. Moreover, it must be ensured that attractive cli-
mate-friendly alternatives are available. In addition, regulatory 
instruments like disproportionately high pricing on particularly 
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climate-damaging products or services must be considered in or-
der to make these less attractive for wealthy persons, too.

5.	 The fair distribution of responsibilities for these and other cli-
mate protection measures is mainly a task for the state. In or-
der to fulfil this task, companies and other private organisations 
must be more strongly obliged, too, and be supported through 
appropriate framework conditions. The widespread focus to date 
on the personal responsibility of individual persons does not do 
justice to the problem. Individual freedom of choice is always 
influenced by the collective action of many, and strongly deter-
mined by political framework conditions. This is why clear legal 
regulations are required to make it easier for individuals to be-
have in a climate-friendly way. It is inappropriate for state ac-
tors to expect climate-friendly consumption from individuals as 
long as the conditions for such behaviour are largely unfulfilled 
or even thwarted within the economic and social order desired 
and supported by the same state, so that lower-emission choices 
still require a kind of “moral heroism” in many respects. Moral 
criticism of private lifestyle and consumption decisions is no sub-
stitute for necessary political measures.

6.	 The legitimate expectation of policymakers to create more ef-
fective framework conditions for climate protection does not, 
however, release individuals from their personal moral obliga-
tion to co-operate. Everyone has a moral responsibility to con-
tribute to the fulfilment of social responsibilities. This includes a 
reconsideration of one’s personal conduct, way of life, and civic 
engagement with regard to the challenges of climate change and 
the ways to deal with it, and to change them accordingly, as far 
as possible and reasonable – irrespective of regulatory standards.

7.	 The debate on fair ways to deal with climate change and its 
consequences must be pursued in a framework of open societal 
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discourses. In this process, fair access and participation oppor-
tunities must be ensured, as well as transparent consideration of 
different pieces of information, arguments and options for action. 
Taking binding decisions must be reserved for the democratically 
legitimised bodies intended for this purpose, especially the par-
liaments. Scientific expert committees and extra-parliamentary 
civic engagement are part of the public discourse in a liberal par-
liamentary democracy; however, they cannot replace democratic 
decision-making. A potential destabilisation of democracy must 
be counteracted at all levels. Individual commitment and protests 
must abide by democratic rules, too.

8.	 Media and politics bear a particular responsibility to facilitate 
and lead a constructive, solution-oriented discourse on climate 
change. A credible discussion about realistic solutions to climate 
change requires fact-based reporting that neither glosses over nor 
exaggerates problems, and offers appropriate space for the range 
of positions found in society and science. Doubts that are bare-
ly substantiated by facts, evasive strategies or pseudo-solutions 
should not receive too much attention. Exaggerated alarmism or 
a one-sided focus on problems should both be avoided. In view 
of the great challenges of a socio-ecological transformation, the 
expected positive aspects should also be sufficiently highlighted.

9.	 Given the various health hazards of climate change that can be 
observed even today – also in Germany – and which are expected 
to increase, the health sector has a particular responsibility to re-
spond to these challenges and to implement protective measures. 
Legislators should change the rules and distribution of resources 
in the healthcare system in such a way that special attention is 
paid to climate adaptation issues in the regulation, control and 
organisation of the healthcare system.
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10.	 Climate change and its consequences cannot be tackled at the 
national level alone. Especially at an international level, global 
warming must be addressed more effectively. Decisions on an 
internationally just distribution of burdens arising from climate 
change and the measures to deal with it require an intensification 
of intergovernmental understanding and co-operation. There-
fore, Germany should give high priority to further increasing its 
current efforts in order to achieve effective global agreements to 
limit global warming and to set binding reduction targets whose 
implementation is guaranteed by the nation states. In order to 
achieve this, all diplomatic possibilities must be deployed and 
agreements made within alliances of states like the EU and G20, 
as well as other multinational agreements.as intermediate steps. 
Particular emphasis should be given to mechanisms for the effec-
tive implementation of the adopted measures.

11.	 Wealthy industrial states must support countries of the global 
South in financing the necessary investments to reduce emis-
sions and adapt to climate change. The support payments that 
have already been promised must be actually paid, used for effi-
cient measures in the recipient countries, supported by transfer 
of technologies and through fair trade relations, and their cli-
mate-protecting effect independently verified.

12.	 It is to be expected that some states will try to refrain from mak-
ing their own contribution to climate protection for as long as 
possible, in order to benefit from the efforts of others. This free 
rider problem should be countered by broad international co-op-
eration involving as many countries as possible, in order to keep 
the costs and risks for all participants within reasonable limits, 
even if not all actors are prepared to make their contribution 
right from the start.
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13.	 For reasons of intergenerational justice, the necessary steps to 
contain climate change and to adapt to its consequences must be 
taken as soon as possible. Given the serious effects on the liveli-
hoods of younger and future generations, there is no ethical jus-
tification for waiting, stalling or delaying. The perspectives and 
interests of young people and future generations should be given 
more weight in political opinion-forming and decision-making 
on measures to tackle climate change. Appropriate instruments 
that politically implement and institutionalise the consideration 
of these perspectives and interests must be developed and ex-
panded further.
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In a dissenting vote, three Council members discuss aspects where they 
disagree with the Opinion.

>> DISSENTING VOTE
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