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FEPS United for Climate Justice 
Steering Committee

This declaration accelerates the ambition - building on the FEPS UNited for 
Climate Justice Process and in the ever-changing UN negotiations context by 
raising the bar of the proposals already spelled out in the documents drafted 

on behalf of the group by Charlotte Billingham, FEPS Policy Advisor



The European Union has played a leading role in the fight for global sustainability. 
Smart, sustainable and inclusive growth has been a manifest goal for the EU since 
at least 2010. However, without effective action being coordinated among the 
member states and even more importantly, among global partners, good slogans 
can remain just a mantra.

The 2015 Paris Agreement provides evidence that progress is possible if advocacy 
and diplomacy remain focused on what is really important. But the subsequent 
years have also shown that what has been achieved needs to be consolidated, 
otherwise a slow-burning crisis easily turns into a real emergency. And that is 
exactly where we are at the moment.

A good deal of time has already been wasted without proper implementation 
of the green agenda or serious discussion about how to change our way of 
life, especially our consumption patterns, in order to achieve a just transition. 
Those who consider the protection of their privileges more important want to 
sideline the climate debate entirely. It is therefore very important to ensure, 
for example, that hostility to science does not prevail and lead to a setback 
in climate action.

Our societies may not be entirely divided according to age groups, but it is definitely 
true that young people in most countries are highly motivated in the discussion on 
climate change and look for opportunities to act as well. This high motivation should 
not only lead to greater ambition, but also to a more formalised engagement of 
youth in consultations as well as actual decision making on climate-related issues.

Social inequalities hinder the political capacity to protect the climate. This is also 
why programmes aiming at a better economy and ecology have to be connected 
and reconciled. Those using the phrase “Green New Deal” highlight the need for a 
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more regulated capitalism that allows not only for measures strengthening social 
cohesion but also for the protection of our climate and tackling environmental 
degradation. We have a deficit on both sides, which means that efforts have to 
be redoubled.

The original New Deal was a historic achievement of President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, and so was the United Nations. The UN remains the most important 
forum for promoting global cooperation as well as solidarity, without which climate 
justice would just remain an idea. Institutions serving multilateral governance must 
be improved, not destroyed. From a European point of view, the advocacy of cli-
mate justice goes hand in hand with the defence of multilateralism.

While Europe has been in a pole position in these efforts, we cannot sit on our 
laurels. The European business model itself has to be revamped. Some countries 
still depend excessively on socially-useless financial activities, while others have 
tied themselves to automotive exports that are far from being climate neutral. 
We expect the newly established European Commission to elevate sustainability 
on the political agenda, and urgently outline measures in the interest of climate 
justice. This strategy should not discourage, but encourage, serious regulation 
of finance, reforms of the monetary union, and the development of an innova-
tion-based industrial policy.

As the leading progressive think tank in Europe, FEPS has been mobilising 
resources as well as public attention in recent years, in favour of research and 
debates that promote sustainability. We will also do our utmost for the outcomes 
of the September 2019 UN summit to be disseminated and brought closer to 
various European regions. Ensuring that European policy finds the way to climate 
justice and that the necessary transformation is sustainable remains a most 
important task for us.



UNITED FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE: 
TOWARDS A JUST AMBITION!

We are calling on ministers gathered at the New York UN climate summit to commit 
to a Just Ambition for people and the planet.

Without a drastic and urgent policy change, the climate crisis will result in a 
‘triple injustice’ which will increase inequalities worldwide:

• Those least responsible for the crisis—the world’s poorest 
countries, and within each country the poorest households and 
communities –are already the hardest hit and will suffer the most 
from further changes in the climate. 

• Misguided responses to the climate crisis risk undermining ad 
excluding the poorest and most vulnerable people, households, 
communities, and countries, leaving even further behind. 

• Run-away climate change will leave a legacy of risks and hard-
ships for young people and future generations. 

We welcome the focus of the New York Summit on closing the ambition gap 
between the current level of pledges and the implementation of the Paris 
Agreement, in line with the 1.5 degree IPCC report, for there can be no justice 
without a major increase in ambition. This is why we call on all countries to 
increase their commitments to put an urgent end to the production and use of 
fossil fuels. Conversely, we want to warn ministers that we will fail to increase 
climate ambition at the speed and scale required if justice is not put at the centre 
of efforts to increase ambition.



Achieving climate justice requires tackling the intra-country, inter-country and 
intergenerational equity issues that lie at the heart of the climate crisis, through:

• A new global social-ecological contract based on a just tran-
sition which leaves no one behind and reduces inequalities 
among and within countries (including inequalities linked with 
gender, income, age future generations, occupation, ethnicity and 
geography). 

• A people-centred approach to climate finance, which mobilizes 
financial resources commensurate with the needs of the most 
affected countries and people and empowers climate action by 
people, communities and SMEs across the world.

• A human rights-based approach to climate action which pro-
motes the right to a healthy environment guarantees access to 
both environmental justice as well as protects the rights of envi-
ronmental defenders and climate-displaced people.

• A recognition of nature’s intrinsic value, by embracing nature-
based solutions for adaptation and mitigation and supporting 
traditional and indigenous communities’ rights to their territories 
and their role in the protection of nature.

• Inclusive climate governance, based on citizen’s full participation 
and youth engagement.
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UNITED FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE: 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF 
THE PROPOSALS

The purpose of this note is to reflect the main themes and diversity of the UNited 
for Climate Justice exchanges thus far, in order to inform further discussion in New 
York. In doing so, the note draws upon the key messages of steering committee 
members. Full details of the proposals and underlying reasoning are available 
in the Declaration with Guiding Proposals and the accompanying Policy Paper 
authored by C. Billingham, FEPS Policy Advisor.

THE CHALLENGE – CLIMATE CHANGE’S TRIPLE INJUSTICE:

Climate change raises profound questions of justice. In particular, unchecked cli-
mate change is resulting in a ‘triple injustice’ – hitting hardest the countries least 
responsible for climate change;1 disproportionately impacting the poor and vulner-
able communities; and leaving a legacy of risks and hardships for young people 
and future generations.

THE RESPONSE – TOWARDS CLIMATE JUSTICE:

The necessary response is to shape proposals for climate action that directly 
address the injustices of climate change, in particular by focusing on strengthening 
inter-country, intra-country and inter-generational equity.2 Such proposals should 
support ambitious implementation of the Paris Agreement and achievement of the 

1 S. Jahangir Hasan Masum, key messages.
2 Céline Charveriat, et al, Background Paper, p 2.



Sustainable Development Goals, should facilitate decarbonisation,3 and should 
be consistent with sustainable development, economic well-being,4 fundamental 
rights and freedoms,5 and social justice.6 

In this context, the project has developed five guiding proposals for climate 
justice. These five proposals correspond to the broad thematic areas of just 
transition, greening finance flows, empowering young people, human rights, and 
nature-based solutions. Collectively, these five topics respond to the injustices 
of climate change.

FIVE GUIDING PROPOSALS FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE:

1.  Include Just Transition plans in the process of preparing Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs)

  The key proposition is for Parties to the Paris Agreement include Just Transition 
plans in the process of preparing their Nationally Determined Contributions 
(NDCs), based on in-country preparatory dialogue with social partners. 

  This proposal is one practical expression of the identified need for a ‘New 
Social-Ecological Contract’,7 according to which ambitious climate mitigation 
does not mean abandoning communities, regions and workers in the car-
bon-intensive economy. Just transition is a commitment to solidarity,8 investing 
in training, skills and the availability of decent work. It also means enabling 
affected communities to take ‘ownership of the decision to change’ and to 
have agency in transition planning.9 The Government of Spain’s Just Transition 
Strategy is a key example in this regard.

3 Amit Kumar, key messages.
4 Jo Leinen, key messages.
5 Valentina Durán, key messages.
6 Louis Lemkow, key messages.
7 Policy Paper, 13ff.
8 Louis Lemkow, key messages.
9 Policy Paper, 17.



  Just transition planning is a key enabler to achieve rapid decarbonisation with 
community consent and social justice.10 The project also discussed a variety of 
decarbonisation measures, such as the creation of ‘oil and coal free zones’11 
and ‘fossil fuel free zones’.12

2. Climate-proof global investment, finance and trade

  As the Paris Agreement recognises, effective climate actions requires ‘[m]aking 
finance flows consistent with a pathway towards low greenhouse gas emissions 
and climate-resilient development’.13 The key proposal on this topic is to com-
mit to climate-proofing every investment and asset category, while providing 
finance to stipulate solutions and entrepreneurship, crowd-in private sector. 
The aim is to channel finance to activities which support climate mitigation and 
adaptation, while denying funds to activities which further harm the climate.

  In support of this broad goal of climate-proofing global finance, a variety of 
concepts and specific proposals were suggested. The concept of ‘Climate 
Finance for All’ emphasises the need to transform all finance into climate-friend-
ly finance, not limited to UNFCCC, North-to- South or public sector financing 
mechanisms.14 This concept also draws attention to the need to support the 
entrepreneurship and initiatives of Small to Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs), 
communities and individuals.15 

  Specific finance measures discussed included the promotion of renewable 
energy16 and phaseout of fossil fuel subsidies, climate impact assessments in 
government budgeting, climate-friendly procurement commitments in both gov-
ernment and the private sector, taxonomies of climate-friendly investments, 

10 ITUC contribution, key messages.
11 Harris Gleckman, key messages.
12 Fergus Green, key messages.
13 Paris Agreement, Article 2.1(c).
14 Stephen Minas, key messages.
15 Ruka Sanusi, key messages.
16 Nnimmo Bassey, key messages.



green bonds, carbon taxation, the introduction of border adjustment taxes and 
taxing air transportation.17

3. Engage young people in decision-making through green youth councils

  Inter-generational inequity is recognised as one of the key challenges of 
climate justice. To address this, the establishment of green youth councils 
to directly engage young people in climate decision-making is proposed. 
Green youth councils have already been established in some countries and 
could function at various levels of political decision-making, such as municipal, 
regional and national. 

  This proposal draws upon the broader need for participatory decision-making, 
intensified social dialogue, and a renewal of deliberative democracy in order to 
frame robust climate policies that have a ‘social licence to operate’, rather than 
being imposed from on high. The need to include young people in these delib-
erations is clear, given the disproportionate burden of climate consequences 
that they will bear. It is equally necessary to ensure gender parity at all levels 
of decision-making regarding climate change. 

4.  Establish an international framework for sustainability and environmental rights

  Because the impacts of climate change will threaten the enjoyment of basic 
human rights and freedoms for many, a rights-basic approach is vital to the 
strategic planning the collective response to climate change.18 This is the 
basis for the proposal for an international framework for sustainability and 
environmental rights.

17 Jourdain Vaillant, key messages.
18 Cillian Lohan, key messages.



  Ambitious climate action is necessary to safeguard important human rights, as 
landmark court rulings in diverse countries have indicated. Norms such as the 
right to participation, transparency of decision-making, and non-discrimination 
must be mainstreamed in climate policy and implementation. Protecting the 
rights of climate-displaced persons is a particular challenge.

  Proposals in this field include extending the protections of existing agree-
ments such as the Aarhus Convention and the Escázu Agreement,19 which 
provide for access to information, public participation in decision-making 
and (in the latter case) a non-regression principle’ in environmental lawmak-
ing. Deliberations also recognised the salience of current negotiations for a 
‘Towards a Global Pact for the Environment’ to the further elaboration of an 
international rights-based framework.

5. Require a more adequate target of nature-based solutions in NDCs

  The conservation of ecosystems and biological diversity is a vital enabler of 
both climate mitigation and adaptation. The project has therefore proposed 
that ‘[a] move towards nature-based solutions should be at the core of a new 
way of thinking’,20 which emphasises the need for wholistic responses to climate 
change and interconnected ‘planetary boundaries’. 

  The IUCN defines nature-based solutions as ‘actions to protect, sustainably 
manage, and restore natural or modified ecosystems, that address societal chal-
lenges effectively and adaptively, simultaneously providing human well-being 
and biodiversity benefits’. As with just transition planning, embedding nature-
based solutions in the process of NDCs can mainstream nature-based solutions 
in climate policy development.

19 Valentina Durán, key messages.
20 Policy Paper, 44.



  A variety of proposals were advanced to increase the impact of nature-based 
solutions.21 These included resilient and sustainable agriculture,22 new meas-
ures to support poor communities in their stewardship of irreplaceable natural 
commons, and strengthening Indigenous and traditional communities’ control 
over their traditional territories.23 Greater protections for the environments and 
biodiversity of the ocean, which acts as an irreplaceable carbon sink, and an 
ambitious post-2020 global biodiversity framework, are further proposals which 
are not confined to explicitly ‘climate’ policy but which could have a major 
impact on the struggle to prevent dangerous climate change.

21 Maj Jensen, key messages.
22 Uttam K Sinha, key messages.
23 Edel Moraes, key messages.

Drafted by Stephen Minas

Senior Research Fellow at the Transnational Law 
Institute, King’s College London. Stephen has col-
laborated with FEPS on climate change-related 
projects and is a member of the FEPS Young 
Academics Network.
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