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‘Addressing climate phenomena is the way to ensure justice for humanity. Mary Robinson, as UN Special Envoy on climate change and as UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, has been a global champion to bring justice for all. Her book inspires and guides us on what to do to protect humanity and our only world’ Ban Ki-moon

‘The most dramatic symptoms of our changing global climate—rising sea levels, extreme weather events, increasing desertification, and water scarcity—disproportionately affect vulnerable communities that are often far removed from the causes of human greenhouse gas emissions. Mary Robinson has been their champion for many years, and Climate Justice gives them a voice that we all should hear. Robinson makes a powerful and compelling case that the climate crisis is a crisis of humanity, requiring far more than mitigation and adaptation, but a renewed sense of shared destiny’ Richard Branson

‘This is a book about people: farmers and activists in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, people whose livelihood is ruined by climate change and climate injustice. Yet it is also a celebration of their fight back. I was moved by Mary Robinson’s account of amazing women leading the fight for their communities’ Mo Ibrahim

‘Sustainable development is at the heart of climate justice—protecting the planet, now and for generations to come. The stories in this book reveal the lived experience of people doing just that, adapting and strengthening their resilience in the face of climate change. They are courageous men and women whose lessons we all should heed’ Gro Harlem Brundtland

‘Mary Robinson brings the power of the voice of those heavily affected by climate change—particularly women—to the centre of the consciousness of decision-makers to propel collective action’ Graça Machel
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Prologue

MARRAKECH


On the night of November 11, 2016, in a guesthouse in the ancient medina of Marrakech, I was having difficulty sleeping. I had arrived that evening on a flight from Paris to attend the UN annual climate change talks. One year earlier, the signing of the Paris Agreement had marked a critical turning point towards a zero-carbon, more resilient world. Now, representatives from 195 nations, including the United States, were gathering in this Moroccan city to discuss ways to implement the agreement.

After a late-night dinner and debrief with my foundation team,1 I retired to my room, overlooking a small courtyard inset with a turquoise-green pool. There, I tossed and turned late into the night, unable to shake a feeling of apprehension. Days earlier, in an electoral result that had shocked me and the rest of the world, Donald Trump had become president-elect of the United States. By a strange coincidence, I had been declared president-elect of Ireland twenty-six years earlier to the day.

In the previous weeks leading up to Marrakech, as my small team and I worked long hours at our office in Dublin in preparation, I had kept a close eye on the electoral race playing out across America. As Election Day approached, I became increasingly anxious about the prospect of a Trump victory. I was deeply concerned by Trump’s anti–climate change rhetoric and his promise to pull the United States—the world’s most powerful nation and the biggest carbon polluter in history—out of the Paris Agreement, which had come into force just four days before the election. One of the greatest international achievements in multilateral diplomacy, the agreement was a shining example of how the world could come together to combat an existential global threat. How would Trump’s election affect the resolve of other countries in Marrakech? In my heart, I knew that the Paris Agreement was stronger than any one nation, yet I felt foreboding at the prospect of this new U.S. administration.

So much was at stake. For more than a decade, I had met those suffering the worst effects of climate change: drought-stricken farmers in Uganda, a president struggling to save his sinking South Pacific island nation, Honduran women pleading for water. They come from communities that are the least responsible for the pollution warming our planet, yet are the most affected. They are often overlooked in the abstract, jargon-filled policy discussions about how to address the problem. But their stories have made me realise that the fight against climate change is fundamentally about human rights and securing justice for those suffering from its impact—vulnerable countries and communities that are the least culpable for the problem. They must also be able to share the burdens and benefits of climate change fairly. I call it climate justice—putting people at the heart of the solution.

The next morning, I awoke in Marrakech resolute on a course of action: I would issue a statement urging the United States to stay the course and to withstand any efforts by a Trump White House to derail the Paris Agreement. Over breakfast, I discussed my plan with the director of my foundation, who voiced caution. Next, I called my husband, Nick, my mentor and great ally, who was at our home in county Mayo, Ireland. Nick listened to my proposal and then gently advised me not to make a speech or statement, suggesting that it would be counterproductive to take such a sharply critical tone. Still determined, I called my friend and close adviser Bride Rosney in Dublin. “I understand how you are feeling, Mary,” Bride told me. “You need to get this out of you, but you need to do it the right way. All you need is a journalist to ask you the right question.”

Later that morning, in a quiet corner away from the bustle of the climate talks, I spoke on camera with Laurie Goering from the Thomson Reuters Foundation. Fighting back emotion, I described how, as United Nations Envoy for El Niño and Climate Change, I had recently met women in the drought-stricken regions of Honduras who no longer had water. I had seen the pain on the faces of those women. And one of the women said to me, and I’ll never forget, “We have no water. How do you live without water?”

Laurie moved the mic nearer and I expressed my pent-up feelings: “It would be a tragedy for the United States and the people of the United States if the U.S. becomes a kind of rogue country, the only country in the world that is somehow not going to go ahead with the Paris Agreement. The moral obligation of the United States as a big emitter, and historically an emitter that built its whole economy on fossil fuels that are now damaging the world—it’s unconscionable the United States would walk away from it.”

I felt lighter as the interview drew to a close. It was a relief to speak my mind and to define the moral issue at stake. I remembered something the poet Seamus Heaney wrote to me on the day that I became the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights: “Take hold of it boldly and duly.”

By week’s end, the ripple effects of the election had dissipated across the tented canopies of the climate talks, and my fears were diminished. Nation after nation—in union with civil society and business leaders—reaffirmed their commitments to the Paris Agreement. Behind closed doors the meeting buzzed with a renewed sense of urgency. Along the corridors of the climate talks, housed on the dusty outskirts of Marrakech, people moved with more energy. On the final day, forty-eight of the poorest countries made an extraordinary pledge: They would receive all their energy from renewable sources by 2050. Having some of the countries most vulnerable to climate change lead on delivering the goals of Paris was a powerful and humbling declaration. The message was clear: There was no turning back. The rest of the world would forge ahead with or without the United States.






 

1

UNDERSTANDING CLIMATE JUSTICE

On December 12, 2003, my thirty-third wedding anniversary, I was at a meeting in Trinity College Dublin when my cell phone rang. It was my son-in-law, Robert, breathless with news. My daughter, Tessa, had just given birth to their first child, a boy. Could I come to the hospital, Robert asked, and meet my first grandchild?

I grabbed my coat and stepped out into the brisk winter air. It was a ten-minute walk from Trinity College through the heart of Georgian Dublin to Holles Street and the national maternity hospital, where, thirty-one years earlier, I had given birth to my own first child, Tessa herself.

In the hospital ward, I embraced the exhausted but elated couple. Tessa tenderly passed me a tiny bundle and watched with delight as I peered inside. Face-to-face with my grandson, Rory, I was flooded with a rush of adrenaline, a physical sensation unlike anything I had ever felt before. In that moment, my sense of time altered and I began to think in a time span of a hundred years. I knew instinctively that I would now view Rory’s life through the prism of our planet’s precarious future. I made a quick mental calculation: In 2050, when Rory would be forty-seven, he would share the planet with more than nine billion people. These billions would be seeking food, water, and shelter on a planet already suffering the effects from our global dependency on fossil fuels. What would that world be like? Would we have pushed ourselves by then to the verge of extinction? The abstract data on climate change that I had skirted around for so long suddenly became deeply personal. Holding this tiny baby, I instantly felt the threat that climate change could pose to him—and thereby to all humanity. I would be long gone by 2050, but what could I do to help ensure that Rory, and every other baby born in 2003, would inherit a world fit to live in, and not one on the brink of despair?
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I’m humbled to admit that I am a relative latecomer to the issue of climate change. When I served as United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights from 1997 to 2002, safe in the knowledge that the United Nations already had a dedicated climate change office, the topic rarely crossed my mind. I don’t remember making a single speech relating to it. That changed in early 2003 after I had moved to New York to create my own organisation, Realizing Rights: The Ethical Globalization Initiative, to advance economic, social, and cultural rights, particularly in African countries. As high commissioner, I had watched industrialised nations emphasise the importance of civil and political rights while rarely conceding that the right to food, safe water, health, education, and decent work were equally important. With Realizing Rights, I wanted to change this dynamic, to make human rights matter in small places, and to help developing countries achieve their full economic and social potential. I wanted people in developing countries to know they had inherent human dignity and rights, and that those in power should “realise” those rights by implementing and respecting them.

But from the outset of my Realizing Rights days, as I travelled in African countries to promote the right to development, an unexpected issue kept getting in the way: climate change. No matter where I went, I kept hearing variations on the same phrase: “But things are so much worse now.” Farmers in Africa described the erratic nature of their harvests, how they failed to arrive when expected, and how long months of drought would be followed by flash floods that swept away farms and villages. Across the Americas and Asia, people told stories of hurricanes that destroyed homes and hospitals and took out government services, schools, and businesses. In the past, I had seen images of stranded polar bears and the disappearance of ancient glaciers, but these anecdotal stories from the front lines of climate change suddenly began to match the scientific findings I was reading with increasing concern. It seemed that Mother Earth was trying to tell us something—that depleting the earth’s resources at an ever-accelerating rate would ultimately lead to our own demise.

Climate change, I realised, was no longer a scientific abstraction but a man-made phenomenon that impacted people—primarily the most vulnerable—all over the world. While industrial nations continued to build their economies on the backs of fossil fuels, the most disadvantaged across the world were suffering most from the effects of climate change. Though these communities were the least responsible for the emissions causing climate change, they were disproportionately affected because of their already-vulnerable geographic locations and their lack of climate resilience. The rising sea levels, produced by the melting glaciers I had observed rather passively, were the cause of water surges thousands of miles away in the low-lying islands of the Pacific and Indian Oceans that wiped out entire villages and livelihoods. I began to understand that climate change was more than just the sudden violence of a hurricane or flood; gradually changing weather patterns and rising sea levels were slowly and steadily causing greater food shortages, pollution, and poverty, putting decades of development advances at risk. This injustice—that those who had done least to cause the problem were carrying the greatest burden—made clear that to advocate for the rights of the most vulnerable to food, safe water, health, education, and shelter would have no effect without our paying attention to our world’s changing climate.
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The Industrial Revolution, which began around the middle of the eighteenth century, started global warming by magnifying the release of carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gases into the atmosphere. Over the subsequent centuries, countries across Europe and in America have transitioned from rural, agrarian societies to industrial, urbanised ones, becoming rich by using fossil fuels, especially coal and oil, to power their economies. As wealth and consumption grew from fossil fuel use, so too did the rate of greenhouse gases released into the atmosphere, aided by unsustainable land use from poor agricultural practices and deforestation. Christiana Figueres, a brave Costa Rican diplomat who led the UN body tasked with persuading the world’s 195 countries to lessen their dependence on fossil fuels, likens this process to pouring dirty, poisonous sludge into a bathtub with a partially opened drain. Carbon dioxide from burning trees and fuels flows into the world’s bathtub at a faster rate than it can be drained by the atmosphere, plants, and the ocean. By the second half of the twentieth century, scientists were sounding the alarm that the bathtub was about to flood. The stock of greenhouse gases already in the atmosphere was causing a dangerous rise in global temperatures—leading to sea level rises and dramatic changes in weather patterns. Those same scientists made clear what needed to be done: We had to stop pouring filth into the tub and work collectively to drain it.

By the 1990s, some courageous and scientifically minded political leaders had awoken to the seriousness of the threat. At the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was created to coordinate global efforts to combat climate change and deal with its consequences. This summit in Rio would lay the groundwork for the Kyoto Protocol, an initiative that encouraged rich nations, which had already benefitted from industrialisation, to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions and to do so before developing nations would join in. But the resolve shown at the historic summit in 1992 did not translate into action at the scale or pace needed, and the Kyoto Protocol did not come into force until 2005. The United States, the world’s biggest emitter at that time, also failed to ratify the protocol. As is so often the case with a shared international issue, getting everyone to agree that a problem needs to be solved is far easier than getting individual countries to agree on what they themselves will do to solve it.

There is universal agreement that total global warming should be kept below 2° Celsius (3.6° Fahrenheit) or as close as possible to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels. Two degrees of warming has traditionally been considered the threshold beyond which the effects of climate change move from treacherous to catastrophic, but most experts agree that we are already on track to exceed that. To go above 3ºC or 4ºC, scientists warn, will initiate a “tipping point” in our planetary system from which there will be no turning back.

As of early 2017, earth had warmed by roughly more than 1°C since 1880, the year when records were first taken on a global scale. Although this figure may seem quite low to the average person, the rise has set off alarm bells within the global scientific community, who warn that continued and unchecked levels of warming could undermine our planet’s capacity to support human existence. Already, soaring temperatures around the world are setting records: the month of March 2017 represented the 627th month in a row of warmer-than-normal temperatures.1 The five hottest recorded summers in Europe since the late-medieval ages have occurred since 2002.2 In 2015, the Middle East and the Persian Gulf registered record temperatures as high as 73°C or 163°F.

In 2014, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a UN network of leading climate experts, issued a report warning that should the world remain on its present trajectory, we will hit four degrees of warming by the end of this century. Warming of more than 1.5°C above 1880 levels would lead to the loss of 90 percent or more of all coral reefs. An increase of 2°C would almost double current water shortages around the world and lead to a massive drop in wheat and maize harvests. The vicious heat waves that we experience today would become the norm, and the inundation of coastal cities like that of Houston, Texas, in August 2017 would become routine, forcing tens of millions of people to lose their homes. The sci-fi movies depicting giant storms or weather events that threaten our very existence may one day seem less fictional: a 3.6°C rise above pre-industrial levels, the IPCC warns, would precipitate an “extensive” extinction of species across the globe, rendering much of the globe uninhabitable.

Soon after Realizing Rights was formed, I was invited to chair the board of the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), a think tank based in London to promote sustainable development worldwide. This wonderful institution taught me how important it is to listen to grassroots voices and enable them to be heard. In 2006 I was asked to give a lecture to honour the life and work of the organisation’s founder, the English economist and writer Barbara Ward, an eminent intellectual and moral leader, whose legacy was rooted in the belief that the environment and development are fundamentally linked. Human beings, she once wrote, had forgotten how to act as good guests on earth and to tread lightly on our planet as other creatures do. Several seminal events in 2006 had pushed climate change to the front pages of some leading international newspapers, and public perception of the debate appeared to be changing. Millions of people across the world had flocked to see the eye-opening film An Inconvenient Truth, by former U.S. vice president Al Gore. That same year, widespread heat waves, unlike anything seen before, had killed hundreds across America. In the United Kingdom, an influential report, Stern Review: The Economics of Climate Change, authored by Lord Nicholas Stern, had concluded—to wide international coverage—that investing now to limit climate change and to prepare for its effects would cost a fraction of the measures needed if we wait until these adverse impacts make themselves known.

Honouring Barbara Ward, I reminded those present of the words enshrined in Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights stating our birthright: “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” Yet, when it comes to the effects of climate change, there has been nothing but chronic injustice and the corrosion of human rights. “For too long, many countries have denied the evidence, seeking to find excuses for inaction,” especially the United States and Australia, which failed to live up to the clear moral obligation of signing the Kyoto Protocol. “We can no longer think about climate change as an issue where the rich give charity to the poor to help them to cope with its adverse impacts.” Success would depend on a new spirit of multilateral efforts with rich countries living up to their responsibilities for contributing most to the problem. “If there is a climate change problem, it is in large part a justice problem. Our continued existence on this shared planet demands that we agree to a fairer way of sharing out the burdens and benefits of life on earth, and that in the choices we make, we remember the rights of both today’s poor and tomorrow’s children.”

To deal with climate change we must simultaneously address the underlying injustice in our world and work to eradicate poverty, exclusion, and inequality. That injustice is embodied in the fate of the 1.3 billion people around the world who still have no access to electricity, and the 2.6 billion who still cook on open fires. If we are to properly address climate change, we must do so in tandem with improving the lives of these people, by giving them access to electricity and cookstoves through renewable energy sources, and not fossil fuels. By doing so we can deliver a wave of empowerment in one of the most profound attacks on global poverty and inequality ever to take place—by opening unprecedented opportunities for these billions of people.

Raising awareness about climate justice requires us to marry the standards of human rights with issues of sustainable development and responsibility for climate change. We need to create a “people first” platform for those on the margins suffering the worst effects of climate change, and to amplify their voices to ensure them a seat at the table in any future climate change negotiations. In the words of Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa, climate justice can be a new “narrative of hope.”
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Towards the end of 2010, I brought Realizing Rights to a planned end and moved back home to Ireland to establish my own charitable foundation on climate justice. Using the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change as a scaffold, we pieced together the foundation using the principles of human rights and combining issues of sustainable development with responsibility for climate change.

In November that year, Mexico held the sixteenth Conference of the Parties, or COP—the annual climate summit meeting of the “supreme body” of the UNFCCC. A year earlier, Denmark had hosted the fifteenth COP in Copenhagen, a summit marked by disorganisation and frayed tempers when numerous small states were sidelined by the bigger powers and left—literally—outside in the Danish cold. I and many others were anxious about what lay ahead in Cancún, worried that negotiators would not be able to revive the climate talks after the disaster of the previous year. The Mexican organisers, under the leadership of Minister for Foreign Affairs Patricia Espinosa, had spent the difficult year in between reaching out to the 192 countries that would be present at Cancún, trying to smooth the water and make the conference a turning point, an opportunity to get the climate talks back on track.

It also turned out to be a serendipitous celebration of the power of women. Patricia Espinosa would become one of three consecutive women—behind Connie Hedegaard of Denmark and ahead of Maite Nkoana-Mashabane of South Africa—to preside over an international climate change conference. Playing on this synergy of a “troika” female leadership, I suggested to the Mexican government that we cohost an event for women leaders on gender and climate change at Cancún, to sound out a theory that had been percolating: that by linking women with access to power to women on the front lines of climate change at the grassroots level, we could all gather strength and create a new kind of climate activism. Patricia Espinosa immediately suggested we form a network under the leadership of herself, Connie Hedegaard, and Maite Nkoana-Mashabane.

The following year at the climate conference in Durban, South Africa, this Troika alliance would become a Troika Plus of fifty female leaders, ministers, and heads of UN agencies—most of them mothers, some grandmothers. An unusual inclusive style to our meetings developed later as Troika leaders began to bring grassroots women to climate meetings to bear witness to the effects of climate change in their communities. Around conference tables usually reserved for multilateral leaders, these grassroots women would tell their stories: their fears, their frustrations, and their efforts to gain access to the simple necessities of life that so many delegates took for granted.

The Troika Plus injected a new sense of energy into all climate justice work. All at once, it became possible for women across multiple sectors of society to lead the way in helping to build resilience, amplifying the voice of ordinary women in the negotiations on climate change. In April 2013, my foundation joined with the Irish government in organising a major climate change conference to coincide with Ireland’s presidency that year of the European Union. Entitled “Hunger, Nutrition and Climate Justice,” it brought more than a hundred grassroots climate change activists to Dublin. Although the conference welcomed leading dignitaries such as former U.S. vice president Al Gore and EU commissioners, the promise of hearing from grassroots participants strongly encouraged others to attend.

At the outset of the conference, a weekend induction course bolstered the confidence of the grassroots participants before they sat at roundtable discussions with ministers and others.
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