
“Should all major polluters be obliged to open their 
borders to environmental refugees?”

The climate crisis hits those fi rst and worst 
who are the least responsible for it. Human 
impacts on the environment are very unequal-
ly shared on a global scale. The wealthy indus-
trial nations of the global North are among 
the largest emitters of greenhouse gases. For 
example, there is a clear empirical correla-
tion between wealth and the amount of green-
house gas emissions. The richest half of the 
world’s population is responsible for about 
86% of global CO2 emissions. For example, in 
2019, the US emitted an average of 16.2 tonnes 
of CO2 per capita, compared to only about 7 
tonnes per capita in China. A historical per-
spective also shows that the responsibility for 
the emergence of the climate crisis lies pri-
marily with the rich and early industrialised 
countries of the Global North. To summarize, 
human impacts on the environment are not 
equally distributed globally, but depend on 
factors such as gender, origin or social status. 
And the extent to which people are aff ected by 
environmental damage and climate change 
also depends strongly on these factors.

The ecological question is therefore also a 
question of social justice (climate justice). The 
climate crisis not only makes global inequality 
visible, it also reinforces it. Poor countries are 
particularly vulnerable to the eff ects of global 
warming. Especially since they lack the means 
to adapt to climate change. Some experts are 
even more explicit and state that the prosper-
ity of the Global North is directly based on en-
vironmental degradation and social injustice. 
Taking in climate refugees is therefore a moral 
and civilizational obligation for those coun-
tries. 

Current reports indicate that millions of people 
will have to leave their homes in the upcom-
ing decades due to climate change and global 
warming. According to some projections, up 
to 700 million people will have to leave their 
homes by 2050. If people have to migrate for 
environmental reasons, it is because they are 
threatened by rising temperatures, droughts 
and extreme weather events, for example, or 
by wars and armed confl icts over resources. 
The climate crisis deprives them of the possi-

bility to live a life without misery and violence. 
It undermines human development and in-
creases poverty. The poor regions of the world 
are the most aff ected. If one wants to achieve 
global climate justice, this means that one has 
to change the socio-ecological conditions in 
the Global North.

But there are also other aspects that need to 
be considered regarding this question. For 
example, conservative (or right-wing in par-
ticular) politicians argue that the migration 
movements of recent years have shown that 
western societies might be overburdened with 
the arrival of refugees, both socially and po-
litically. The migration subject is one that is 
oft en emotionally charged and the arguments 
are not always based on (scientifi cally) verifi -
able facts. For example, some environmental 
activists argue that the environment and cli-
mate will only be further stressed if migration 
brings more people to the countries of the 
Global North with its resource- and energy-in-
tensive lifestyles. However, there is hardly any 
scientifi c evidence for this and it is opposed by 
the perspective that people from poorer world 
regions cannot simply be excluded from devel-
opment opportunities.

Furthermore, the already structurally weak 
regions of the global South would be further 
weakened by outward migration. It would then 
be even more diffi  cult to implement effi  cient 
climate change adaptation measures in these 
countries. Eff ectively tackling the causes of 
displacement should therefore be the top pri-
ority of development policies. Instead of en-
couraging migration, the rich industrialised 
nations should provide more development as-
sistance and on site help.
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Dieses Projekt wird mit finanzieller 
Unterstützung der Europäischen Union 
erstellt. Die darin vertretenen 
Standpunkte geben die Ansicht von 
Südwind wieder und stellen somit in 
keiner Weise die offizielle Meinung der 
Europäischen Union dar.



How are social justice and forms of sustain-
able resource use related to each other? Can 
equity or justice in resource use contribute 
to sustainable resource use?

Is climate change a crisis caused by collec-
tive overuse of resources and environment? 
Or is it rather a few regions of the world liv-
ing at the cost of others?

Is it morally justifi able for the countries of 
the Global North to defend their prosperity 
against poorer regions of the world and, if 
necessary, close their borders to do so?

Under what political and economic condi-
tions can a fl ourishing life in prosperity and 
security be made possible for all people on 
a limited planet with fi nite resources?
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