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Why do we need Climate Reparations?

The climate crisis is profoundly unjust. It is not a 
crisis that affects everyone equally, nor one that 
everyone has caused. 

1	 https://climatechangetracker.org/nations/greenhouse-gas-emissions  
	 (This excludes emissions caused by goods imported to Germany.)
2	 Ibid

On one side are those historically and struc-

turally responsible for it : countries, corpo-

rations and individuals that have benefited 

– and continue to benefit - from greenhou-

se gas-intensive production, consumption 

and economic growth. Germany, for exam-

ple is responsible for around 3% of global 

historic emissions1, despite making up less 

than 1% of the world’s population. It has bu-

ilt immense wealth and technological capa-

city through centuries of industrialization 

and colonial exploitation, and it posseses 

the financial means to adapt to the conse-

quences of climate change.

On the other side are those who bear the 

brunt of the crisis: communities, countries, 

and ecosystems in the Global South that 

have contributed least to the problem. Ca-

meroon, for instance has produced only ab-

out 0,2% of historic global emissions2, yet 

faces devastating impacts – from floods and 

droughts to the loss of livelihoods and bio-

diversity - without the sufficient resources 

to respond or recover.

Climate Reparations  
in a nutshell

Introduction by Konzeptwerk Neue Ökonomie



5

When we talk about Climate Reparations it is essential to re-
cognize that the injustice is not limited to unequal emissi-
ons. Germany’s wealth, stability and high standard of living 
are inseparable from the historic and ongoing exploitation of 
countries like Cameroon3- through colonialism, extractivism, 
unfair trade relations and neocolonial economic structures. 
The raw materials, labour and resources extracted from co-
lonial regions have directly fuelled Europe’s industrialization 
and accumulation of wealth, while leaving formerly colonized 
nations structurally disadvantaged, indebted and dependent. 

Cameroon’s vulnerability to the climate crisis is, therefore, 
in turn, not merely the result of natural conditions. It is the 
outcome of historically produced inequalities – the result of 
centuries of dispossession, resource extraction and delibe-
rate underdevelopment. The same systems that caused the 
climate crisis continues to shape who suffers from it and who 
profits from it.

The line between those who suffer from the climate crisis 
does not run only between rich and poor countries. It also 
runs within societies, along class divisions, gender hierar-
chies, racialized structures and other intersecting forms of 
oppression. Marginalized groups – including women, Indige-
nous peoples, Black and other racialized communities, peo-
ple with disabilities, and low income households – are often 
both the least responsible for emissions and the most expo-
sed to climate harms. 

3   In this case there is even a direct connection since Cameroon used to be a  

     German Colony. For more information on the relationship of the two countries 

     through a climate justice lens see: www.knoe.org/thedamagedone
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Building blocks for climate reparations

4	 Burkett, M. (2009) Climate reparations. Melbourne Journal of International Law, 10(2), 509–542.

Climate reparations are therefore neit-
her charity nor aid, they are 

	→ necessary to stop further injustices 
and ensure accountability and repair 
by redistributing resources, power 
and decision making to those most 
affected,

	→ a tool to address the root causes of 
the crisis – historical responsibility, 
structural inequality and systemic 
exploitation.,

	→ the centrepiece of climate and glob-
al justice, a prerequisite for a heal-
ing process between the Global 
South and North.

According to Maxine Burkett4, climate 
reparations must at least include three 
core elements: “an apology, compensa-
tion and a guarantee of non-repetition”.
An apology acknowledges the harm 
done and accepts responsibility for it. 
Compensation - whether monetary or 
through other forms of material redress 

– gives tangible or symbolic weight to 
that acknowledgement. The guarantee 
of non-repetition, perhaps the most 
transformative element, commits the 
perpetrating parties to structural chan-
ges that prevent the continuation or re-
petition of the injustice.
To make these elements more concrete, 
we identified 6 building blocks for cli-
mate reparations that explain how the-
se could look like in practice, in Germa-
ny and beyond (see figure).

Apology

Guarantee of 
non-repetition

Compensation

How (not) to How (not) to 
apologize?apologize?

Climate  Climate  
FinanceFinance

Loss and Loss and 
DamageDamageEnding  Ending  

Corporate Corporate 
 Impunity Impunity

Just  Just  
TransitionTransition

Post-growth and Post-growth and 
DecolonizationDecolonization
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About the project

Looking at the current state of civil society, we believe that 
climate reparations are the missing link in a comprehensive 
understanding of climate justice. Despite growing awareness 
of the connection between the climate crisis, colonialism 
and racism, the concept of climate reparations remains un-
derexplored and often misunderstood. One major reason is 
the lack of accessible materials on the topic - particularly in 
German-speaking contexts.
With our project “Building Blocks for Climate Reparations,” 
we aim to close this gap – by providing accessible, grounded 
knowledge that links climate reparations to justice, respon-
sibility and systemic change. 

About tHIS Factsheeet

This factsheet traces the origins of just tran-

sition from labor struggles to climate nego-

tiations and situates it within climate repa-

rations. It links historical and ongoing co-

lonial extraction, inequality, and corporate 

abuse to today’s transition debates, highl-

ighting Germany’s responsibility and the 

central role of Global South communities in 

reshaping the global political economy. It is 

is authored by Roland Ngam, project mana-

ger for climate justice and socio-ecological 

transformation with the Rosa Luxemburg-

Foundation in Johannesburg. His main in-

terests include postgrowth futures, indige-

nous knowledge studies, philosophy and art. 

Compensation



the term “justice”
in climate negotiations – Background and origins 

The term “just transition” emerged in the 1970s within the la- la-
bor environmentalist movement among North American wor-bor environmentalist movement among North American wor-
kerskers.1 Rising cases of water and air pollution, caused by mar-
ket capitalism merging with financial capitalism squeezed an 
ever increasing share of surpluses out of investments, natur-
ally, at the expense of safety standards. The resulting strug-
gles of laborers and low-wage workers, a majority of whom 
were Black or Latino, were falsely framed as environmental 
justice. In this sense, the first iteration of just transition was 
to protect the health and wellbeing of workers. 
In 1988, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO)World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) announ-
ced plans to create the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC)Change (IPCC), a body that would publish scientific assess-
ments of climate change, its potential risks and impacts to 
the world and show how to mitigate its worst effects. This 
announcement motivated numerous organizations to meet 
at the World Conference on the Changing Atmosphere with 
the ambition of ensuring that ordinary people’s demands 
and viewpoints would be included in the IPCC’s agenda. A 
year later, these organizations created a network to coordi-
nate collaboration and policy positions: the Climate Action Climate Action 
Network (CAN)Network (CAN). Their efforts for a common voice were fur-
ther strengthened when the United Nations General Assem-
bly created the United Nations Framework Convention on United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC)Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1990. 

1  Abram, S. et al (2022) Just Transition: A whole-systems approach to decarbonisation, Climate Policy, 22(8), pp. 
1033–1049. doi: 10.1080/14693062.2022.2108365.
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The CAN unveiled the slogan “systems change not climate “systems change not climate 
change”change” at the Conference of the Parties (COP) 15 in Copen-
hagen in 2019, a resounding call for justice within efforts to 
evolve the global political economy away from fossil fuels2. 
Calls for climate justice moved from a margin demand to a 
major call for the transformation of the entire global politi-
cal economy. 
Most worker organizations, though, were analyzing the COP 
process through a “jobs versus climate” lens“jobs versus climate” lens. They recogni-
zed that global decarbonization efforts had the potential to 
suddenly endanger their current material living conditions. 
Labor constituenciesLabor constituencies helped trade unions to appropriate the 
just transition term with a specific focus on principles such 
as fairness, equity, justice and transparency. The phrase “just 
transition” was included in the preamble to the Paris Agree-
ment (COP21): “taking into account the imperatives of a just 
transition of the workforce and the creation of decent work 
and quality jobs in accordance with nationally defined de-
velopment priorities.” 

2   In a similar vein, an international coalition of groups gathered in Johannesburg as early as 2002 to produce 
the Bali Principles of Climate Justice in an effort to redefine climate change from a human rights and environmen-
tal justice perspective. (https://www.corpwatch.org/article/bali-principles-climate-justice)

9



just 
transition  

is…

Definition
As the previous explanations show, “just transition” is a con-
tested term. 

“…greening the economy in a way 
that is as fair and inclusive as 
possible to everyone concerned, 
creating decent work opportuni-
ties and leaving no one behind”.

International Labour Organization (ILO 2015)

“…a sector, region or economy-wide process 
that produces the plans, policies and in-
vestments so that: 

	ű everyone has social protection; 

	ű all jobs are decent; 

	ű emissions are low or at zero; 

	ű poverty is eliminated; and 

	ű communities are thriving and  
resilient.”

They add:

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)

These definitions all have a focus on protecting workers’ 
rights within the flood of reforms that are expected to occur 
as the global political economy decarbonizes. 

“Just transition includes both measures to 
reduce the impact of job and livelihood los-
ses and industry phase-out on workers and 
communities, and measures to produce new, 
low emissions and decent jobs and liveli-
hoods as well as healthy communities.”

10



At the same time, there is also a growing concern to include 
communities and people who form part of the system that 
workers also depend on. 

just 
transition  

is…

South Africa’s National Planning Commission:

“…a range of social interventions needed to 
secure workers’ jobs and livelihoods when 
economies are shifting to sustainable pro-
duction, including avoiding climate change 
and protecting biodiversity, among other 
challenges.”3

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change:

“…managing the shift to a low-carbon econo-
my in a way that is fair and inclusive, ensu-
ring that no one is left behind.”4

3	 National Planning Commission of South Africa (2019). Social Partner 	
	 Dialogue for a Just Transition; May 2018 – June 2019. Pretoria: NPC.
4	 UNFCCC (2023). Implementation of Just Transition and  
	 Economic Diversification Strategies; a compilation of best practices 	
	 from different countries. Bonn: UNFCCC.
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Two overarching statements can be made regarding  
definitions of “just transition(s).” 

5  Harry, JH, Maltby T & Szulecki, K (2024).  Contesting just transitions: Climate delay and the contradictions of 
labour environmentalism. Political Geography, Vol. 112, 103114, 2024, pp. 103113
6  Although there has been significant fear mongering by politicians around just transition issues, the Internatio-
nal Energy Agency posits that just and inclusive energy transitions are expected to create more jobs than currently 
exist in the power sector
7  In 2010, former Bolivian President Evo Morales convened the World Peoples’ Conference on Climate Change 
and the Rights of Mother Earth (the People’s Summit) in Cochabamba, Bolivia. The Cochabamba moment had a 
dramatic impact in galvanizing developing countries around a set of key demands: creation of a climate justice tri-
bunal, compensation of developing countries for climate debt (reparations essentially), debt cancelation and a uni-
versal declaration of Mother Earth’s rights. 
8  Justiciability concerns the limits upon legal issues over which a court can exercise its judicial authority.

Firstly, whereas workplace and industrial 

transitions are often defined and someti-

mes undermined by capital’s profit motive, 

a just transition as conceptualized by tra-

de unions and international processes like 

COP is driven by reforming the capital/labor driven by reforming the capital/labor 

relationship in a manner that protects wor-relationship in a manner that protects wor-

kerskers.5 In this regard, we have seen cases of 

trade unions pushing back against just tran-

sition initiatives. A striking example is the 

energy sector workers in South Africa and 

many other countries opposing the closu-

re of coal-fired power stations. These wor-

kers view decarbonization today in terms of 

risks to their mortgage, pension funds and 

even survival.6  

Secondly, the idea of reparative or restorati-

ve justice does not seem to be the immedia-

te priority of either COP or trade union just 

transition efforts. Rather, current initiati-

ves have a heavy forward-looking slant, with 

procedural or distributive justice the imme-

diate or most urgent focus. This is where a 

great division appears between workers and 

NGOs not directly tied to trade unions. The 

latter typically have a broader view of what a 

just transition should look like, as embodied 

in the Cochambamba momentCochambamba moment.7 For com-

munities and taxpayers that host firms, ef-

forts to transition to low-carbon economies 

must address injustices of the past as well 

as structural injustices within prevailing so-

cio-economic institutions in order to achie-

ve a political economy that is fair for all. 

Accordingly, the activism of this more diver-

se and more vocal NGO constituency seeks 

to answer questions such as: Why is there 

climate injustice? Who are the perpetrators 

and who are the victims? How does one en-

sure reparation and restoration during ei-

ther the active life of the firm or when it has 

completed its activities? Can or should a 

reformed firm just move on as if all the sins 

of the past had been forgiven? What should 

be done so that cases of wrongdoing do not 

happen again? How do we provide justice 

to those who have been wronged? How do 

we define justiciability8 of socioecological 

crimes?

12



pervasive historical 
and recent abuses  
Connecting just transition and climate justice

The Cochabamba People’s AgreementCochabamba People’s Agreement reminded the world 
that the Global North has been siphoning natural resources 
and free labor from the Global South for centuries. In this 
sense, the Global North is the main driver of unjust transiti-
ons, climate injustice and climate change9. 
Thomas Pikkety notes in A Brief History of Equality that 
a study of evolution of the differences in wealth between 
countries show two key periods of great divergence: 
1820–1950 and then 1950–1980.10 

9   Ngam, R (2025). Degrowth in an African periphery: from necrocapitalism to a pluriverse of nowtopias. In Nel-
son, A & Liegey, V (eds.). Routledge Handbook of Degrowth. Oxfordshire: Routledge – Taylor & Francis.  
10   Piketty, T (2022). A Brief History of Equality. Cambridge and London: the Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press.

The first period, i.e. the Industrial Revolu-

tion, drove significant changes to global 

sociocultural and industrial processes, the 

consequence of which was widespread dis-

possession in the Global South. The expan-

sionist ambitions of empires unilaterally 

shifted Europe’s borders to the ends of the 

earth. The English/British coined the phra-

se: “the sun never sets on the British empi-

re” to explain the sheer size of their empire. 

The outer reaches of empire, though the ob-

ject of scorn and mockery, were re-enginee-

red to serve the interests of the global core. 

11   In the Belgian Congo, the pace of production was so frenetic that enforcers would chop of the hands or hack 
down the relatives of laborers who failed to meet their daily quota. 

The kind of Prometheus unleashed by the 

invention of steam manufacturing proces-

ses was mercantile capitalism, a god of fire 

that devoured unlimited amounts of raw ma-

terial and labor. It required vast coalfields 

to be excavated, expansive monocrop plan-

tations to be sown and abundant labor to 
be provided.11 Importantly too, within mass 
consciousness, it raised man from just an-
other living organism in the biocene to the 
destructive anthropocentric top of the food 
chain and the biocene became the Anthro-
pocene. 

13



During the second period from 1950−1980second period from 1950−1980, 

after the Second World War, a period that 

in fact starts with industrial capitalismindustrial capitalism and 

eventually merges with financial and tech-financial and tech-

nology/technological capitalismnology/technological capitalism, we witnes-

sed hyper-anthropocentric Prometheanism, 

the fusion of land, labor, capital and—more 

recently—information and communication 

technology combined with artificial intelli-

gence. The plunder of nature, the destructi-

on of virgin forests, and the pollution of wa-

terways has become normalized by the mas-

ters of industry who supply supermarkets, 

jewelry stores, fashion outlets, transport 

systems, data centers and an endless array 

of applications on our mobile phones. Ac-

12   Chancel, L., et al (2022). World Inequality Report 2022. World Inequality Lab wir2022.wid.world

cording to the World Inequality ReportWorld Inequality Report, the 

top 10% richest people on the planet own 

over 76% of the wealth.12 The rich are the 

biggest consumers of water, fashion, jewel-

ry, cars, flights and beef, i.e. super emitters 

of CO
2
.
 
This group is responsible for over 

50% of all CO2 emissions. The bottom 50% 

live under precarious conditions in the most 

dangerous parts of the globe. The poorest 

people own barely 8.5% of the wealth and 

account for just over 12% of CO
2
 emissions. 

Many of them slave away under inhumane 

conditions to produce cheap grain, cheap 

fashion, cheap beef and cheap electronics 

for the Global North.

With its wealth, power and position, the Global North is also 
systematically appropriating the Global South’s resources. 
Like Ghanaian President Kwame Nkrumah said at the foun-
ding of the Organisation of African Unity in 1963, 

“for centuries Africa has been the [milk 
cow] of the Western world; It was our con-
tinent that helped the Western world built 
up its accumulated wealth.” 

Kwame Nkrumah

14



The endless oil spills, abuses and corruption around major 
oil and gas projects in Africa are well known. They have been 
going on for decades. Dispossession of ancestral lands is wi-
despread and the modus operandi for clearing these territo-
ries are always the same: 

Government officials in faraway capital cities use 
eminent domain laws to push indigenous commu-
nities off their lands so that extraction projects by 
faraway Global North companies can proceed.  
When local communities protest their government’s 
heavy-handedness or the lack of fair compensation, 
the army and police riot squads are brought in to 
beat people into submission. 

The Global South is also the dumping ground of the Global 
North. Because the Global North is producing waste much 
faster than its dumpsites can handle, it is exporting much of 
it to other countries. China used to buy some of it to fuel its 
power stations. However, it is taking less of it as its econo-
my grows. Other countries, like Ghana, receive tons of elec-
tronic waste that desperate unemployed youth strip down in 
places like Agbloboshie to recover valuable components like 
copper and gold.13 Obviously, the rudimentary methods that 
they use cause serious mercury and arsenic pollution in wa-
ter systems. Much like Ghana, many other African countries 
are paying a heavy price for taking the Global North’s junk 
(used cars, clothes, electronics, etc.). 

13   Ngam, R (2024). Agbobloshie; A Monument to Man’s Addiction to ‘Stuff’. Available at https://www.climatejusti-
cecentral.org/posts/agbobloshie-a-smonument-to-mans-addiction-to-stuff. Last accessed on 30 September 2025. 
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Germany’s role and  
responsibility 

Analyses on historical and contemporary CO
2
 

emissions show that Germany is responsible for 
about 3% of the 2.5 trillion tons of CO

2 
that have 

been released into the atmosphere since 1850.14 

It is the sixth largest historical emitter of COsixth largest historical emitter of CO
2
. Shortly af-

ter unification, Prussia, which would later become Germany, 
played a significant role in spreading steam technologies as 
well as in laying claim to the human and environmental re-
sources of the Global South, notably through the 1884−1885 1884−1885 
Berlin conferenceBerlin conference and its colonial possessions, events that 
significantly ramped up climate injustice and CO

2
 release. 

Germany’s political reunification and railway lines gave it the 
leverage it needed to build heavy industrial and manufactu-
ring capacity around the country. 
By 1900, Germany was the largest economy in Europe and a 
leading producer of steel, railway equipment, cars and che-
micals. 

Germany’s rise was aided, of course, by ab-
undant supplies of coal and lignite as well 
as colonial territories that supplied its ma-
nufacturing processes and its urban cen-
ters with primary commodities. 

Driven by grand empire ambitions to conquer what was 
regarded as terra nullius and savage landsterra nullius and savage lands, Germany laid 
claim to present day Cameroon, Namibia, Tanzania, Togo 
and Rwanda in Africa. 

14  www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-which-countries-are-historically-responsible-for-climate-change/
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In Cameroon, German interests expropria-

ted 264,000 hectares of the most fertile 

lands around Mount Cameroon. This part 

of the greater Congo Basin Rain forest was 

cleared to grow banana, rubber, coffee, tea 

and other tropical crops. Cleared areas lost 

insect colonies, animals and plant species. 

15  www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/maps-and-charts/greenhouse-gases-viewer-data-viewers
16  ag-energiebilanzen.de/wp-content/uploads/EBD24p2_Auswertungstabellen_deutsch.pdf

Forced labor was used in the plantation and 

desertion was punished by flogging, han-

ging, rape and even drowning of deserters’ 

babies by commanders like Freiherr von So-

den, Jesko von Puttkammer and Hans Do-

minik. In one case, the brutality of which 

would be reported to the German parlia-

ment, Hans Dominik put over thirty Bako-

ko babies in baskets and drowned them in 

a river. 

Between 1850 and 1970, Germany was consistently among 
the top three biggest emitters of CO

2
 in the world, along 

with the United States of America and the United Kingdom. 
Although it has made efforts to decarbonize its economy 
(Germany currently emits less CO

2
 than the USA, China, In-

dia, Japan, Russia, Brazil and Indonesia), Germany is still the Germany is still the 
biggest emitter of CO2 in Europe.biggest emitter of CO2 in Europe. It generated almost 824 
million tons of CO

2
eq in 2023, or a per capita average of 8.9 

tons of CO
2
eq,  more than twice as much as the next highest 

country, France.15 Its biggest sources of energy are still oil, 
gas and coal16 while its dependence on gas has contributed 
to new investments in oil and gas exploration in the Global 
South in the 2020s, following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

17



How and where  
just transition  
needs to happen
Environmental pollution does not respect international 
borders. Pollution in one country becomes a burden for the 
entire planet. The planet has a CO

2
 credit which must be used 

by the entire globe. The irresponsible behavior of some, al-
lied with the delusion of those who trust in the unproven ab-
ility of the planet to keep healing itself, means that we are 
burning through this credit very quickly. Thus, it will also take 
a global effort to resolve the world’s transition efforts.  
That said, some people and nations must bear a bigger bur-
den of the urgent fixes that need to be made. The G20 econo-
mies, for example, are the biggest historical emitters of an-
thropogenic CO2 since 1850. Within that group, the G7 group 
of countries (i.e. the US, Canada, France, United Kingdom, 
Germany, Italy and Japan) plus China have an even bigger 
responsibility for historic anthropogenic CO

2
 emissions. The 

consensus on the most efficient way to solve climate change 
is to implement the Paris Agreement’s goal of keeping global 
warming at 1.5 degrees, and if that fails, 2 degrees relative to 
preindustrial levels. In order to achieve this, nations have to 
pursue a common but differentiated approach to reducing 
their CO

2
 emissions, which they have to report in their Natio-Natio-

nally Determined Contributions (NDCs)nally Determined Contributions (NDCs). Common but diffe-
rentiated approaches mean that the biggest polluters must 
declare the biggest NDCs. 

18



This means that countries with a large carbon footprint, concrete ur-

ban sprawl, large-scale commercial farms, steel plants, data centers 

and fossil fuel consumption must bear the biggest burden of cuts. 

They should also transfer sustainable technology and resources to 

victims of historic pollution. Unfortunately, international processes 

remain too vague and, once again, Global North countries are shif-

ting most of the responsibility to poorer nations through off-set-

ting mechanisms.17

Poorer nations also need to transition to cleaner energy sources. 

They must also adapt to the adverse effects of climate change. 

Unfortunately, because the biggest emitters of CO2 
are constantly kicking the can down the road, the 
countries that have been victims of colonialism and 
neocolonialism for centuries now have to shift sig-
nificant portions of their national budgets to acqui-
re renewable energy sources and adapt to climate 
change. 

These unjust transitions imposed on them by rich nations can-

not continue if these countries still have the objective to win other 

battles like ending hunger, achieving universal access to education, 

connecting homes to pipe-borne water and electricity, and provi-

ding quality roads and homes. That is why we need just transitions. 

17  Carbon offsetting is the idea that companies, countries and individuals can offset the emissions they cause. 
This is done through projects that save or remove emissions from the atmosphere, such as forest protection or re-
forestation projects.” (www.brennpunkt.lu/en/glossary-of-climate-justice-terms/)
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What needs to hap-
pen to accelerate just 
transition 
The entire planet needs to accelerate the implementation of 
the Paris Agreement. Implementation of regional NDCsregional NDCs is al-
ready happening. The EU for example has adopted the Fit for Fit for 
55 climate plan55 climate plan that proposes to cut the region’s emissions to 
55% below 1990 levels by 2030. The African Union has orga-
nized two Africa Climate SummitsAfrica Climate Summits to make the case for debt 
cancellation, access to more financing, technology transfer 
and collaboration around green technologies. 
A necessary precondition for global action is having multila-multila-
teral institutions that workteral institutions that work. 
A just transition cannot occur within an international space 
in which multilateral processes do not work. Without this sine 
qua non, every international process is doomed to nihilism 
and political determinism. If and when we engineer global 
institutions to play their proper roles again, we must also in-
clude the following key fixes: 

	→ Firstly, although a coalition of Global North countries have 

launched a series of JETPsseries of JETPs (South Africa, Indonesia, Vietnam, 

Senegal) the reality is that these deals are still rooted in asym-

metric relationships of exploitation and indebtedness. Without  

large transfers of money and resources from the Global North large transfers of money and resources from the Global North 

to the Global Southto the Global South, no real transition is going to take place. In 

the case of Senegal for example, which is an unusual place for 

such a relationship to exist, the decision to sign the partnership 

cannot be divorced from Senegal’s discovery of oil and gas on 

its offshore. In South Africa, the JETP are mostly based on loans. 

Tying a country into heavy long-term loans cannot be deemed as 

“just.” It is predation. 

20



	→ Secondly, through no fault of their own, most people in the Global 

South were placed within national borders they did not choose, un-

der leaders they’ve mostly never voted for and find themselves pro-

ducing commodities whose value chains were developed by colo-

nizers. In other words, they exist only to produce commodities they 

do not need in their local contexts. In some cases (Kenya, South Af-

rica, Namibia) the best land is still owned by settler colonists. A dis-

turbing fact that continues to play out in Africa and similar planta-

tion economies dominated by large-scale commercial farms is the 

sale, by European companies, of dangerous pesticides in Africa that 

are already banned in Europe. A just agricultural transitionjust agricultural transition cannot 

occur when such blatant double standards are allowed to continue18. 

	→ Thirdly, unprecedented levels of consumption in the modern era 

must end. Everything has a cost. The biggest sources of CO
2
 are di-

rectly related to how we eat, live and travel. Our addiction to cheap 

meat, cheap food, cheap electronics, cheap throwaway fashion, etc. 

has real and dangerous consequences. Online businesses have ex-

ponentially increased both the amount of waste we produce and the 

energy consumption we need to be online for many hours a day. We 

need to transition the global political economy towards a new way new way 

of living and consumingof living and consuming. Connected to this, short logistics chains 

are important for a just transition and therefore globalization with 

its massive expansion of freight transport must change. Africa, for 

example, cannot continue importing huge amounts of cheap goods 

and electronics from China that it can produce closer to home. The 

same goes for other continents. Currently the floodgates cannot 

be closed due to unsuitable international governance mechanisms. 

There is an urgent need to renegotiate current trade regimes.  

18   The booklet Double Standards and Hazardous Pesticides compiled by Peter Clausing et al (2021) provided an 
overview of “pesticide active ingredients that are developed and/or brought to market by Bayer or BASF and that 
are still traded across globe—even though they cannot be sold in the EU and are classified as being highly hazar-
dous to the health of humans.” 

21



Active African voices 
Although more attention is given to the subject in 
the post-2000s, the struggle for a clean environ-
ment is an existential challenge that many African 
groups have been contending with for decades, so-
metimes at significant risk to members’ lives. As-
serting the right to a clean environment is often a 
lonely battle, and the local government, in partner-
ship with the foreign investor, inevitably chooses to 
steamroll local communities.19 
From a historical perspective, arguably the biggest voice for 
climate justice in Africa’s modern history is the former Pre-
sident Thomas SankaraThomas Sankara. A native of Burkina Faso, Sankara 
saw first-hand a number of existential challenges: rising tem-
peratures and droughts, drying soils from decades of cotton 
production for the Global North, the encroaching Sahara de-
sert, irresponsible chopping down of trees by Burkinabè and 
austerity measures from Bretton Woods Institutions. Faced 
with the difficulty of getting fair loans from international fi-
nancial institutions, he successfully encouraged his people 
to become self-sufficient in food production while also lea-
ding campaigns to plant millions of trees. 

19   One can cite for example the Endorois community in Central Kenya that was evicted from their ancestral 
lands by the Kenyan government in the 1970s in order to set up lucrative game farms and tourism opportunities – 
lucrative for others and not the local community. The Endorois exhausted recourse avenues in Kenya and took the 
matter to the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights which ruled in their favour. 
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The Niger Delta is also an important example to cite in this 
context. The oil-rich area is home to many oil giants like BP 
and Shell that have pumped oil out for decades. While the-
se industry giants and their shareholders have profited sig-
nificantly from the delta’s oil, its people have experienced 
a very bitter harvest: polluted farmlands, polluted sea front, 
thousands of oil-spills, brutalization of community members 
resisting expropriation and even exclusion from political af-
fairs. When Kenule Beeson Saro-WiwaKenule Beeson Saro-Wiwa founded the non-vio-
lent Movement for the Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People (MOSOP)Survival of Ogoni People (MOSOP) to 
protest environmental damage and abuses linked to oil ex-
traction by Royal Dutch Shell, the reaction of the Abacha re-
gime was heavy-handed. Ken Saro Wiwa and the rest of the 
Ogoni Nine were hanged on 10 November 1995. That did not 
kill the fight, though. Activists like Nnimmo BasseyNnimmo Bassey who foun-
ded the Health of Mother Earth Foundation (HOMEF)Health of Mother Earth Foundation (HOMEF) keep 
the spotlight firmly focused on of pollution in the Niger Del-
ta and others still fight to get justice for the people of the 
Niger Delta. They have won a couple of significant victories, 
notably a 100 million USD settlement in the Netherlands in 
2010 and another one in London in 2021. However, the paltry 
sums awarded in those cases pale in comparison to the loss 
of livelihoods that the people have suffered. 
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Shell is now currently divesting of its interest in 
countries like Nigeria and South Africa.  
The company cannot be allowed to exit those count-
ries without proper reparations for the decades of 
destruction that it has caused. 

An international group of NGOs and activists known as OIL-OIL-
WATCHWATCH is fighting to ensure that this happens. 
In Kenya, Wangari MaathaiWangari Maathai founded the Green Belt Move-Green Belt Move-
ment (GBM)ment (GBM) in 1977 to empower women whose livelihoods 
were threatened by climate change. She launched initiatives 
giving them more say in political affairs such as secure and 
better control of water, a sure way to a more comfortable 
life. The Pan African Climate Justice AlliancePan African Climate Justice Alliance, also based in 
Kenya, is an umbrella organization that brings together over 
1000 organizations from 51 countries. Although it claims to 
be the voice of grassroots organizations on the ground, it is 
more visible at UN and African Union gatherings. 

Active African voices
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Many African countries are already witnessing up to 2 de-
grees increases in temperatures. They are also being hit hard 
by a rapid succession of extreme weather events. Between 
2023 and 2025, flash floods displaced over 500,000 peop-
le in Chad, Cameroon, Nigeria and Niger. Further south, Se-
negal’s coastlines are being hit hard by coastal erosion and 
salinization. In one community of Dakar, i.e. Bargny, people 
have moved houses twice in the last fifteen years. Ndeye Ya-Ndeye Ya-
cinecine, a community activist from the area, has been crisscros-
sing Senegal and other countries to highlight the hardship of 
communities that have lost their homes and burial grounds 
to the sea. 
Another community member, Fadel WadeFadel Wade who founded the 
organization Solidarite Ci SuturaSolidarite Ci Sutura in 2020, has been to every 
COP conference since 2021 to demand loss and damage for 
the large-scale destruction that coastal erosion has wrought 
on his community. 

“There is a direct correlation between the 
number of young people jumping into canoes 
to sail up to Europe and the loss of liveli-
hoods in our communities. […] 

The surest way to end these dangerous mig-
rations is for the countries that are respon-
sible for this chaos to pay loss and damage 
reparations so that we can rebuild our com-
munities.” Fadel WadeFadel Wade
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What allies can do 
right now
In Germany and the rest of the Global North

Among many others, Global South groups and activists such 
as: 

	→ the South African NGOs Cooperative 

and Policy Alternative Centre (COPAC)

	→ WOMIN 

	→ the Alternative Information and Devel-

opment Centre (AIDC) 

	→ Earthlife 

	→ Fossil Free South Africa 

	→ Research and Support Centre for De-

velopment Alternatives–Indian Ocean 

(CRAAD-OI)

	→ Nigeria’s Health of Mother Earth Foun-

dation (HOMEF)

	→ Namibia’s Women’s Leadership Centre 

	→ the Senegalese National Platform for 

Climate Justice (PNAJC)

	→ Justiça Ambiental! (JA!) 

	→ J4CHANGE inMozambique

have been shining the light on toxic behavior of Global North 
corporations in Africa. Sadly, when activists take their grie-
vances to Europe and elsewhere, it is typically at side events 
in forums like COP, or at sessions organized by NGOs, univer-
sity exchange programs and other gatherings of that nature. 
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	→ Global North organizations need to shine the spotlight on the toxic shine the spotlight on the toxic 

legacy of widespread and continued pollution in the Global South legacy of widespread and continued pollution in the Global South 

by Global North corporations. by Global North corporations. 

	→ Secondly, corporations only pay attention when something threat-

ens their bottom line and that is where partnerships need to focus. 

Global North allies should co-sponsorco-sponsor the growing list of class ac-class ac-

tion lawsuitstion lawsuits that a miscellaneous group of Global South entities 

are filing against rogue corporations like Shell, BP, Agip and oth-

ers who continue to release high amounts of CO
2
 and toxic chem-

icals in their land, water and air. Communities like the Niger Delta 

have traditionally had shockingly little support from environmental 

groups in the Global North. Inviting activists to events and atten-

ding sessions is important but support also needs to translate to 

active financial and material support to hire lawyers and other sta-

keholders who can bring serial polluters to account. 

	→ Finally, a just transition cannot happen in Africa unless there is 

quality universal basic infrastructure in place. Africa is a continent 

of young people and its people require electricity, roads, bandwidth, 

hospitals, schools and green mass transit systems. The countries 

and corporations that imposed bifurcated colonial systems that 

worked for colonial and western interests to the detriment of lo-

cal populations should pay reparations in the form of basic infra-

structure. In this sense, proper reparations can only work through 

nation-to-community and community-to-community projects.nation-to-community and community-to-community projects. They 

cannot go to the same African comprador capitalist class that has 

allied with colonial systems to such devastating effect over the past 

century. 
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organise repair transform

Poorer nations also need to transition to clea-
ner energy sources. They must also adapt to the 
adverse effects of climate change. Unfortunately, 
because the biggest emitters of CO

2
 are cons-

tantly kicking the can down the road, the count-
ries that have been victims of colonialism and 
neocolonialism for centuries now have to shift 
significant portions of their national budgets to 
acquire renewable energy sources and adapt to 
climate change. These unjust transitions impo-
sed on them by rich nations cannot continue if 
these countries still have the objective to win 
other battles like ending hunger, achieving uni-
versal access to education, connecting homes to 
pipe-borne water and electricity, and providing 
quality roads and homes. That is why we need 
just transitions.

www.knoe.org/en


