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To combat climate change, the entire world has to make the transition away 
from fossil fuels. If a major emitter like the United States or India doesn’t 
substantially reduce its emissions, it will doom the entire enterprise. As never 
before in human history, richer and poorer must work together.

But what will that joint action look like?

The industrial revolution, which coincided with peak colonialism, enriched the 
Global North at the expense of the Global South. In the process of spewing out 
vast quantities of greenhouse gasses, richer countries also racked up an enor-
mous climate debt beginning in the nineteenth century. Now, the richer coun-
tries must fund the clean energy transition for poorer communities. 

Paying reparations in this way is not just an act of justice. It is indispensable to 
the saving of the planet.

In theory, that’s what the Just Energy Transition Partnerships are all about. 
South Africa’s JET-P, for instance, is designed to finance the country’s shift 
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away from coal-fired power plants to renewable sources of energy. Currently, 
83 percent of South African electricity is generated by fossil fuels, with 58 per-
cent coming from the dirtiest source, coal.

The JET-P for South Africa, launched by a consortium of richer countries in 
2021, has marshaled around $12.4 billion. This money has been earmarked for 
building out solar and wind capacity, expanding the electricity grid to support 
that buildout, and setting up programs for retraining workers, particularly those 
in the coal sector. 

“It’s a big fund,” notes University of Johannesburg sociology professor Patrick 
Bond, “and it should allow us to close down our coal-fired power plants early. 
And to the extent that we need to import turbines for wind or solar panels and 
batteries and inverters, then we can make that transition.”

After five years, however, the project is still in its early stages.

“We are talking about replacing 88 coal-fired power units that produces 
just under 50GW of electricity,” explains Roland Ngam, Project Manager for 
Climate Justice at the Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung’s South Africa office. “If it 
has taken a half decade just to put the bureaucracy in place, you can imagine 
how long doing the brick and mortar work will take. Replacing these coal-fired 

Long closed, but utilized as a recreation area in Soweto. Between the two towers you can bungie jump. 
Below is a restaurant and pool tables. Credit: Wikimedia Commons

https://ember-energy.org/countries-and-regions/south-africa/
https://www.opis.com/resources/energy-market-news-from-opis/s-africas-new-power-plan-aims-to-end-coals-dominance/
https://www.opis.com/resources/energy-market-news-from-opis/s-africas-new-power-plan-aims-to-end-coals-dominance/
https://table.media/en/africa/feature/jetp-in-south-africa-germany-plans-further-support
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Soweto_Coal_fired_electric_plant.jpg
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units and expanding green capacity also means laying 14,000 kilometers of 
high-voltage transmission lines – and that will cost $26 billion to complete. If 
we throw the global political climate into the mix, one begins to see how this 
thing can take at least a few decades to complete.”

It’s not just the timeline that’s problematic. Most of the funding comes in the 
form of loans—92 percent—rather than grants. And while the interest rate for 
the loans is rather low, it still adds to the country’s already sizable debt burden 
of around $350 billion. South Africa spends nearly $22 billion each year just 
to service that debt, which is considerably more than what the government 
spends on public health. The outlays so far have gone to “the consultancies,” 
Patrick Bond adds, “these big firms, the KPMGs, the Ernsts and Youngs, all the 
big boys who do this work, instead of local economic justice groups.”

There are ways to push the JET-P more in the direction of climate justice. “For 
example, rural populations should be empowered with the infrastructure and 
funds to set up microgrids,” Roland Ngam suggests. “That will unlock a lot of 
opportunities and help draw many workers from the coal sector. Right now, 
most rural communities have zero benefit from the dozens of solar power sta-
tions that big business is building everywhere. Second, instead of focusing on 
power stations, why not empower thousands of young people with the skills 
and resources to install rooftop solar, windmills, etc. and through that, make 
the rest of the population see the benefits of solar and wind?”

Climate justice, especially as it’s discussed in international fora like the annual 
Conference of Parties (COP), can sound abstract, at least in terms of the dollar 
amounts demanded by countries most affected by climate change and the 
considerably smaller sums offered by rich countries. South Africa’s JET-P illus-
trates the concrete challenges faced by poorer countries that want to shift to a 
clean energy economy and the specific methods by which the richer countries 
continue to shirk their responsibilities. 

The notion of climate reparations—a debt that the rich, for once, owes to the 
poor—is a powerful but still marginal part of the climate debate. “Climate 
reparations as such hasn’t really entered the official policy space,” observes 
David Williams, head of International Climate Justice Program at the Rosa 
Luxemburg Stiftung in New York. “So, actually, in my view, there isn’t a big 
greenwashing of the term yet.”

Climate reparations, then, present a way to mobilize poorer countries and ex-
tract real commitments from the richer ones. As with reparations in the African 
American community and the landback movement among Native Americans, 
such arguments are moving from the periphery of debate to the very center of 
discussions about the path forward.

https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/south-africa/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
https://www.zawya.com/en/world/africa/financial-apartheid-hampers-south-africas-health-future-nb0ilc95
https://rosalux.nyc/the-reparations-movement-flourishing-amid-backlash/
https://rosalux.nyc/the-reparations-movement-flourishing-amid-backlash/
https://rosalux.nyc/restoring-the-land/
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The Larger Context

The famous “hockey stick” graph, popularized in the documentary The 
Inconvenient Truth, demonstrates that the sharp increase in levels of carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere coincided with the use of fossil fuels to expand 
industrial manufacturing and initiate a consumer boom in the early twentieth 
century. Although climate changes do come in cycles, the graph definitively 
shows that the current warming of the planet stems from human activity—and 
that human activity has taken place predominantly where industrial manufac-
turing and industrial-strength consumerism have been concentrated. 

“Much of the historical emissions are due to the Global North, particularly the 
United States and Europe and even Japan,” notes Meena Raman of the Third 
World Network in Malaysia. “And a lot of the impacts that are being witnessed 
today are being borne by the Global South,” with some of the largest impacts 
felt in India and China. 

Another way of thinking of this inequitable distribution of responsibility is 
through the concept of a “carbon budget”—the overall amount of carbon that 
can be released into the atmosphere before global temperatures rise above ei-
ther the 1.5 degree or the 2 degree centigrade mark (over pre-industrial levels) 
that the scientific community established as red lines. “What the Global North 
is doing is overusing its atmospheric space,” David Williams says. “A sort of 
atmospheric appropriation is happening.”

The Paris Agreement was adopted by 195 Parties at the UN Climate Change Conference (COP21) in Paris, 
France, on 12 December 2015. It entered into force on 4 November 2016. Currently, as of 27 January 
2026, there are 194 Parties to the Paris Agreement. Credit: BMZ.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hockey_stick_graph_%28global_temperature%29
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/97006/bb8e5cf458178edab923d0f5839bab39/paris-agreement-fabius-data.jpg
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There’s almost no carbon left in the budget. “Today, we are already at a 1.4 de-
gree temperature rise,” reports Meena Raman. “We are really close to breach-
ing the 1.5 degree centigrade limit, and whether we will even limit temperature 
rise within 2 degrees is highly questionable.”

The Paris agreement, negotiated in 2014, was supposed to prevent this scenar-
io, with countries committing voluntarily to limits that have become increas-
ingly stringent. However, only 15 countries have even submitted their plans to 
meet the latest benchmarks. 

The world thus faces two clearly demarcated paths forward. If countries ignore 
their commitments, withdraw from the Paris agreement, and continue to use fossil 
fuels unabated—as the United States has done under the Trump administration—
the temperature could rise to a catastrophic 4.4 degrees centigrade by 2100. If, 
however, countries recommit to global cooperation and a rapid shift to renewable 
energy, the rise could be limited to 1.8 degrees by the end of the century. 

This global cooperation requires a major transfer of funds to poorer countries so 
that they, too, can make the transition. Not only do most countries in the Global 
South not have these funds, they are struggling with high amounts of debt. 
Worse, the bill for debt service has recently risen to its highest level since 1994. 

“Over 60 percent of Global South countries are suffering from illegitimate and 
completely unsustainable debt, and there’s really no chance of their ever pay-
ing it back,” David Williams points out. “Take Kenya, for example, where there 
have been many protests in the last couple years because their debt servicing 
absorbs around 40 percent of federal revenue. The IMF and World Bank have 
demanded cuts to public services and austerity measures. We’re talking about 
education, healthcare, transport, all these systems upon which societies rely.”

Colonial authorities once extracted huge amounts of wealth from the countries 
of the Global South. That unequal exchange continues today, “typically esti-
mated at about $2 trillion a year in the flow from the Global South to the Global 
North,” says climate activist Tom Athanasiou. “That’s $2 trillion in minerals and 
other things extracted from the Global South.” That sum also includes debt 
repayment and illicit flows of capital. 

In this larger context, climate reparations can be considered the ultimate stage 
of decolonization. Even after they achieved political independence, countries 
throughout the Global South were still locked in neo-colonial economic rela-
tions characterized by debt, unequal terms of trade, and, most recently, the 
extraction of the materials needed for an energy transition—lithium, copper—
that has predominantly taken place in the Global North.

“This is not about begging,” Meena Raman says. “This is not about charity, this 
is really about colonialism, post-colonialism, and the way in which economies 
have been run and are still run today.” 

https://www.politico.eu/article/global-warming-1-4-celsius-climate-change-copernicus/
https://www.politico.eu/article/global-warming-1-4-celsius-climate-change-copernicus/
https://theconversation.com/only-15-countries-have-met-the-latest-paris-agreement-deadline-is-any-nation-serious-about-tackling-climate-change-250847
https://theconversation.com/only-15-countries-have-met-the-latest-paris-agreement-deadline-is-any-nation-serious-about-tackling-climate-change-250847
https://debtjustice.org.uk/press-release/lower-income-country-debt-payments-hit-highest-level-in-30-years
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Costs

Two numbers, both of them very large, are at the center of the climate debt 
debate. The first number is the amount of money to “make things right,” to 
compensate for the environmental damage done to the Global South during 
that march by the industrial north to a prosperity predicated on fossil fuel use. 

According to environmental economist Andrew Fanning and anthropologist 
Jason Hickel, in an analysis published in 2023, the big emitters owe the low 
emitters $192 trillion over a 30-year period for their overuse of the carbon bud-
get. The countries of the Global North exceeded their carbon allocation either 
in 1986 (according to the 1.5 degree benchmark) or in 1995 (for the 2 degree 
benchmark). That overall sum translates to a little more than $6 trillion a year—
or about 8 percent of global GDP—to pay the debt.

These big numbers depend on the social costs—such as environmental im-
pact—associated with the emission of a ton of carbon into the atmosphere. 
Fanning and Hickel use a carbon price of $198 (for each ton of carbon emit-
ted), which is close to the $190 per ton that the Environmental Protection 
Agency proposed in 2023. But not everyone agrees. “Two economists, Adrien 
Bilal and Diego Känzig, in their current working paper from the National 
Bureau of Economic Research, a very conservative mainstream institution, put 
the social cost of carbon at $1,056 a ton,” reports Patrick Bond. “Compare that 
to Barack Obama, who put it at $51, and Trump, who put it down to one dollar 
and is now just ignoring this entirely.”

The second figure—how much will a global energy transition actually cost—is 
comparably huge. In 2019, Stanford researchers put that figure at $73 trillion. 
In the short term, to have any meaningful impact on climate change, invest-
ment into the global energy transition would have to hit about $28 trillion 
or $5.6 trillion each year from 2025 to 2030, according to BloombergNEF. 
Although such investments set a record at $2.1 trillion in 2024, they fell far 
short of the target. The UN puts the figure a little higher -- $5.8 trillion a year 
(between 2023 and 2030) – for just the developing world. 

In an ideal world, these two large numbers would intersect. The payment of cli-
mate reparations at around $6 trillion a year would cover the $5.8 trillion price 
tag for the poorest countries to make their energy transition. 

But this is not an ideal world. In the run-up to the Paris climate agreement, the 
wealthier countries pledged to eventually provide a mere $100 billion annu-
ally by 2020. “The Global South has actually demanded $1.3 trillion annually 
by 2030,” reports Meena Raman. At the COP in Baku, the official goal was 
pushed up to $300 billion a year. But that’s still a far cry from what has been 
mobilized so far—$116 billion in 2022—and what is both demanded ($1.3 tril-
lion) and what is needed ($6 trillion). 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-023-01130-8
https://eelp.law.harvard.edu/tracker/the-social-cost-of-carbon/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w32450?utm_campaign=ntwh&utm_medium=email&utm_source=ntwg5
https://e360.yale.edu/digest/the-global-price-tag-for-100-percent-renewable-energy-73-trillion#:~:text=According%20to%20a%20Stanford%20University%20report%2C%20transitioning,continue%20their%20current%20reliance%20on%20fossil%20fuels.
https://about.bnef.com/insights/finance/global-investment-in-the-energy-transition-exceeded-2-trillion-for-the-first-time-in-2024-according-to-bloombergnef-report/
https://unctad.org/sdg-costing/energy-transition
https://www.wri.org/insights/ncqg-climate-finance-goals-explained
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These numbers come with several caveats. The first concerns loans versus 
grants. As with South Africa’s JET-P, most climate financing comes in the form 
of loans. According to Oxfam, almost 70 percent of climate financing consists 
of loans, which means that richer countries are profiting rather than paying 
off their own climate debt. “There is a bit of a split within the climate justice 
movement whether to solely demand grants or whether to open up the pos-
sibility for highly concessional loans as well,” explains David Williams. “Some 
negotiating groups say, ‘Getting $5 trillion in grants is just unrealistic. The 
problem is urgent, and we need to do something about it now. So, we need to 
have a look at the private sector and different types of financial instruments.’”

Second, it’s not entirely clear to what categories the $1.3 trillion figure applies. 
“Are we only talking about mitigation, and in particular, about techno-econom-
ic transformation?” asks Tom Athanasiou. “Or are we also talking about the 
finance that’s necessary for adaptation? Or the finance that’s necessary for 
loss and damage? Or the finance that’s necessary for a just transition?”

These questions lead to the next key issue: the mechanisms by which climate 
reparations flow (intermittently, insufficiently) from richer to poorer.

Mechanisms

One obvious mechanism for freeing up large sums of money in the Global 
South to push ahead with a clean-energy transition is to forgive the crushing 
debt burden that so many countries shoulder. Large-scale forgiveness of debt 
held by impoverished countries is not unprecedented. Somalia was relieved 
of $4.5 billion in debt service payments through the World Bank’s Heavily 
Indebted Poor Countries initiative. China provided significant debt relief during 
the COVID era, including $3.9 billion in debt service from Angola.

But the most salient example is Germany. Impoverished by its defeat in World 
War II, Germany after 1945 “had 50 percent of its external debt canceled, and 
the rest was capped and tied to economic growth,” notes David Williams. 
“This allowed for the Wirtschaftswunder, the economic wonder of Germany. 
The government didn’t have to undertake any sort of austerity measures. It 
could invest in public infrastructure, industry, social welfare. This was accept-
ed as a good idea because unsustainable debt undermines democracy and 
stability.”

Many countries in the Global South—along with climate justice advocates—
view debt relief as essential to any just energy transition. But the only options 
offered at the moment by richer countries are “debt-for-climate” swaps. On 
the face of it, such swaps appear to be win-win solutions: reduce debt, save 
environment. However, they suffer from problems of accountability and trans-
parency. Moreover, “these agreements are often tied to strict conditions that 

https://www.oxfam.org.uk/media/press-releases/rich-nations-profit-from-the-climate-crisis-as-two-thirds-of-climate-finance-for-the-global-south-is-handed-out-as-loans/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/debt/brief/hipc
https://www.sais-cari.org/debt-relief
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limit how freed-up resources can be used, reducing flexibility for governments 
to direct funds to the most urgent energy needs,” write climate activists 
Karabo Mokgonyana and Tess Woolfenden. “This can lead to projects that 
favor private-sector interests over community-led renewable energy solutions.” 

Another mechanism favored by the Global North is the carbon market, where 
permits to pollute are traded according to a floating price of carbon (approxi-
mately $86 in the European Union as of mid-February 2026). Carbon markets 
“are just a scheme to allow rich countries and corporations to continue to 
pollute and trade one community’s health for another,” says Hopi and Akimel 
O’odham environmental defender Jacob Johns, an argument he extends even 
to the Tropical Forest Forever Facility heralded at the Belem COP. “When you 
look at the TFFF, it still just solidifies carbon markets that utilize indigenous 
wisdom and indigenous ways of knowing as a means of greenwashing the 
ongoing pollution to our environment.”

With debt relief largely off the table, the international community has put togeth-
er a number of institutions to oversee the energy transition. Many of those have 
been proposed within the structures of the Conference of Parties, organized by 
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Taking place every 
year since 1995, the COPs have produced the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris agree-
ment, and more recently such mechanisms as the Loss and Damage Fund.

However, given that carbon emissions continue to rise, reaching a record 
high in 2025, there has been a perennial frustration that the COPs have not 

At the COP30 Leader’s Summit, in Belém, the Tropical Forest Forever Facility was officially launched 
during a high-level event with leaders of more than thirty countries – both tropical forest nations and 
sponsor countries – and the UN Secretary-General to mark this milestone in global environmental fi-
nance. Credit: Alex Ferro/COP30

https://www.devex.com/news/opinion-why-debt-swaps-are-failing-the-renewable-energy-transition-109676?skip_optional_steps=true
https://www.reuters.com/business/benchmark-eu-carbon-contract-falls-7-intervention-risk-2026-02-12/
https://www.reuters.com/business/benchmark-eu-carbon-contract-falls-7-intervention-risk-2026-02-12/
https://cop30.br/en/news-about-cop30/over-usd-5-5-billion-announced-for-tropical-forest-forever-facility-as-53-countries-endorse-the-historic-tfff-launch-declaration
https://globalcarbonbudget.org/fossil-fuel-co2-emissions-hit-record-high-in-2025/
https://globalcarbonbudget.org/fossil-fuel-co2-emissions-hit-record-high-in-2025/
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produced more results. The influence of fossil fuel lobbyists, who have pres-
sured countries not to ban oil and gas, has been another drawback. “One out 
of every 25 people at the COP in Belem were brought there by the fossil fuel 
industry,” reports Jacob Johns. “This year, there were more delegates from the 
fossil fuel industry than there were environmental activists or civil society. The 
COP is meant to be an interaction platform for civil society and world leaders!” 

Despite these challenges—and the withdrawal of the United States from the 
UNFCCC—the COP remains the only place where international deals involving 
(almost) the entire world can take place. “The COPs are consensus-based,” 
David Williams points out. “There are 200 countries at the table, which also 
reflects the diversity of global views on societal issues. Of course, there’s go-
ing to be some inertia, and it’s a very complicated and arduous process. But if 
we’re going to make progress on a globally interconnected issue like climate 
change, we just need it.”

Three key institutions coming out of the COP process and related to climate 
reparations are the Green Climate Fund, the Loss and Damage Fund, and the 
new Just Transition Fund.

The Green Climate Fund, which became operational in 2015, is the prima-
ry dedicated institution for financing adaptation and mitigation in the Global 
South (it is second behind the World Bank in providing grants for climate ac-
tion). The amount of money disbursed to specific projects in the Global South 
is not inconsequential—$3.2 billion in 2024—but it is also doesn’t approach 
the need. The projects it supports suffer from the same problems discussed 
above, such as the prioritizing of loans and the heavy reliance on private sec-
tor support (in part because of the relative paucity of public sector financing). 
Some of this support goes to firms are in the Global South, like clean energy 
start-ups in India, while other loans benefit Global North corporations like the 
French energy giants invested in the Renewstable Barbados project. 

Closing plenary meeting of the 30th Conference of the Parties (COP30). Credit: Rafa Neddermeyer/COP30 
Brasil Amazônia/PR

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/world-doesn-t-need-another-climate-fund
https://www.greenclimate.fund/news/green-climate-fund-achieves-record-breaking-year-board-channels-usd-326-billion-developing
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14693062.2023.2276857#d1e354
https://scanx.trade/stock-market-news/corporate-actions/tata-capital-secures-usd-16-million-from-green-climate-fund-to-boost-india-s-climate-tech-startups/23750243
https://scanx.trade/stock-market-news/corporate-actions/tata-capital-secures-usd-16-million-from-green-climate-fund-to-boost-india-s-climate-tech-startups/23750243
https://www.enlit.world/library/renewstable-barbados-green-hydrogen-storage-project-launches
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Meanwhile, it’s hard for really poor countries to access the fund. Very little 
money trickles down to farmers. And indigenous people have been largely shut 
out of the process as well.

“Indigenous people, people who have been colonized, have no access to these 
international climate funds,” reports Jacob Johns. “One of our top demands this 
year was to make it possible for Indigenous people to access those funds without 
having to go to their colonial overlords. Recognizing that Indigenous people are 
protecting 80 percent of the world’s lasting biodiversity, it makes sense to put 
money into the hands of the communities that are defending that biodiversity.”

The Green Climate Fund and its cousins—the Global Environment Facility, the 
Adaptation Fund, and the Climate Investment Funds—all focus on mitigation 
and adaptation. But climate change has advanced to such a degree that coun-
tries have already been experiencing catastrophic damage related to rising 
oceans, super-powerful storms, and drought. 

In 2023, after a concerted campaign by Global South countries over many 
years, the Loss and Damage finally became operational. In 2026, it will dis-
burse a first round of $250 million, with the most vulnerable countries guaran-
teed half the funds during the start-up period.

“It was a huge victory,” comments David Williams. “Of course, it’s hosted by 
the World Bank, an inherently undemocratic, stakeholder-led organization. But, 
still, it gets really, really close to acknowledging the need for some form of 
compensation, even though the actual text states very clearly that this is not on 
the basis of compensation or liability.”

At the COP in Belem in 2025, delegates agreed to launch a new Just Transition 
fund. “It’s the embodiment of all that we have fought for, and it only came 
about because of the fight and the unity of the Global South,” Meena Raman 
reports. “Just look at the messages that came out there: the need to be inclu-
sive, to include Indigenous peoples, to include free, prior, and informed con-
sent from local communities, the right to environment, to clean air, labor rights, 
human rights. These are building blocks.”

Budgets

The international community has not mobilized anything close to what it has 
promised for mitigation, adaptation, loss and damage, or a just transition. What 
it has offered has been largely in the form of loans. And those promises fall far 
short of paying off the climate debt and what the Global South needs to leave 
fossil fuels behind.

“The right-wing politicians in the Global North are always saying that they’re 
broke,” Tom Athanasiou says. “But in last year’s civil society equity review, we 

https://www.the-independent.com/climate-change/climate-aid-cop30-brazil-belem-b2856304.html
https://news.mongabay.com/short-article/2024/12/climate-funds-barely-reaching-small-scale-farmers-report-finds/
https://www.climatechangenews.com/2025/04/11/loss-and-damage-fund-to-hand-out-250-million-in-initial-phase/
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did a very detailed analysis of possible places that the money could come from, 
everything from a financial transaction tax and wealth taxes of various kinds to 
pollution taxes, the redirection of subsidies from fossils to renewables, the closing 
of tax havens, and the redirection of military budgets to just transition budgets.”

The money, in other words, is out there – in the budgets of the wealthy govern-
ments and in the pockets of wealthy individuals. 

One logical place to start the search for the necessary funds would be the 
International Monetary Fund, which periodically issues assets to its mem-
bers that can be exchanged for currency. These Special Drawing Rights (SDR) 
function like a reserve that can be drawn upon in emergencies. “This was done 
during the COVID pandemic when $650 billion was issued overnight,” Meena 
Raman remembers. “It largely went to the developed world for the economic 
crisis that the Global North was facing in particular. So, it can be done.” But 
right now the United States, which holds sway in the IMF, does not support the 
issuance of SDR to address the climate crisis.

Another obvious place to find the money would be in the military budgets of 
the wealthiest countries. In 2024, global military spending reached $2.7 trillion, 
a nearly 10 percent increase from the year before. The U.S. military budget 
alone tops $1 trillion. A full-scale global arms race is taking place, accelerated 
by several ongoing wars and an erosion in faith in U.S. alliance commitments

Then there are the subsidies that national governments provide to fossil fuel 
companies. In 2022, those subsidies totaled $7 trillion. Some of these subsi-
dies come in the form of tax incentives, and the Trump administration recently 
added another $4 billion per year for a decade. But the majority of these sub-
sidies come in the form of low prices for gas and oil that do not incorporate 
the true environmental costs. As several IMF economists point out, “scrapping 
explicit and implicit fossil-fuel subsidies would prevent 1.6 million premature 
deaths annually, raise government revenues by $4.4 trillion, and put emissions 
on track toward reaching global warming targets. It would also redistribute 
income as fuel subsidies benefit rich households more than poor ones.”

Correcting this distortion would require taxes that have generally proven un-
popular. Also, making a transition away from fossil fuels contingent on taxes 
generated from fossil fuels will inevitably prolong the transition. “When transi-
tion finance depends on continued extraction, governments risk building fiscal 
dependence on the very activity they aim to wind down,” writes climate activ-
ist Daphne Wysham. “The incentive becomes subtle but powerful: maintain 
production to maintain revenues.”

Another strategy is to go after wealthy individuals. “Since 2015, the world’s rich-
est one percent— most but not all of whom live in the Global North—has gained 
at least 33.9 trillion in wealth,” reports Tom Athanasiou. To get at that money, 
he proposes “a nationally harmonized system of taxes that is tied to a visionary 

https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2025/unprecedented-rise-global-military-expenditure-european-and-middle-east-spending-surges
https://inkstickmedia.com/the-year-of-the-trillion-dollar-us-military-budget-begins/
https://www.imf.org/en/blogs/articles/2023/08/24/fossil-fuel-subsidies-surged-to-record-7-trillion
https://e360.yale.edu/digest/republican-spending-bill-fossil-fuel-subsidies
https://www.imf.org/en/blogs/articles/2023/08/24/fossil-fuel-subsidies-surged-to-record-7-trillion
https://www.sustainableviews.com/do-not-fund-the-energy-transition-by-prolonging-the-fossil-era-2c9a40bc/
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and detailed and strategically astute transition strategy that takes account of the 
absolute imperative of phasing out fossil energy as soon as possible.”

The challenge historically with national wealth taxes is that wealthy individ-
uals and corporations will often move their assets around to avoid payment. 
The United Nations is currently negotiating a global tax convention that would 
close at least some of the loopholes that favor the wealthy. “Tax avoidance, tax 
havens, all these things need to be combated,” David Williams notes. “What’s 
happening at the UN level is actually quite encouraging. There’s a lot of hope 
that this process will establish an international tax system, but also democra-
tize the current system, where Global South countries have no say whatsoever 
about all these decisions which affect them greatly.”

Another option in the tax realm is to focus on financial transactions. Some 
countries, such as France, Spain, and Brazil, have introduced such a tax on 
financial transactions that take place within their borders. Depending on the 
scope, an international financial transaction tax could generate nearly a trillion 
dollars a year.

Just as billionaires seek to avoid taxation, carbon emitters often try to avoid 
regulation. The European Union has developed the Carbon Border Adjustment 
Mechanism (CBAM) “to stop the outsourcing of emissions—that is, when a 
company in Europe sends its dirty industries to emerging markets,” Patrick 
Bond explains. CBAM assesses a tax on “dirty” products, thus serving as an 
incentive for companies that want to export to the European market to reduce 
the “embodied carbon” in their products. “South Africa will be among the 
hardest hit,” he continues. “We rank number 10 of the countries that export to 
Europe. And the most important exports this year are steel and aluminum, and 
those have very intensive CO2 emissions embedded within them. That heavy 
carbon intensity means that we will probably start losing more jobs in these 
crucial metal sectors.” 

There are a couple problems with CBAM. In its tariff calculations, the mechanism 
defines green energy to include methane gas. “Methane gas is 85 times more 
potent than CO2 emissions, so some sleazy Brussels dealmakers put that in, 
with nuclear as well,” Bond points out. Second, the money generated by the tar-
iffs is largely redistributed within Europe rather than sent in the form of financing 
to the countries that need to “clean up” their industrial production. “They are still 
refusing to acknowledge climate debt,” Bond continues. “They are obviously just 
using the CBAM revenues for their own internal needs in Europe.”  

This European mechanism is one example of the “polluter pays” principle. The 
problem with CBAM, from an equity point of view, is that the polluters in the 
Global South are paying rather than the polluters in the Global North. The mon-
ey generated stays largely in Europe. 

https://afrodad.org/news-events/articles/taxation-wealth-eradication-poverty-and-inequality
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A better polluter-pay approach is the Climate Superfund in New York state. 
“It’s essentially a tax on the highest emitting companies to generate $75 
billion over the next 25 years to fund climate change adaptation,” explains 
David Williams. A Global Climate Superfund, financed by taxes on such big 
emitters as airlines, industrial farms, and data centers, could generate trillions 
of dollars.

Beyond Blocs

The conversations around climate justice in UN circles do not conform neatly 
to the categories of Global South and Global North. In the debates over a road-
map for transition at the last COP in Belem, for instance, countries like India and 
Nigeria opposed the inclusion of language supporting a fossil fuel phaseout, 
while many of the least developed countries in the world favored the more radical 
approach. “There was a split within the Brazilian delegation on this, a split within 
the COP presidency, and a split within the G77,” Tom Athanasiou observes.

The example of China demonstrates the challenge of categorization. It is tech-
nically part of the Global South, though it has one of the top economies in 
the world. It is now the largest emitter of greenhouse gasses, though not on 
a per-capita basis. Chinese emissions also come with a caveat. “China has 
become a factory for the rest of the world, where much of the industries from 
the West have gone,” points out Meena Raman. “A lot of the emissions it is 
emitting are also due to the consumption of the Global North.”

Although it is still heavily dependent on imported oil and natural gas, China 
is also producing more of the infrastructure for renewable energy (solar pan-
els, wind turbines) than any other country. “If today, solar and wind and all is 

Panorama of Envision’s wind farm in Shanxi, China. Credit: Wikipedia

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/12/china-adding-more-renewables-to-grid/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Envision_Energy#/media/File:Wind_Farm_in_Guangling_County,_Shanxi.jpg
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much cheaper, it’s largely because of the efforts of the Chinese,” Raman adds. 
“Thanks to the Chinese, we are able to scale up renewable energy.”

China has provided considerable funds for infrastructure development in the 
Global South through its Belt and Road Initiative. In 2025, for instance, it pro-
vided $18.3 billion for wind, solar, and waste-to-energy projects mostly in the 
form of loans and export credits. At the same time, however, it provided over 
$71 billion for oil and gas development. 

Since it straddles a number of categories, China often functions as a bridge 
builder. “It has very central roles in country groupings like G77 plus China, like 
the like-minded developing countries,” Williams says. “It champions the con-
cept of common but differentiated responsibilities. But it does that with the 
fact in mind that it strengthens its own position.” 

According to a fair shares approach to an energy transition, the various blocs 
are irrelevant. “Individual countries have their individual obligations to partici-
pate in the climate transition based on their individual economic structure, their 
class structure, their capacity, and their responsibility,” Tom Athanasiou notes. 

Among those countries, the United States has a particular obligation. It has the 
largest economy in the world. And it has contributed by far the most carbon 
emissions since 1750 of any country—fully one-quarter of the overall total.

“As Americans, we owe the rest of the world a lot of money,” Jacob Johns 
concludes. “We owe the rest of the world a lot of reparations for what has 
been done to the ecosystems. And instead of admitting the faults of our own 
past, and righting the wrongs of our history, we’re stepping away from that 
and embracing fascism.”

Until the biggest polluter in history pays, climate reparations will remain an 
aspiration, even an inspiration, but not a functioning institution.

https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/
https://ourworldindata.org/data-insights/which-countries-have-contributed-the-most-to-historical-co-emissions
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