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 Introduction 

 
 This paper updates and expands on material in my recently published book The 
Ethics of Interdependence: Global Human Rights and Duties (2016).1 In the first section I 
develop the idea of a “human rights threshold” containing both “qualifying criteria” and 
“implementing criteria.” In the second section, I analyze the environmental crisis in 
China through the lens of a “human rights threshold.” I argue that such a threshold has 
been surpassed and, as a result, human rights duties emerge for individuals, nation-states, 
and the global community. These human rights duties are described and analyzed.  
 

A Human Rights Threshold 
 

The idea of a “threshold effect” has been utilized in psychology, physics, 
management and many other fields of study as well. For example, in medicine a threshold 
is passed when a disease or syndrome appears without warning after a long period of 
inconspicuous and unobtrusive growth. Or after years of mismanagement and 
overextension in the financial and banking sector, a threshold will be passed and investor 
confidence will quickly dissipate. A threshold effect, in other words, refers to a “radical 
change of state within a system whether a physical system like the human body or an 
abstract (conceptual) system such as an economy that often manifests suddenly when a 
critical limit is crossed.”2 

Urgent action is often required when such a threshold is passed. When a disease 
passes a threshold and suddenly appears, the medical community will mobilize and 
attempt to stem the new threat’s harm to humans. When a threshold is passed in the 
financial community leading to a banking crisis, the governments of the world mobilize 
to prevent a collapse of the world’s banks. 
 Applying the “threshold effect” to human rights violations helps sort out the 
duties for global citizens. When a “radical change of state” within a community, nation or 
region has occurred and the most fundamental rights are violated, a “human rights 

																																																								
1	William	Felice,	The	Ethics	of	Interdependence:	Global	Human	Rights	and	Duties	
(Lanham,	MD:	Rowman	&	Littlefield,	2016),	chapters	1	and	5.	
2	Businessdictionary.com.	Available	at:	
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/threshold-effect.html	(accessed	31	
March	2017).	
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threshold” has been passed requiring urgent action. This threshold framework provides a 
way to prioritize and focus on the most pressing human rights duties. 

Human rights abuses occur daily in every society and all deserve amelioration. 
Yet, when the level of suffering passes a significant "threshold" certain duties should lock 
in for global citizens at the local, national and world levels. What are the criteria to 
determine that this threshold has been achieved?  

Guidelines for determining when a "human rights threshold" has been surpassed, 
and local, national and global human rights duties become essential, include both 
“qualifying criteria” and “implementing criteria.” Qualifying criteria refers to guidelines 
to determine if the nature of the human rights violation has surpassed the benchmark 
when human rights duties would emerge. Implementing criteria is linked to the absolute 
necessity for outsiders to follow the lead of local, indigenous leaders. Human Rights 
duties should “lock-in” when there is a combination of (a) any one of the four qualifying 
criteria with (b) local, indigenous leadership in control, i.e., the implementing criteria.  

 
This criteria can be defined as follows:  
 
Qualifying Criteria 
*The widespread scale of the suffering. 
*The severe nature of the violation creating extreme human deprivation. 
*The radical departure and clear violation of established global human rights 
norms and laws. 
*The growing mutation and metastasizing of the violations and the suffering of 
victims across a nation, region, or the globe. 
 

 Implementing Criteria 
*The articulation of a strategy of change by the victims; listening to the victims’ 
voices and accepting their leadership.   

 
Qualifying Criteria 
*The Widespread Scale of the Suffering 

When the scale of human suffering becomes widespread throughout a nation or 
region, a human rights threshold is surpassed, and the need for action becomes palpable. 
At a certain point, for example, it was unbearable for global citizens to ignore the crimes 
of the former apartheid government in South Africa due to the widespread scale of the 
suffering inflicted on the nation's black community. The brutality of apartheid shocked 
the peoples of the world, a threshold was surpassed, and mobilizations occurred at the 
local, national and global levels to isolate the regime and end a system of governance 
premised on racial discrimination. It is impossible for global citizens at the local, national 
and world levels to ignore such vast levels of human suffering. 

 
*The Severe Nature of the Violation 

All human rights violations causing pain and suffering should be challenged and 
hopefully ameliorated. But since it is impossible to act everywhere, it is imperative that a 
method be developed to prioritize and focus attention and action on the most pressing 
cases. The "human rights threshold" criteria would thus apply only to the most grave and 
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severe situations of abuse. And, the serious nature of these violations can be shocking. 
For example, the rabid homophobia throughout parts of Africa, supported by major 
political and religious leaders, has created a climate of terror for gay men, who are 
intimidated, assaulted, and in some cases killed due to their sexuality. Rights to security 
and freedom are denied to the LGBT community throughout the continent. These human 
rights violations are extreme and the human rights threshold for effective action has thus 
been surpassed.  

 
*The Radical Departure from Human Rights Norms and Law 

Since WWII, the global community has codified some basic norms of behavior in 
international human rights law. The nations and peoples of the world have 
overwhelmingly approved the International Bill of Human Rights3. Additional human 
rights treaties binding the peoples of the world include the rights of women, children, the 
disabled and migrant workers. The world’s nations and peoples have also agreed to 
prohibit torture and cruel and unusual punishment, and to abolish genocide and apartheid. 
These globally affirmed documents provide both the moral and legal criteria to determine 
the content of human rights violations. They provide a yardstick to evaluate whether 
practices of individuals, states and global actors infringe on human dignity. When these 
universally agreed upon norms and laws are massively ignored, leading to widespread 
suffering, the human rights threshold has been surpassed.  

 
*The Growing Mutation and Metastasizing of the Violations    

Harmful diseases require swift and sure responses. To ameliorate suffering, 
radical measures, both traditional and modern, are often taken when cancer cells 
metastasize and grow inside the body. When the HIV virus is detected, treatments and 
drug regimens are administered to contain the disease and educational measures are 
enacted to prevent the virus from spreading to others. When Ebola is identified, the 
World Health Organization and Doctors Without Borders mobilize to prevent the disease 
from spreading.  The human rights threshold is similarly designed to mobilize action and 
administer treatments to prevent human suffering from mutating and metastasizing 
further into the national and global body politic. When certain violations keep growing 
and growing containment actions become imperative. For example, coal burning on a 
global scale is jeopardizing the right to health for millions around the world. An 
individual nation may have the sovereign right legally to pursue a "dirty" energy policy, 
but the ethical implications of these actions affect others outside its borders. A human 
rights threshold is thus passed when the violations mutate and grow beyond the control of 
an individual state.  
 
Implementing Criteria: 
*Listening to the Voices of the Victims and Following Their Leadership 

When a human rights threshold is surpassed, any action taken in response to the 
gross violations of human rights, must be led by the victims and the local organizations 

																																																								
3	The	“International	Bill	of	Human	Rights”	is	used	to	refer	to	three	documents:	
Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights,	International	Covenant	on	Civil	and	Political	
Rights,	and	International	Covenant	on	Economic,	Social	and	Cultural	Rights.		
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on the ground fighting and organizing for change. The voices of the victims must be 
heard and local leadership followed. The example again of the struggle against apartheid 
in South Africa is illustrative. The African National Congress (ANC) provided the 
leadership to the campaign to end apartheid. Outside the country, the most effective 
means to assist this effort to end apartheid was to work with the ANC and follow their 
leadership. This "inside-outside" strategy is essential. It is counter-productive for 
outsiders to "preach" human rights to a foreign community. On the other hand, it can be 
productive for outsiders to listen to the victims and follow their lead. The universal 
framework of global human rights and duties can thus be responsive to cultural rights of 
autonomy and self-determination. 
 

Coal Consumption in China 
 
 Is China’s consumption of coal the “scariest environmental fact in the world?” 
After the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) reported that in 2011 China’s 
coal consumption surged for a 12th consecutive year, alarms were sounded by a variety of 
scientists from around the world. In 2011 China was burning 2.3 billion metric tons of 
carbon-emitting coal to run its power plants and support its economic growth and thus 
was burning almost as much coal as the rest of the world combined. Bryan Walsh clearly 
states the alarm these statistics provoked: “Coal already accounts for 20% of global 
greenhouse-gas emissions, making it one of the biggest causes of man-made climate 
change. Combine that with the direct damage that air pollution from coal combustion 
does to human health, and there’s a reason why some have called coal the enemy of the 
human race.”4 
 Unfortunately, the situation is even worse than these earlier reports indicated. The 
Chinese government released new data in late 2015, which disclosed that China had been 
burning up to 17 percent more coal a year than had previously been reported. This 
updated report stated that China burned or otherwise consumed 4.2 billion metric tons of 
coal in 2013, far exceeding that of any other country, and emitted almost a billion more 
tons a year of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere than had previously been estimated. 
This new data indicated that Chinese coal consumption had been underestimated since 
2000. The new data, for example, added about 600 million tons to China’s coal 
consumption in 2012.5 
 However, China has recently decreased its reliance on coal and increased its 
renewable energy capacity. According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), China’s 

																																																								
4	Bryan	Walsh,	“The	Scariest	Environmental	Fact	in	the	World,”	Time:	Science	and	
Space,	29	January	2013.	Available	at:	http://science.time.com/2013/01/29/the-
scariest-environmental-fact-in-the-world/	(accessed	31	March	2017);	Daniel	Cusick	
and	ClimateWire,	“China’s	Soaring	Coal	Consumption	Poses	Climate	Challenge,”	
Scientific	American,	30	January	2013.	Available	at:	
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=chinas-soaring-coal-
consumption-poses-climate-challenge	(accessed	31	March	2017).	
5	Chris	Buckley,	“China	Burns	Much	More	Coal	Than	Reported,	Complicating	Climate	
Talks,”	The	New	York	Times,	3	November	2015.	
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coal consumption peaked in 2013 and has likely stayed flat since then. And in 2015 
China’s CO2 emissions decreased for the first time in the previous 15 years.6  
 China’s huge coal consumption is primarily for electricity generation to meet the 
demands of a robust economy, which grew on average 9 percent per year from 2000 to 
2010. Coal remains popular not only in China, but around the world, because it is very 
cheap. With clean energy alternatives (solar, wind and so on) still expensive relative to 
coal, poor and developing nations will continue to burn coal to meet pressing economic 
and humanitarian energy needs.7 
 By 2013 China became the world’s leader in the release of greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere, especially carbon dioxide, and holds this dubious distinction to today. In 
2013 China released 29 percent of the world’s carbon dioxide emissions, twice the 
amount released by the United States.8 Scholars in 2016 estimated that China remained 
the world’s leader releasing 25 percent of global carbon emissions, 1 ½ that released by 
the U.S.9 
 The U.S. has reduced its domestic coal usage, but has been dubbed the “Saudi 
Arabia of Coal” due to its abundant coal resources. Demand for U.S. coal remains high in 
China. The EIA, for example, notes a 107 percent jump from 2011 to 2012 in U.S. coal 
shipments to China, from 4 million tons in 2011 to 8.3 million tons in 2012. China 
became both the world’s largest coal producer (3.7 billion metric tons) and the world’s 
top buyer of foreign coal (270 million tons of imports), according to the China Coal 
Transportation and Distribution Association. The EIA Executive Director describes the 
“troubling paradox” of coal: “To the degree that affordable coal has allowed hundreds of 
millions of people in emerging economies to enjoy the conveniences that the 
industrialized world began taking for granted long ago, its proliferation is a blessing. Yet 
for a society increasingly concerned about the amount of carbon it is sending into the 
atmosphere, the surge in coal burning is not good news.”10 
 The Union of Concerned Scientists has concluded that with the countries of the 
world continuing to burn coal at these levels, “it will be impossible to achieve the 
reductions in carbon emissions needed to have a reasonable chance of preventing the 
worst consequences of global warming.” Since it is relatively abundant and cheap, coal 
remains the most widely used fuel for generating electricity around the world. Yet, it is 
the most carbon intensive of the fossil fuels. As is widely documented, global warming is 

																																																								
6	Henderson,	Christopher,	Ranping	Song,	and	Paul	Joffe,	“China’s	Decline	in	Coal	
Consumption	Drives	Global	Slowdown	in	Emissions,”	World	Resources	Institute,	17	
January	2017.	Available	at:	
http://www.wri.org/blog/2017/01/china%E2%80%99s-decline-coal-
consumption-drives-global-slowdown-emissions	(accessed	21	March	2017).	
7	Cusick,	“China’s	Soaring	Coal	Consumption.”	
8	Chris	Buckley,	“China	Pledges	to	Halt	Growth	of	Carbon	Emissions	in	Climate	Plan,”	
The	New	York	Times,	30	June	2015.	
9	Zhu	Liu,	“China’s	Carbon	Emissions	Report	2016,”	Belfer	Center	for	Science	and	
International	Affairs,	Harvard	Kennedy	School,	October	2016.	Available	at:	
http://www.belfercenter.org/publication/chinas-carbon-emissions-report-2016	
(accessed	21	March	2017).	
10	Cusick,	“China’s	Soaring	Coal	Consumption.”	
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largely due to human emissions of carbon into the atmosphere, with coal consumption the 
single biggest source of carbon discharges from human activities. In addition, coal power 
plants require approximately 25 gallons of water for each kilowatt-hour generated 
contributing to water scarcity. There are also health consequences from coal burning, 
including illnesses caused by poor air quality and mercury poisoning.11   
 In addition, the World Resources Institute (WRI) describes a huge potential 
expansion of coal-fired power plants, despite the dire warnings of carbon emissions 
leading to unstoppable climate change. The WRI identified plans for 1,200 new coal 
plants around the world, with three-quarters to be located in India and China. The author 
of the report, WRI’s Ailun Yang, stated: “This is definitely not in line with a safe climate 
scenario—it would put us on a really dangerous trajectory.” To avoid this outcome, 
nations would have to move to replace coal with renewable energy and tighten air 
pollution regulations. While there has been movement in this direction in China, it has 
not been enough to forestall or prevent the devastating climate change consequences.12 
 “The coal that has powered China’s economic growth,” according to Elizabeth C. 
Economy, “is also choking its people.” China’s reliance on coal “is devastating” its 
environment. According to Economy, by 2007 China was home to 16 of the world’s 20 
most polluted cities, with four of the worst off in the coal-rich province of Shanxi, in 
northeastern China. Economy continues: 
 

As much as 90 percent of China’s sulfur dioxide emissions and 50 percent of its 
particulate emissions are the result of coal use. Particulates are responsible for 
respiratory problems among the population, and acid rain, which is caused by 
sulfur dioxide emissions, falls on one-quarter of China’s territory and on one-third 
of its agricultural land, diminishing agricultural output and eroding buildings.13 
 

 The 130 million new cars that China is expected to have on the roads by perhaps 
as early as 2020 will exacerbate this air pollution crisis. Experts note that levels of 
airborne particulates are already six times higher in Beijing than in New York City. 
Without a significant change in its urbanization policies, China’s environmental 

																																																								
11	Union	of	Concerned	Scientists,	“What	are	the	options	for	the	vast	stores	of	coal	
around	the	world?”	Available	at:	
http://www.ucsusa.org/global_warming/science_and_impacts/science/coal-and-
global-warming-faq.html?print=t	(accessed	11	March	2013).		
12	Damian	Carrington,	“More	than	1,000	new	coal	plants	planned	worldwide,	figures	
show,”	The	Guardian,	19	November	2012.	Available	at:	
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2012/nov/20/coal-plants-world-
resources-institute	(accessed	31	March	2017);	Brad	Plumer,	“the	big	climate	
question:	Will	the	world	build	1,200	new	coal	plants?,”	The	Washington	Post,	20	
November	2012;	See	also:	Terry	Macalister,	“Coal’s	resurgence	undermines	fight	
against	global	warming,”	The	Guardian,	13	June	2012.	Available	at:	
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2012/jun/13/coal-resurgence-global-
warming	(accessed	31	March	2017).	
13	Elizabeth	C.	Economy,	“The	Great	Leap	Backward?,”	Foreign	Affairs,	
September/October	2007.		
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conditions will only worsen. According to the Chinese Academy of Environmental 
Planning, the cost of environmental degradation in China was about $230 billion in 2010, 
or 3.5 percent of the nation’s GDP, three times that in 2004. This figure ($230 billion) is 
calculated on the costs that arise from pollution and overall damage to the ecosystem as a 
result of its rapid industrialization. In January 2013, outrage boiled over when air 
pollution in north China reached record levels. The public fury forced officials to allow 
news organizations to report more accurately and with candor on the pollution. Yet 
economic growth remains the top governmental priority. China officially estimated its 
GDP in 2012 at $8.3 trillion, projected a 7.5 percent rate of growth for 2013, and an 
average of 7 percent a year growth in its subsequent five-year plan. This planning will 
result, according to a Deutsche Bank report released in February 2013, in a continuing 
steep environmental decline, especially given the expected high level of coal 
consumption and the boom in automobile sales.14  
 In April 2013, a summary of data from a scientific study of the leading causes of 
death worldwide concluded that outdoor air-pollution contributed to 1.2 million 
premature deaths in China. The researchers called “ambient particulate matter pollution” 
the fourth-leading risk factor for deaths in China, behind dietary risks, high blood 
pressure and smoking. The calculations of premature deaths because of air pollution are 
politically sensitive and Chinese officials in the past have censored reports that 
documented such premature deaths.15 In Beijing, “levels of deadly pollutants up to 40 
times the recommended exposure limit…struck fear into parents.” As Edward Wong 
reports, “Few developments have eroded trust in the Communist Part as quickly as the 
realization that the leaders have failed to rein in threats to children’s health and safety.” 
The “fury over air pollution” is widespread and “just beginning to gain momentum.” 
Parents are confining their children to home, scrambling to buy air purifiers, and 
facemasks “are now part of the urban dress code.”16 
 In December 2015 Beijing for the first time issued two “red alerts” for air 
pollution indicating emergency levels of air-born toxins harmful to human health. These 
highest-level emergency pollution actions for China’s capital city of 22 million people 
included “a shutdown of more than 3,200 schools, the pulling of about half the city’s five 
million cars off the road each day and the temporary closing of factories and construction 
sites in the municipal area.”  Few missed the irony of this spell of poisonous air taking 
place at the exact moment when Chinese President Xi Jinping was meeting in Paris with 
world leaders to discuss the dangers of fossil fuel use. The world press coverage of 
China’s toxic air crisis was exceedingly embarrassing to the Chinese government.17 
 In the first two months of 2017, China’s air quality was significantly worse than 
the same period in 2016. Throughout January and February 2017, the combination of 

																																																								
14	Edward	Wong,	“Cost	of	Environmental	Damage	in	China	Growing	Rapidly	Amid	
Industrialization,	The	New	York	Times,	29	March	2013.	
15	Edward	Wong,	“Air	Pollution	Linked	to	1.2	Million	Premature	Deaths	in	China,”	
The	New	York	Times,	1	April	2013.	
16	Edward	Wong,	“In	China,	Breathing	Becomes	a	Childhood	Risk,”	The	New	York	
Times,	22	April	2013.		
17	Edward	Wong,	“Beijing	Issues	a	Second	‘Red	Alert’	on	Pollution,”	The	New	York	
Times,	17	December	2015.	
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high winter coal consumption and unfavorable weather conditions created heavy smog 
build-ups throughout northern China. Dozens of cities issued “red-alerts” to limit 
industrial activity and traffic. The Chinese Ministry of Environmental Protection reported 
that data collected in 338 cities in these first two months of the year recorded that 
concentrations of small breathable particles known as PM2.5 rose 12.7 percent to 71 
micrograms per cubic meter. The capital Beijing reached 95 micrograms per cubic meter, 
up 69.6 percent form the same period the previous year. To meet the air quality standards 
established by the government, the PM2.5 readings need to go down to 35 micrograms 
per cubic meter.18 
  

China’s Global “Spill-Over” of Environmental Problems 
 
Pollution, of course, does not respect national boundaries. China’s environmental 

problems cannot be confined to its geographical space, but “spill-over” into surrounding 
countries and throughout the world’s ecosystem.  Jianguo Liu and Jared Diamond note 
that China is already the largest contributor of sulphur oxides and chlorofluorocarbons in 
the atmosphere and its dust and aerial pollutants are transported eastward to neighboring 
countries and even to North Africa. A major cause of these developments leading to this 
worsening of global air pollution and the global warming crisis is China’s consumption 
of coal.19  

In addition, dirty emissions from China’s export industries are carried by 
powerful global winds called westerlies across the Pacific and within days contribute to 
air pollution in the Western United States. These filthy discharges have caused dangerous 
spikes in contaminants in California as dust, ozone and black carbon from China 
accumulate in the Western U.S. states valleys and basins. According to a scientific study 
published in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, black carbon is a 
particular problem because rain does not wash it out of the atmosphere, and it thus 
persists across long distances. Diseases associated with black carbon include asthma, 
cancer, emphysema, and heart and lung disease.20 The scientists wrote:  

Rising emissions produced in China are a key reason global emissions of air 
pollutants have remained at a high level during 2000-2009 even as emissions 
produced in the United State, Europe, and Japan have decreased. Outsourcing 
production to China does not always relieve consumers in the United States—or, 
for that matter, many countries in the Northern Hemisphere—from the 
environmental impacts of air pollution.21 
Furthermore, China’s rapid economic growth has led to other areas of 

environmental “spill-over.” For example, as the world’s second leading importer of 

																																																								
18	David	Stanway,	“China	Air	Quality	Got	Markedly	Worse	in	Jan-Feb:	Ministry,”	
Reuters,	24	March	2017.		
19	Jianguo	Liu	and	Jared	Diamond,	“China’s	Environment	in	a	Globalizing	World,”	
Nature,	30	June	2005,	p.	1179-1180.	
20	Edward	Wong,	“China	Exports	Pollution	to	U.S.,	Study	Finds,”	The	New	York	Times,	
20	January	2014.	
21	Tony	Barboza,	“China’s	Industry	Exporting	Air	Pollution	to	U.S.,	Study	Says,”	Los	
Angeles	Times,	20	January	2014.	



	 9	

tropical rainforest timber, China is a leading force behind tropical deforestation. And, 
China’s new position in the global economy has made global environmental conditions 
worse. As Liu and Diamond write: “A factor exacerbating many environmental problems 
in China is that, as a ‘world factory,’ China exports products but consumes natural 
resources and leaves pollutants behind.” For example, according to Liu and Diamond, 
“China’s coal-based production of ammonia, required for fertilizer and textile 
manufacture, consumes 40-80 times more water than natural-gas-based ammonia 
production.”22 
 Pollution from China is also claimed to be having a dramatic impact on the trees 
in the primeval forests in the surrounding Japanese islands leaving behind “the bleached, 
skeletal remains of dead trees” throughout the dark green mountainsides. According to 
environmental engineer Osamu Nagafuchi, this devastation is a product of airborne 
pollutants from China. While officials in Japan and China examine and debate 
Nagafuchi’s conclusions, citizens of the islands argue that the pollutants are already 
threatening their health. “We are starting to feel like the canary in the coal mine,” said 
Yakushima island mayor Koji Araki. “Our island is right downwind from China, so we 
get the brunt of it.” In addition, a unique species of pine found only on Yakushima and a 
neighboring island is now endangered.23 
 While China’s environmental problems “spill-over” to its neighbors and the 
world, the opposite is true as well. The high-volume of trade and investment with China 
has led to unequivocal harm to China’s environment. According to Liu and Diamond, 
developed countries export untreated garbage to China, including waste containing toxic 
material. In addition, foreign companies transfer pollution-intensive industries, including 
technologies illegal in the country of origin to China. And furthermore, most of China’s 
exports abroad are primary goods or manufactured products that create pollution and 
require intensive resource use. While China’s integration into the global economy 
contributed to its economic growth, it also created enormous environmental devastation 
inside and outside its borders.24 
  

China’s Environmental Policies 
 

 Since at least 2003, China had declared a commitment to achieve sustainable 
development and “harmony” between “man” and nature. China has also participated in 
UN environmental conferences and legal regimes, and passed over 100 environmental 
policies, laws and regulations. However many of these laws lack effective 
implementation and monitoring mechanisms and an overall systemic approach that 
focuses on long-term consequences. In addition, until recently, public environmental 

																																																								
22	Jianguo	Liu	and	Jared	Diamond,	“China’s	Environment	in	a	Globalizing	World,”	
Nature,	30	June	2005,	p.	1179-1180.	
23	Martin	Fackler,	“Scientist	Says	Pollution	From	China	Is	Killing	a	Japanese	Island’s	
Trees,”	The	New	York	Times,	24	April	2013.	Available	at:	
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/25/world/asia/japanese-scientist-blames-
china-for-yakushimas-dying-trees.html?pagewanted=1&_r=0	(accessed	13	April	
2017).	
24	Liu	and	Diamond,	1184.	
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awareness remained low and political pressures to address environmental issues remained 
weak. Current outrage over the extreme levels of air pollution may push the government 
toward policies to move China away from coal as an energy source.25 
 China’s economic and environmental institutions and structures are remarkably 
similar to those in capitalist countries, including the U.S. The powerful pressures for 
economic growth result in institutions and policies to promote China’s dramatic growth 
rates, while the institutions and policies to mitigate the environmental “externalities” 
accompanying that growth are weak.26 Wang Chunmei and Lin Zhaolan summarize this 
dynamic:  
 

As Local leaders, who have both environmental and production responsibilities 
have no incentive to increase the weight of protection goals in their decision-
making calculus. Indeed, they face demanding production targets which offer 
monetary and promotion bonuses when completed and penalties when not. Unlike 
production targets, there are almost no rewards or punishments explicitly tied to 
success or failure in executing environmental laws. In case of a trade-off between 
production and the environment, the rational official expectantly will sacrifice 
environmental goals, or even make decisions that lead to greater environmental 
degradation, to meet production targets.27 
 

 In addition, corruption and infighting inside the government bureaucracy have 
further limited strong action to strengthen environmental policies. According to Edward 
Wong, “Even as some officials push for tighter restrictions on pollutants, state-owned 
enterprises—especially China’s oil and power companies—have been putting profits 
ahead of health in working to outflank new rules.” Wong further points out that the three 
biggest power companies in the country “are all repeat violators of government 
restrictions on emissions from coal-burning plants; offending power plants are found 
across the country, from Inner Mongolia to the southwest metropolis of Chongquing.” 
State-owned power companies regularly ignore government orders to upgrade coal-
burning electricity plants.28 
 Yet, according to a report released by the Pew Charitable Trusts, in 2012 China 
became the world’s leader in clean energy investments, surpassing the U.S. spending on 
renewables. The report states, “The center of gravity in the clean energy world has shifted 
from the United States and Europe to China.” China pursued an aggressive renewable 
energy policy and the government financed the rapid growth of the country’s solar and 
wind industries. As a result, according to the Pew report, China attracted $65 billion in 
clean energy investment in 2012, or 30 percent of all renewable investment in the world’s 

																																																								
25	Gørild Heggelund, “China’s Climate Change Policy: Domestic and International 
Developments,” Asian Perspective, Vol. 31, No. 2, 2007, 155.	
26	See	Gørild Heggelund, 155-191.	
27	Wang	Chunmei	and	Lin	Zhaolan,	“Environmental	Policies	in	China	over	the	Past	
10	Years:	Progress,	Problems	and	Prospects,	Procedia	Environmental	Sciences,	2	
(2010),	1708.	
28	Edward	Wong,	“As	Pollution	Worsens	in	China,	Solutions	Succumb	to	Infighting,	
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top twenty economies. The Pew report states: “Given its world-leading long-term goals 
and record for meeting or exceeding mileposts en rout to these goals, China is likely to be 
a world leader throughout this decade.” China is now a leading manufacturer of wind 
turbines and solar products. These investments reflect that Chinese leadership feel 
pressure to address the horrible air quality in the country and recognize the dangers of its 
reliance on coal.29  

In fact, according to the EIA, China is now the world leader in renewable energy 
investment with $102.9 billion in 2015. In November 2016, China released a five-year 
power sector plan to continue this momentum setting new renewable energy targets and a 
limit on the percent of coal in primary energy at less than 58 percent, down from 64 
percent in 2015.30 
 The environmental crisis in China demonstrates how a “human rights threshold” 
has been surpassed. The continued burning of coal, in particular, has led to widespread 
suffering and severe human deprivations resulting in clear violations of established global 
human rights. In addition, with economic growth as the overall Chinese priority, these 
environmental degradations have metastasized and grown ominously. Fortunately, as will 
be shown below, environmental activists in China have taken the lead by pressuring the 
government to change directions and adopt clean energy policies. Individuals, states and 
non-state actors around the world have a human rights duty to support the efforts of these 
Chinese environmental activists to create viable alternatives to a coal-based energy 
system. What are the human duties of individuals, nation-states and global actors 
concerned about the suffering caused by environmental degradation in China? 
 

Human Rights Duties and Environmental Rights in China 
 

Duties on Individuals 
 China’s integration into the global economy has been accompanied by severe 
environmental ruin. This economic interdependence has thus created a degree of ethical 
interdependence between the peoples of the world, in both developed and 
underdeveloped nations, and China in relation to the protection of the Chinese 
environment. The “spill-over” of environmental problems has occurred in both directions. 
China’s rapid economic development has contributed to air pollution and global warming 
that “spills-over” into the planet’s environment. And, foreign firms and nations trading 
and investing in China have led to explicit harm to China’s environment (as outlined 
above). 
 It is thus in the interests of individuals everywhere to help China protect its 
environment. But, what can an individual citizen do to impact China? One pathway is for 
individuals to support Chinese environmental NGOs, which are essential to helping the 
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government build the capacity to address the growing monumental environmental 
problems. Estimates of the total number of NGOs operating in China vary widely. There 
are roughly 675,000 domestic NGOs registered as “social organizations” in compliance 
with China’s “Charity Law” regulations. But, in addition, there are perhaps as many as 3 
million unregistered NGOs (“social organizations”) in the country as well.31 Thousands 
of these registered NGOs in China focus on the environment, and many unregistered 
organizations active in Universities and rural areas do so as well. While environmental 
activism and NGO organizing is still a relatively new phenomenon in China, according to 
Deng Guosheng, director of the NGO Research Center at Tsinghua University, “NGOs 
today have many good facilities, which those of the 1990s didn’t have access to.” For 
example, the Chinese NGO Green Beagle was established in 2009. It has access to state-
of-the-art technology and reports on air and water quality in Beijing. In 2011 Green 
Beagle’s report of Bejing’s levels of PM2.5—fine particles in the air that are hazardous 
to people’s health—generated controversy and prompted local authorities to begin 
reporting their own PM2.5 data. One of the major goals for Green Beagle and other 
environmental NGO’s is to raise awareness to the public and the government. The 
Director of the environmental NGO Green Earth Volunteers, Wang Yongchen, put it this 
way: “The longer we work on environmental protection, the more we want to influence 
government decision making and policies. We have to bridge environmental issues with 
the government and the people.”32 
 Chinese environmental NGOs in the 1990s successfully organized long-lasting 
campaigns across regions in China to save the Golden Monkey and Tibetan Antelope. In 
2003, environmentalists protested the construction of golf courses sponsored by the 
municipal government in Shanghai. In 2004, over a dozen environmental NGOs joined 
together in Beijing to launch the “26°C Campaign,” designed to monitor air-condition use 
and conserve electricity. Working with international NGOs, environmentalists in China 
have also campaigned against plans for dam construction on the Nu River in northeastern 
Yunnan. Furthermore, during China’s bid for the 2008 Olympic Games, environmental 
NGOs worked together to criticize governmental environmental policies and suggest 
“green” paths forward. These successful efforts of Chinese environmental NGOs and 
activists deserve the support of individual citizens around the world.33  
 In addition to supporting the work of environmental NGOs, citizens in other 
nations can pressure their home governments to accept binding quotas on the emissions 
of carbon into the atmosphere. While both China and the U.S. have agreed to adopt 
national environmental plans with “goals”, they have refused to adopt binding national 
targets to limit the emissions of carbon dioxide responsible for global warming. Scientists 
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have been clear about the devastating consequences of inaction. In May 2013 the world 
passed a long-feared milestone as scientists reported that the “level of the most important 
heat-trapping gas in the atmosphere, carbon dioxide” had reached “a concentration not 
seen on earth for millions of years.” “Scientific instruments showed that the gas had 
reached an average daily level above 400 parts per million,” a level that had “not been 
this high for at least three million years, before humans evolved.” While many believe 
that 350 parts per million is the point of no return, many countries have adopted an 
official target of 450 parts per million as the maximum level compatible with 
sustainability. We will soon be at 450. According to environmental expert Ralph Keeling, 
who runs a monitoring program at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography in San Diego, 
“Unless things slow down, we’ll probably get there [450 ppm] in well under 25 years.” 
Keeling continues: “It means we are quickly losing the possibility of keeping the climate 
below what people thought were possibly tolerable thresholds.”34  
 It is hard to imagine how good citizenship would not include an acceptance of the 
need for binding commitments to limit the amount of carbon dioxide one’s home country 
emits into the atmosphere. The stakes could not be higher. It is unfortunately not an 
exaggeration to suggest that without action to limit carbon emissions the sustainability of 
life itself is threatened.35  
 
Duties on Nation-States 
 Environmentalists in China highlight a variety of crucial governmental actions, 
including four fundamental priorities:  (1) implement and enforce the laws that already 
exist on paper, which would involve an increase in the number of environmental 
enforcement officials and an increase in funding for environmental investments; (2) 
eliminate subsidies for environmentally damaging industries, beginning with coal; (3) 
impose environmental consumption taxes on cars and begin to set a price on ecosystem 
services; and, (4) significantly increase investments in education in environmental 
awareness and ecosystem vulnerability.36 
 However, in 2010 it was estimated that 70% of total smoke and 70% of total CO2 
released into China’s atmosphere was the result of burning coal. Coal currently provides 
75% of electric power, 60% of chemical industry fuel, and 80% of industrial fuel in 
China.37 Despite initiating the world’s largest program to install solar panels and build 
wind tunnels and the launching ambitious hydroelectric dam projects, Coal in 2016-2017 
produces almost 75% of China’s electricity. As a result, China continues today to 
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produce more emissions than all the oil, coal and gas consumed in the United States.38 
Unless drastic action is taken, China’s dangerous emissions from coal burning will 
continue to grow for many years to come. 
 Elizabeth Muller, Executive Director of Berkeley Earth, argues that the only way 
for China to address its increasing energy needs and to lower its greenhouse gas 
emissions is to switch from coal to natural gas as its primary energy source.39 
Unfortunately, such a strategy is too often based on extracting large amounts of shale gas 
through hydraulic facturing. The increasingly documented ecological risks of “fracking,” 
including the pollution of groundwater and the release of methane gas emissions, suggest 
that China should pursue a different direction. In fact, China should be supported in an 
attempt to “leapfrog” to new technologies and move away from fossil fuels altogether. 
Collectively, the international community can work together to bring down the costs of 
alternatives, including solar and wind energy. China should not face a tradeoff between 
either funding environmentally safe energy sources or improving the health and well-
being of its people. Countries can help each other switch from coal to renewable sources 
of energy.  

While the U.S. has been a reluctant world leader on many global environmental 
issues, including energy efficiency, it has begun to move away from coal.40 According to 
the Energy Information Agency, in 2012, “US utilities burned 815 million tons of coal for 
electricity, down from over 1 billion tons in 2005, and the lowest utility coal consumption 
since 1990.” While as recently as 2009, 53 percent of electricity in the U.S. came from 
coal, by 2012 it was less than 38 percent. Furthermore, the EIA projects that a further 15 
percent of existing coal-fired capacity in the US will be retired by 2019. And, it is wind 
energy that accounted for 42 percent of the nation’s new electrical generating capacity, 
more than coal and natural gas combined. “Texas, of all places, generates 20 percent of 
its electricity with 12,200 megawatts of installed wind capacity.”41 

In addition, in June 2013 Obama reaffirmed at a Georgetown University speech 
that the U.S. would reduce its emissions by 17 percent from 2005 levels by 2020. He will 
do this by imposing limits on carbon emissions from power plants, which account for 
approximately 40 percent of US greenhouse gas emissions. As a result of these actions, 
the hope is that some power companies will close old coal-fired plants and look to lower-
emission alternatives. To further curb emissions abroad, Obama also stated that the U.S. 
would no longer finance the building of conventional coal-fired plants overseas.42  
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President Trump, however, has already begun to move in an opposite direction. 
In March 2017, Trump signed an executive order designed to nullify Obama’s climate 
change actions and to revive the coal industry. He directed the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) to withdraw from and rewrite the Obama designed “Clean Power Plan” 
which would have closed hundreds of coal-fired power plants, frozen construction of new 
plants and replaced them with vast new wind and solar farms. The EPA has now been 
instructed to rewrite the Obama regulations limiting greenhouse-gas emissions from 
existing electric utilities. Obama’s climate agenda hinged on these greenhouse-gas limits, 
and he had directed every state to form detailed plans to reduce carbon dioxide emissions 
from sources such as coal-fired power plants. The Obama goal was to decrease carbon 
pollution by about one-third by 2030, compared with 2005 levels. (The problem Trump 
now faces is that, if he and the EPA succeed in getting rid of this plan, they are legally 
required to come up with another one.) Trump also has instructed the Interior 
Department’s Bureau of Land Management to lift the Obama moratorium on federal coal 
leasing. US leadership on climate change and, in particular, on a transition away from a 
coal as a fundamental energy source, has thus become (temporarily) stymied.43  

On the other hand, Ontario, Canada’s most populous province, provides a 
stunning example of how a state and/or nation can put an end to coal burning power 
plants. Ontario acted as a true international global citizen when it implemented measures 
to dramatically reduce the regions “environmental footprint” on the world’s atmosphere. 
In the first quarter of 2014, Ontario closed the last of its big coal-fired generators, 
bringing to a halt a total of 19 boilers that had been fueled by coal. According to the 
International Institute for Sustainable Development: “The coal phase out in Ontario has 
become ‘the single largest GHG reduction measure in North America.’ Since 2007, when 
coal accounted for about 25 per cent of its electricity generation, the province has 
reduced its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by approximately 34 megatonnes (Mt) or 17 
per cent.”44 Ontario succeeded in this effort by implementing an ambitious low-carbon 
generating strategy. This was no small undertaking. Coal-fired electricity provided a 
quarter of Ontario’s power and was Ontario’s largest source of toxic chemical, heavy 
metal, sulfur, and nitrogen air pollution. This pollution, including smog, dust, and 
mercury emissions, became a hot political issue in 2003 and the newly elected provincial 
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government pledged strong action to close down Ontario’s coal-generated electricity 
business. The government’s “Green Energy Act” promoted renewable sources, which 
included “feed-in tariff provisions” which offered 20-year contracts to purchase wind, 
solar, biomass, and biogas-fueled electricity at generous prices. These policies created a 
“rush of big wind farms,” with hundreds of windmills built on farmland along the 
highway corridor form Windsor to Toronto. Keith Schneider writes: “Wind generating 
capacity now [in 2013] measures 2,000 megawatts. That will double in the next 18 
months, according to the Energy Ministry, which would mean wind power would 
produce more than 10 percent of the total generating capacity of 36,000 megawatts. The 
provincial government estimates that 30,000 jobs are connected to the Ontario Green 
Energy Act and the manufacturing and installation of wind parks.”45 

Renewable energy sources are also a priority in Europe. Statistics from the 
European Union show that in 2010 electricity generated from renewable energy sources 
contributed almost one fifth of EU’s electricity. “From 2000 to 2010 the number of 
gigawatts of electricity generated from biomass in EU nations more than tripled. During 
the same decade, the number of gigs generated by wind turbines increased almost seven-
fold. A gigawatt is 1 billion watts.”46 Ontario and the EU exemplify how at the national 
and regional levels states can change priorities and accept a human rights duty to promote 
and protect environmental sustainability. 
 

Duties on Global Institutions and Organizations 
 
 In November 2014, China and the U.S. announced a joint plan to curb carbon 
emissions. The U.S. pledged to emit 26 to 28 percent less carbon in 2025 than it did in 
2005, double the pace of reduction it targeted for the period from 2005 to 2020. China 
pledged to stop its emissions from growing by 2030 by boosting clean energy sources, 
like solar power and windmills, to account for 20 percent of China’s total energy 
production.47  

This climate deal between the world’s No. 1 (China) and No. 2 (U.S.) carbon 
polluters was noteworthy. China had earlier maintained that since the developed world’s 
consumption of resources and creation of pollutants on a per capital basis was still much 
higher than China’s, China could continue to claim a moral right to develop. Beijing 
previously held the position “that the developed countries must take the main 
responsibility for past greenhouse gas emissions.”48 However, public anger inside China 
over high levels of toxic smog, combined with some of the worst air pollution levels in 
the world, pushed the government to change this position and adopt a more proactive 
environmental policy. 

As a result, China now appears to accept the need for effective public policy to 
curb environmentally destructive practices. For example, in its agreement with the U.S., 
China also promised to cap its burning of coal by 2020. As documented above, coal 
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burning is the country’s primary source of severe air pollution which “spills-over” to 
surrounding countries. And in June 2015, China announced a new goal designed to 
reduce the country’s “carbon intensity,” which is a measure of how much pollution is 
generated for every percentage point of economic growth. The Chinese government had 
earlier promised to cut its carbon intensity by 40 to 45 percent from its 2005 level by 
2020. The new Chinese goal extends the cut to 60 to 65 percent by 2030.49 

China’s example of tougher actions to limit carbon emissions helped to stimulate 
global progress at an environmental conference in Lima, Peru in December 2014 where 
developing countries for the first time agreed to limit their own emissions. It is 
impossible to imagine this Lima global accord being approved without the leadership of 
both China and the U.S. 

In December 2015 in Paris, China and the U.S. worked together at a UN 
Conference to help forge a new global agreement and action plan on climate change. 195 
nations committed themselves for the first time to lower emissions of greenhouse gases to 
prevent a further dangerous rise in the world’s temperature. The governments from each 
of these nations agreed to establish national plans showing how they will reduce their 
greenhouse gas emissions. Action is required of all countries, rich and poor. The 
agreement establishes the goal of limiting the rise in the world’s temperature to 1.5 
degrees Celsius, in order to protect island states threatened by the rise in sea levels. The 
aim of the Paris agreement is to gradually have all countries stop using the most polluting 
fossil fuels, including coal. However, according to scientists who have analyzed it, the 
agreement may only cut global greenhouse gas emission by about half enough to prevent 
an increase in atmospheric temperatures of 2 degrees Celsius or 3.6 degrees Fahrenheit. 
At that point the world will be trapped into a future of potentially devastating 
consequences, such as rising seal levels, severe droughts and widespread food and water 
shortages. 186 nations have already put forward their nation’s individual plans on how 
they will cut carbon emissions through 2025 or 2030. However, these plans will not be 
enough to cut emissions by half the levels required to prevent the worst effects of global 
warming. To address this shortfall, the pact includes a series of legally binding 
requirements for countries to ratchet up their policies every five years with updated plans 
that would tighten their emissions cuts. In addition, countries are legally required to 
monitor and report on their emission levels with a universal accounting system. While 
this system is voluntary, the hope is that by publicly monitoring and verifying a country’s 
compliance with the accord, a system of “name-and-shame” via peer pressure would 
produce results. The hope is that no state would want to be seen as a polluter and 
international laggard.50 

However, Trump made it clear in his first 100 days in office that he doesn’t mind 
at all if America is viewed as a laggard on climate change. This global campaign against 
climate change will be set aside and replaced by his commitment to energy industry jobs. 
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As of this moment, Trump has not yet decided whether to formally withdraw from the 
Paris agreement. But, his instructions to the EPA to nullify the Obama “Clean Power 
Plan” essentially announces to the world that the U.S. will not comply with the accord 
and will not cut its emissions as it had previously agreed.  

Skeptics also note that China’s agreed to goals are actually not that ambitious. 
China is already poised to draw 15 percent of its energy from renewables by 2020, and 
thus aiming for 20 percent by 2030 is straightforwardly attainable. And, scholars at the 
Economist Intelligence Unit51 had already forecast coal use in China to plateau by 2020. 
(China reports that in 2014 coal consumption fell by 2.9 percent due to slow growth and a 
drop in consumption resulting in China’s first fall in emissions of carbon dioxide in 15 
years.52) There are also serious questions about the effectiveness of the Chinese national 
“carbon-trading” system to be set-up by 2016. Initial pilot programs have been 
disappointing and ineffective. Furthermore, China has longstanding issues with 
transparency and statistical accuracy. Self-reporting, in China and elsewhere, is 
notoriously unreliable and slippery.53 

In addition, China’s commitment in Paris to stop the growth of greenhouse 
emissions by 2030 is undermined by Chinese state-owned companies, with state loans, 
building coal-fired power plants across the developing world. Chinese companies have 
embarked on 92 coal-fired power plant projects in 27 countries with a combined capacity 
of 107 gigawatts, the equivalent of increasing China’s own coal-fired electricity output 
by more than 10 percent. Concerns about global warming and air pollution have been 
shelved, as these 92 projects, for example, will have enough capacity to completely offset 
the planned closing of coal-fired plants in the U.S. thorough 2020. These Chinese state-
run firms unfortunately are building less efficient plants that generate more carbon-
dioxide emissions. The China Export-Import Bank, China Development Bank, and other 
big state-owned commercial banks have provided at least $25 billion to these projects. 
According to Michael Forsythe, “China’s support for coal can be seen across Asia, from 
Indonesia, where Chinese firms have built and announced plans for more coal-fired 
plants since 2010 than any other country, to India, where the sprawling Sasan Ultra Mega 
Power Project in the central state of Madhya Pradesh was completed this year using 
boilers, turbines and generators manufactured by the state run Shanghai Electric 
Group.”54 

The Paris accord creates a framework that requires all nations to put forward 
individual state plans to cut their own emissions. However, this will result in the domestic 
politics of each nation negotiating the content of those plans rather than science 
determining the actions necessary to save the planet. And, furthermore, many of these 
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plans will not be enacted until 2025 or 2030. The Paris agreement is a healthy start but in 
itself is unfortunately inadequate to meet the many challenges of global warming.  

International monitoring and global compliance mechanisms of the national 
emissions-reduction plans are essential. A global authority is needed to make sure that all 
nations that submit national emissions reduction plans, including China and the U.S., 
follow-through on their word. For example, in addition to the U.S.-China deal, the 
European Union has an ambitious plan to reduce emissions by 40 percent of 1990 levels 
by 2030. Will there be a neutral observer, a global international organization, that can 
effectively pursue European compliance with these goals?  

Consider the case of India. As the third largest emitter of greenhouse gases (just 
behind China and the U.S.), India’s participation in this global effort is critical. India’s 
economy is growing fast and the Indian government has pushed for solar energy. But, 
India continues to rely on coal and in the last five years increased its coal capacity by 73 
percent. Scholars note that India’s unregulated coal plants already kill up to 115,000 
Indians yearly and that India’s air is among the worlds dirtiest. In fact, according to the 
World Health Organization, India has now surpassed China as the world’s smoggiest 
country with 13 of the top 20 most polluted cities on the planet. Despite these horrible 
outcomes, India currently plans to triple coal production to an astounding 1.5 billion tons 
a year. India facing unacceptable levels of poverty, destitution and suffering for millions 
of its poorest citizens has consistently prioritized economic growth over environmental 
protection. India will need international help to bridge this chasm. As noted above 
regarding China, economic development does not have to be at the expense of the 
environment. But, India will need support and help from the international community to 
successfully transition out of coal and toward sustainable energy alternatives. For 
example, India does have an ambitious plan for renewable energy, especially solar and 
wind power. With assistance these impressive targets have a chance to come into fruition; 
without global cooperation it will be difficult for India to produce an environmental plan 
on par with China’s.55  

Global institutions are needed to help all nations, including China and India, 
fulfill their global environmental duties and avoid further harmful environmental 
practices.  For example, Liu and Diamond point to a number of joint paths for China, the 
US, and international organizations to pursue, including: “training environmental 
planners and managers; sharing methods for conflict resolution; transferring 
environmentally benign technologies, such as ones for cleaner manufacturing, water 
conservation and waste treatment; and transferring high-efficiency technologies, which 
would yield the additional advantage of reducing the already growing competition 
between China and other countries for energy and other global resources.”56 However, 
the success of such policies hinges on agreed upon norms, rules, procedures and 
compliance mechanisms. The sharing of technology, in particular, will require honest 
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neutral administrators to make sure that the benefits truly go to the countries citizens and 
not elites.  

Another example of the need for global environmental governance is the proposal 
for “carbon tariffs” to be levied against the exports of countries that refuse to limit their 
emissions of greenhouse gases. Such tariffs would create a powerful incentive for nations 
to follow-through on their commitment in Paris for a national emissions reduction plan 
(and could probably be upheld within current trade law).  

Yet the success of such “carbon tariffs,” or the cooperative efforts outlined by Liu 
and Diamond, depends upon effective global environmental governance. Nations must be 
able to work collectively on these pressing environmental issues and programs in an 
atmosphere of trust with individual responsibility and accountability verified. The 
creation of global environmental management through international organization is thus 
central to achieving a healthy environment. While there exists no single institution in 
control of the management of the global environment, international organizations 
dedicated to the “right to a healthy environment” have grown in scope since the two key 
UN conferences on the environment and development (Stockholm 1972 and Rio de 
Janeiro 1992).  

Yet, the existing international environmental organizations, including the United 
Nations Environment Program, remain weak and underfunded. There is no global 
organization, for example, with the power to create financial incentives for countries like 
China to move away from coal. There is no global agency with the power to fine and tax 
irresponsible behavior as well; and no global authority to coordinate and integrate global 
environmental programs. Global environmental IOs lack the resources and power to 
really help a county like China make a transition away from an energy system based on 
the burning of fossil fuels.57  

The Paris agreement also acknowledges in a preamble the need for $100 billion to 
be raised each year to help poor countries mitigate and adapt to climate change. The 
agreement endorses the international environmental law principle of “common but 
differentiated responsibilities” in relation to climate change. The industrialized countries, 
historically responsible for emitting the most carbon into the atmosphere, thus have an 
obligation to fund climate finance for poor countries, while developing countries can 
contribute on a voluntary basis.58 

The Obama administration in November 2014 announced that the U.S. would 
contribute $3 billion to a new global fund to help the world’s poorest countries address 
the effects of climate change. A senior U.S. official stated: “We’re doing this because it is 
in our national interest to build resilience in developing countries to climate change.” It is 
unclear at this time whether the Trump administration will reverse this American 
commitment. The U.S. contribution is to go to the “Green Climate Fund,” a UN created 
financial institution with headquarters in Incheon, South Korea, and is intended to spur 
other developed countries to make similar pledges. At least 10 other countries, including 
France, Germany and South Korea, have already pledged an additional $3 billion. Such 
actions by the world’s richest countries will help to create a global framework through 
which the world can tackle these massive environmental problems. The world’s poorest 
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and least developed nations have insisted that the richest economies and largest 
greenhouse gas polluters accept the ethical duty to pay the billions of dollars needed to 
help the world’s poorest adapt to climate change. The “Green Climate Fund” appears to 
be a small step in the right direction.59  

Human rights duties at the world level focus on the construction of laws and 
institutions to promote global human rights. The construction of neutral global 
environmental organizations, dedicated to scientific objectivity and committed to the 
survival needs of the global community overall, is responsive to the high level of ethical 
and environmental interdependence existing in our world today.   
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