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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis advances the proposition that the effects of climate change and various 

socially-driven population and resource usage choices will result in the misery and 

deaths of millions of human beings over the next several decades. The overall situation 

presents certain issues relevant to the field of moral philosophy that are traditionally 

thought of as problems falling within the purview of the sub-discipline known as 

distributive justice. In order to investigate all (or at least many) aspects of the multitude 

of circumstances that combine to present the dilemmas with which society is faced, the 

thesis consist of three major parts. 

First, the scientific basis of climate change is presented in summary fashion. This 

includes the fact that such change is not only something facing humanity in the distant 

future—since it is in fact occurring now—but does stress the fact that such change is 

self-reinforcing and is expected to accelerate going forward. Particularly relevant to this 

thesis is one component of the plethora of issues involved, namely, concerns involving 

water. And the situations considered include both the surfeit and the scarcity of this, by 

turns, life-sustaining or life-depriving resource. 
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Next, various societal factors impacting upon water availability and utilization are 

explored. These include such areas of study as sociology and/or demography, as well as 

healthy doses of both economics and legal considerations. To state such categorizations 

so distinctly is not to insinuate that such academic distinctions pertain in actual practice; 

indeed, as will be seen, such classification schemes are quite often blurred. In fact, the 

same might often be said for each of the main subdivisions of the thesis. Hard and fast 

disciplinary lines become indistinct or “fuzzy” both within, and even between, each of 

the major categories presented. 

Third, the last and single largest portion of the thesis is concerned with the moral 

philosophic implications of everything that has gone before. This is usually considered as 

ethics, and a number of ethical modes of thinking, both older and modern, are brought 

to bear as tools or “lenses” with which to sharpen focus upon the issues presented. For 

example, consideration is given from the perspectives of: 

utilitarianism/consequentialism; cosmopolitanism or global ethics; and human rights 

duties or obligations. The argument is that any of these methods of analysis, broadly 

speaking, lead to the same overall conclusion.  

Finally, a proposed implementing mechanism, a policy recommendation, is advanced for 

near-universal adoption by developed states—and the stark and unavoidable 

consequences of the failure to do so are squarely presented.  Thus, the “human value” 

addressed here is revealed as patently obvious; it is nothing less than human life, i.e., 

the very survival of millions of people—the most fundamental human value of all. 
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PREFACE 

 If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water. 
—Loren Eiseley, The Immense Journey 

 
One of the very earliest Ionian philosophers, Thales, argued that water is the primal 

substance; i.e., that it is the substance from which all others are derived.1 Although long 

since proven to be mistaken, there is more truth in Thales’ statement than is ordinarily 

acknowledged. This is particularly so if one’s perspective is restricted to things 

biological. 

Water is truly a wonder-inspiring substance. It is among the simplest of all compounds; 

every schoolchild recognizes the molecular formula—H2O. But oh, what almost magical 

properties those molecules possess. Though universally known, it might prove helpful to 

review a smattering of those at the very outset of this enterprise. 

Alone among substances, water is the one common to everyone’s perception and 

understanding in each of its three phases: liquid, solid, and gaseous. It is the “measuring 

stick,” quite literally, upon which numerous everyday standards have been based. To 

touch upon just a few of the most common of those, consider first temperature. The 

freezing point of ordinary pure water2, H2O, is—by definition—0; that is to say, 0.00 

                                                
1 Bertrand Russell, Religion and Science (London: Butterworth and Company Publishers, Limited, 

1935). 
2 W.M. Haynes, ed., CRC Handbook of Chemistry and Physics: A Ready-Reference Book of 

Chemical and Physical Data, 91st ed. (Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press, Taylor & Francis Group, 2010). For 
purposes of present discussion, other isotopic forms of water such as deuterium, D2O (heavy water), will 
be ignored.  
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degrees.3 Likewise, its boiling point is defined as 100.00°. Similarly, density (or specific 

gravity) is a defined unit of measure, and again its definition is provided by pure water; 

as one gram per cubic centimeter, or 1g/cm3. Many other examples could be cited, put 

hopefully the point is made. The very ubiquity of water has resulted in its properties 

being adopted as among the most universal standards in science. 

This very brief excursion to review a few of the basic scientific properties of water was 

felt beneficial before launching into a more extended elaboration of this paper’s 

purpose. For science will comprise a significant part of it. Indeed, in true 

interdisciplinary fashion, a form of synthesis of a number of what are usually thought 

disparate disciplines will be attempted. As mentioned, several scientific categories will 

be among them—foremost among these will figure: physics, chemistry, and hydrology.  

Likewise, various aspects of the disciplines generally thought of as social sciences will be 

relied upon. Among these will be economics, demography, and legal and policy studies. 

Within this latter category, the subject matter of international law looms large—in 

particular, the sub-field of United Nations’ perfected law; e.g., treaties, conventions, 

protocols, etc.  

Further, an integration of the aforementioned intellectual categories together with the 

discipline of philosophy is presented. Within the latter, questions taking up issues 

integral to the branch of moral philosophy which deals with ethics and distributive 

                                                
3 Note: All units of measure will be stated, throughout, in the metric system; additionally, 

wherever temperature is again referred to, the common symbol ° will be utilized, with the understanding 
that reference will be to degrees in Celsius units. 
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justice will be considered and evaluated. Finally, the “pot” of the above will be 

“seasoned” with a smattering of subject matters arising from some other competencies 

of the social sciences; principally those consisting of a “pinch” of sociology. It is hoped 

that from this concoction, an intellectually health-inducing stew (if somewhat 

unpalatable in its conclusions), will be served. 

One thing is certain: The study of issues surrounding the challenges posed by the 

utilization of water in the 21st century is interdisciplinary—necessarily and unavoidably. 

As the Preface of a recent book on the matter phrased it “Water is inherently an 

interdisciplinary subject. It draws on hydrology, chemistry, ecology, geomorphology, 

climate science, economics, law, sociology, and the political sciences.”4 With that much 

territory to survey, and given the nature of the consequences of inaction concerning the 

matter, it is time to proceed to the contemplation of the seemingly simple subject of 

water—and the very real magic it contains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
4
 Shimon Anisfeld, preface to Water Resources (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2010), xvii. 



vii 
 

CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT                    ii 

PREFACE                                     iv 

FIGURES                    ix 

ABBREVIATIONS                    x 

 

PART I. THE SCIENTIFIC PREDICATE                 1  

CHAPTER 1. ONE STRESS DRIVING FUTURE CONFLICT RELATED TO WATER:  
TOO MUCH                          2 
 

CHAPTER 2. ANOTHER STRESS DRIVING FUTURE CONFLICT RELATED TO WATER:  
TOO LITTLE                      9  
 

CHAPTER 3. CLIMATE CHANGE CALCULATION CONFIDENCE            14 
 
 
PART II. SOCIOLGICAL, ECONOMIC, AND LEGAL CONSIDERATIONS             36 
 
CHAPTER 4. ANOTHER STRESS RELATED NOT TO WATER SUPPLY  

(WHETHER TOO MUCH OR LITTLE), BUT TO USAGE: DEMOGRAPHICS         37 
             
CHAPTER 5. ANOTHER FACTOR, THIS ONE WITH AN EXPONENTIAL  

“MULTIPLIER EFFECT”:  SOCIOLOGICAL AND ECONOMIC TRENDS          49  
 

CHAPTER 6. INTERNATIONAL LEGAL MECHANISMS TO DEAL WITH  
WATER-STRESS/HUMAN MIGRATION             65 

 

PART III. MORAL PHILOSOPHY—ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS, AND THE IDEA OF  
  DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE             118  
 

CHAPTER 7. MODERN THOUGHT REGARDING THE MOST RELEVANT GLOBAL  
ETHICS THEORIES              119 
 



viii 
 

CHAPTER 8. CONTEMPORARY DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE ISSUES RAISED BY PROBLEMS  
INVOLVING THE GLOBAL QUANTITY—AND DISTRIBUTION OF—WATER       173  
 

CHAPTER 9. HUMAN RIGHTS              191  
 
    
PART IV. POLICY PRESCRIPTIONS             197 
 
 
PART V. REFUGEES, BORDERS, MOVEMENT: AN ENVIRONMENTAL  

SCARCTIY CONTEXT                             213 
 
 

PART VI. CONCLUDING REMARKS             222  
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY               235 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix 
 

FIGURES 

1. Distribution of Earth’s Water                9  

2. Projected decreases/increases in 21st century precipitation          11 
 
3. Observed vs. Modeled changes in precipitation            12 

4. Solar Irradiation Striking, and Bouncing Back from, Earth’s Surface         16 

5. Atmospheric CO2 at Mauna Loa Observatory            19 

6. Concentration of Greenhouse Gases from 0 to 2005           22 

7. Correlated variation of several environmental indicators over the last   
 650,000 years                24  
 
8. Extent of Arctic ice                26-27 
     
9. Global atmospheric circulation             34 
 
10.  World Product Projections              62 

11. World energy-related carbon dioxide emissions           95 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

 

 

 



x 
 

ABBREVIATIONS 

CAP — Consolidated Appeal Process (a fundraising mechanism of the OCHA, q.v.) 

DCs — Developed countries 

DoD — Department of Defense (of the US) 

EJF — Environmental Justice Foundation 

GDP — Gross domestic product 

GHGs — Greenhouse gases 

ICCPR — International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (adopted by the UN in 1966) 

ICESR — International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (adopted by the 

UN in 1966) 

IPCC — Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

IRO — International Refugee Organization: (the Constitution of the IRO was adopted by 

the UN in 1946) 

LDCs — Least developed countries 

NATO — North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

NGO — Nongovernmental organization 

OCHA — Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (established by the UN in 

1998) 

PPM — Parts per million 

QDR — Quadrennial Defense Review (published by DoD) 

TLP — The Law of Peoples 

TOJ — A Theory of Justice 

UDHR — Universal Declaration of Human Rights (adopted by the UN in 1948) 

UN — United Nations 



xi 
 

UNCCD — UN Convention to Combat Desertification (convention adopted 1994) 

UNFCC — UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (convention adopted 1992) 

UNHCR — United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees: (the Refugee Convention 

was adopted in 1951) 

US — United States 

WG — Working Group (of the IPCC) 

WTO — World Trade Organization 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1 
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CHAPTER 1.  ONE STRESS DRIVING FUTURE CONFLICT RELATED TO WATER: TOO MUCH 

 
Water, water, everywhere,  

And all the boards did shrink; 
Water, water, everywhere, 

Nor any drop to drink. 
—Coleridge, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 

 

First, a definitional point is in order. As used here, the phrase climate change will mean 

the alteration in atmospheric and oceanic conditions wrought by so-called “greenhouse 

gases” (GHGs; the term will be defined shortly). Of all the problems associated with 

anticipated climate change, the most intuitive of comprehension is that of sea-level rise. 

If seawater permanently (or at least semi-permanently) inundates an area, it is generally 

not subject to habitation by human beings.1 

 
Before progressing, it might prove enlightening to distinguish between two types of 

“sea-level rise.” The first to be considered is not truly that. Reference is made to the 

phenomena of coastal land, or island, subsidence. In such an instance, the sea-level 

actually stays exactly the same; it is only the relative change of the sea and land surfaces 

that is responsible for ocean water overtopping the land. The phenomenon is not 

terribly uncommon in landscapes where large erosionary forces are present. It can also 

be caused by the geology of an area, as where tectonic forces raise or lower the coastal 

edge of a landscape. Another causative factor is the pumping out of liquid, as in the 

                                                
1 http://www.nps.gov/bisc/historyculture/stiltsville.htm. (accessed 17 March 2011). There are 

certain notable exceptions. See, for example, the collection of small houses built on stilts above Biscayne 
Bay in Miami, known as “Stiltsville,” at the above Department of Interior, National Park Service website.  
These homes were hardly independent of nearby Key Biscayne however, and could not have functioned 
without an almost adjacent landmass. 
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form of crude oil or freshwater, from a subsurface aquifer or reservoir. Probably among 

the best known examples of subsidence at the present day is the situation in the ancient 

Italian city of Venice.2 The phenomenon of subsidence is widespread and has been 

around for a very long time. However, since it is caused by purely local concerns, 

whether those be man-made or geologic, it will not be further addressed in this paper. 

 
The other type of sea-level rise is true or “eustatic” (from the Greek) rise. Here, even 

where the surface of adjoining land remains the same in absolute terms, land is covered 

by marine waters which are actually rising when measured against a fixed standard. It is 

this type of sea-level rise which is exacerbated by climate change, and to which 

attention is now directed.3 

A good place to start might be with the Haggadah, the Jewish legend from Midrash, 

Pseudepigrapha, and early Habbalah—specifically its creation story: 

 The Third Day 
Up to this time the earth was a plain, and wholly covered with water. Scarcely 
had the words of God, ‘Let the waters be gathered together,’ made themselves 
heard when mountains appeared all over and hills, and the water collected in 
the deep-lying basins. But the water was recalcitrant, it resisted the order to 
occupy the lowly spots, and threatened to overflow the earth, until God forced it 
back into the sea, and encircled the sea with sand. Now, whenever the water is 
tempted to transgress its bounds, it beholds the sand, and recoils.4 

 

                                                
2 This is not to insinuate that Venice is not in fact plagued by both problems, subsidence as well 

as eustatic sea-level rise, the issue to be addressed shortly. 
 
3 Tom Garrison, Oceanography: An Invitation to Marine Science, 2nd ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth 

Publishing Company, 1995), 274. 
 
4 Willis Barnstone, ed. The Other Bible.(New York; Harper Colllins Publishers, 2005), 19. Portion 

quoted reprinted from: Louis Ginzberg, The Legend of the Jews. Chapters 1-2, trans. by Henrietta Szold. 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1909).   
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If the sea ever actually knew that lesson, it has long since forgotten it. In recent decades, 

as measuring indicators have increased in precision, oceanographers and coastal 

scientists began to notice a seeming small, gradual and almost imperceptible, sea-level 

rise. The rise has been assessed by the United Nations’ established Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (hereafter, the “IPCC”). Approximately every six or seven 

years, the IPCC issues a massive Assessment Report running to several thousand pages, 

plus numerous appendices. The latest of the IPCC’s comprehensive reports was issued 

almost five years ago (February 2007), by means of the “IPCC Fourth Assessment 

Report: Climate Change 2007.”5 

 
The IPCC Working Group II report (see note) provided an estimate for sea-level rise in 

the 21st century, based on the rate of rise during the second half of the 20th century of 

approximately 2 mm per annum.6 This figure was utilized in the first IPCC report, issued 

in 1990, and has never been revised, even though more recent data  has revealed it to 

be low. Most scientists now believe present day sea-level rise to be about 1.6 times 

                                                
5 The Report is organized according to various “Working Groups” some dealing with physical 

science, some vulnerability of socio-economic and natural systems, some impacts and adaptations, etc. 
These are designated by Roman numerals, as: Working Group I, Working Group II, etc. Each Working 
Group report provides a citation reference format that it requests be utilized. As an example, for the 
report issued by Working Group I, the following format is requested: “IPCC, 2007: The Physical Science 
Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Forth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change [Solomon, S., D. Qin, M. Manning, Z. Chen, M. Marquis, K.B. Averyt, M. Tignor and H.I. 
Miller (eds.)] Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA, 996 pp.” In 
addition, each Working Group report is divided into approximately 11-20 chapters, and each chapter has 
its own suggested citation, and chapters sometimes have many dozens of authors. All the suggestions 
regarding preferred citations, in all chapters, in all Working Group reports, are for the most part exactly 
analogous. Therefore for simplicity and convenience, whenever reference is hereafter made to any of the 
2007 IPCC Assessment reports, it will be in the following form: “IPCC, WGI, xxx.”  

 
6
 IPCC WG II, 694. 
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faster than the IPCC predicted more than 20 years ago.7 Prominent national science 

journalists have reported that the failure to “up” the figure is intentional on the part of 

the IPCC, it being that body’s considered judgment to err on the side of conservatism in 

such matters.8 The latest findings illustrate just how conservative the earlier estimates 

have proven to be.9 But before turning to them, an explanatory digression must be 

presented. 

Regardless of the precise rate of rise, its mechanism is clear. The rise is largely caused by 

two factors, those being thermal expansion and the melting of ice. By way of illustration, 

water—like almost every other substance—expands as it gets warmer, at least at 

temperatures relevant to the present discussion.10 To the current day, the thermal 

expansion of the ocean has played the larger part in sea-level rise.11 

 

                                                
7 James Lovelock, The Vanishing Face of Gaia: A Final Warning (New York: Basic Books, 2009), 40-

42. 
 
8 Sharon Begley, “The Real Climate Scandal,” Newsweek, March 24, 2010, 

http://www.newsweek.com/id/235366 (accessed 19 April 2011). 
 
9 It is reported on the IPCC website that the forthcoming IPCC report, “IPCC V,” due to be 

released in 2014, will finally revise the projected sea-level rise to reflect current estimates. However, since 
this thesis cannot await release of the next report, I will utilize more current and accurate papers to 
supplement the “old” IPCC findings.   

 
10 This is to ignore, for purposes of the present discussion, another of the magical properties of 

water. While like everything else the general rule for water is “the hotter the bigger,” only water reverses 
course at low temperature, specifically, 4°C. At that point, it stops contracting and begins expanding as it 
freezes. This property is the reason why ice floats, bottles in freezers burst, lakes freeze from the top 
down, and thus why one can go ice skating on New England ponds in winter. At 4° liquid water has a 
density of 1.0 g/cm3, as noted earlier, while ice at 0° has a density of 0.917 g/cm3. The difference is small, 
but all that’s needed for ice to float. The reasons why this occurs have to do with the geometry of the 
hydrogen-bonded molecules of water, and are beyond the scope of this paper, but see: John Kotz and 
Keith Purcell, Chemistry & Chemical Reactivity (Philadelphia: Saunders College Publishing, 1985), 415-6. 

 
11

 IPCC, WGI, 387. 
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In the future, melting ice caps, glaciers, etc., will play a larger role12, but a note of 

explanation should be interjected at this point. It is only the melting of ice that is 

positioned upon land that will contribute to the rise. As an example, if all the ice in the 

Arctic Ocean melts, sea-level won’t rise one whit, whereas if a very significant portion of 

the Greenland or Antarctica ice sheets melt, the rise would be catastrophic. This is 

because the former already rests on water, and displaces an amount of it equal to its 

own weight.13 But in the latter instance it is “new” or additional, extraneous water that 

is being added to the volume of the ocean. It’s the same principle at work as when a 

glass filled to the brim with ice water doesn’t overflow once all the ice melts. 

Recent research has provided new evidence regarding the record for the Greenland and 

Antarctic ice sheets over the past two decades.14 This new research utilized two 

completely different techniques, the mass budget method and the gravity method 

(satellite derived) to estimate temporal variations in ice sheet mass balance. The 

researchers found excellent agreement between the two techniques, lending 

confidence regarding the precision and robustness of the results. The methodologies 

would take quite a bit of space to detail; important for present purposes is the fact that 

the rate of change, or acceleration of the ice sheets’ melting, has been increasing. 

                                                
12 IPCC, WGI, 409. 

 
13 An acknowledgement due here to Archimedes; his discovery of laws involving buoyancy 

established the science of hydrostatics. Noted in, Mario Livio, Is God a Mathematician? (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 2009), 51. 

 
14 E. Rignot, I. Velicogna, M. R. van den Broeke, A. Monaghan, and J. Lenaerts, “Acceleration of 

the Contribution of the Greenland and Antarctic Ice Sheets to Sea Level Rise,” Geophysical Research 
Letters 38 (March 2011): L05503. 
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Further, that acceleration of melting has been potentially nonlinear; meaning that the 

pace of change has itself been accelerating. The authors are exceedingly cautious, 

announcing the uncertainties at each stage of their analysis. But even cautiously stated, 

their conclusion is unmistakable: 

Using the two-decade long MGM [mass balance method] observation record, we 
determine that ice sheet loss is accelerating by 36.3 ± 2Gt/yr2 [gigatons per year 
per year], or 3 times larger than from mountain glaciers and ice caps (GIC). The 
magnitude of the acceleration suggests that ice sheets will be the dominant 
contributors to sea level rise in the forthcoming decades, and will likely exceed 
the IPCC projections for the contribution of ice sheets to sea level rise in the 21st 
century . . . .15 

 
 
The water will most assuredly be rising, and rising faster than ever. Aside from the 

scientific questions underpinning the rise, the inquiry most relevant for purposes of the 

instant project is: Who is it who will be most affected? The answer is: people who live 

near coastlines, as well as those on low, non-mountainous islands. The problem for the 

people on the coasts is that coastal slope geometry—as in low slope-gradient delta or 

coastal regions—can dictate that, say, a half-meter vertical rise in sea level can inundate 

several hundred horizontal meters of shoreline (that is, in an inland direction, toward 

the interior). As the IPCC has noted, in terms of population numbers, the worst hit areas 

will be the “mega-deltas of Asia and Africa.” Besides being broad deltas, these are also   

“ . . . densely-populated and low-lying areas where adaptive capacity is relatively low, 

                                                
15 Ibid. 
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and which already face other challenges such as tropical storms or local coastal 

subsidence . . . .”16 

 
Even more dramatically than coasts, low, small islands will be affected. Indeed, many of 

these are likely to be “gone,” in the sense that they will be completely inundated. 

Although Pacific and Indian Ocean atolls come readily to mind, it won’t be necessary to 

go so far to see such effects. The average elevation of the Florida Keys is 1-2 m.17It is 

likely that they will have to be depopulated by mid-century, and not because they will 

have been completely submerged by then, although some percentage of the land 

surface surely will have been. Another reason for abandonment, relevant to low lying 

islands in the tropics or near tropics will be the increased strengths of hurricanes. 

Retreat from areas subject to extreme storm surges, when those areas are perched on 

precarious spits of land, will be necessary.18 Perhaps an even bigger driver for 

eliminating human presence is the fact that the Keys gets all of its potable water by 

means of a pipeline from the Florida mainland, and projections are that sea-level rise 

will start causing salt-water intrusion into all of South Florida aquifers by mid-century.19 

This situation pertains in many low-lying delta, island, and other coastal environments. 

                                                
16 IPCC, WGII, 8.  
 
17

 NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration), Florida Keys National Marine 
Sanctuary, Final Management Plan/Environmental Impact Statement, Volume II (1996), 13. 
 

18
 IPCC, WGI, 306-312. 

 
19 M. Irizarry-Ortiz, J. Barnes, T. Dessalegne-Agaze, P. Trimble, & J. Obeysekera, "Climate Change 

Vulnerability Assessment for Water Resources Planning in South Florida. Proceeding. of the American. 
Geophysical Union Joint Assembly, Monograph (2008). 



 

 
 

CHAPTER 2.  ANOTHER STRESS DRIVING FUTURE CONFLICT RELATED TO WATER:  
TOO LITTLE 
 

A heap of broken images, where the sun beats, 
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief, 

And the dry stone no sound of water. 
—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land 

 
Before beginning a discussion of water scarcity issues, some mention should be made 

regarding just how precious freshwater is. In doing so, I wish to lay aside, for the 

moment, any consideration of polluted waters, i.e., those unfit for human consumption 

because of the presence of toxic contaminants, bacterial infestations, etc. Likewise, I will 

ignore any water that might be unfit even for irrigation purposes. That is, the 

distribution I am going to present will include all freshwater, even that not presently (or 

likely ever) usable. The aid of some simple graphics should help illustrate a number of 

points. The first relates to the relative scarcity of freshwater; and even given the paucity 

of that water, most of it is simply not accessible. 

  
FIGURE 1. Proportion of water on the Earth that is readily accessible.1 

                                                
1 U. S. Geologic Survey, “Where is Earth’s Water Located?” http://ga.water.usgs.gov/edu 

/earthwherewater.html. (accessed 13 April 2011). 
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If one cumulates the various percentages, it will be seen that only about 1% of water on 

Earth is potentially usable by humans, with about 99% of that being groundwater, and 

about 1% being surface water. 

Nonetheless, the absolute amount of water present is not the real issue. “On the 

planetary scale there can be no shortage of water. We have essentially the same 

amount of water on the planet today that we had millions of years ago.”2 Rather, the 

problem is in water’s relative availability, or its geographic distribution. And the 

distribution of freshwater is controlled, obviously, by precipitation. 

Thus, the other face of the water issue (the too little aspect) is the problem related to 

decreased precipitation in some regions, resulting in non-replenishment of fresh surface 

water (lakes and rivers), or groundwater (aquifers). A short summary of 20th century 

patterns is taken from the IPCC report: 

Long-term trends from 1900 to 2005 have been observed in precipitation 
amount over many large regions. Significantly increased precipitation has been 
observed in eastern parts of North and South America, northern Europe and 
northern and central Asia. Drying has been observed in the Sahel, the 
Mediterranean, southern Africa and parts of southern Asia . . . More intense and 
longer droughts have been observed over wider areas since the 1970s, 
particularly in the tropics and subtropics. Increased drying linked with higher 
temperatures and decreased precipitation has contributed to changes in 
drought. Changes in sea surface temperatures, wind patterns, and decreased 
snowpack and snow cover have also been linked to droughts.3  

 
 

                                                                                                                                            
 
2 Stephen Hoffmann, Planet Water: Investing in the World’s Most Valuable Resource (Hoboken, 

NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2009), 13. 
 
3
 IPCC, WGI, 6-7. 
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The regions thought most likely to be affected by projected decreased precipitation 

patterns for the future are perhaps best depicted by means of a broad-scale map:  

Projected decreases/increases in 21st century precipitation 
                  

 
FIGURE 2. Projected decreased/increased precipitation patterns of the 21st century. Note that the tint 

toward “redness” indicates decreasing precipitation and thus increasing desiccation.
4 

 

Thus the projected patterns largely mirror the patterns actually observed over the 20th 

century; in other words, it’s more of the same, only more so. 

A perceptive reader might well ask: Why should anyone have any confidence that these 

projections will actually come to pass? After all, aren’t they based solely on models? A 

detailed answer would extend far beyond the scope of this thesis, and require delving 

into a discussion of atmospheric physics. But a large amount of confidence in climate 

                                                
4 The World Bank, World Development Report 2010, (Washington DC: The International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development, 2010), 75 
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models is instilled by a process that scientists refer to as hindcasting (as opposed to 

forecasting). Hindcasting occurs when observed observations over a past period are 

compared to what various models predict when furnished with the past extant 

conditions (for example, temperature, humidity, evaporation and condensation rates, 

transport processes, the presence of certain isotopes, etc.). Almost always a large 

number of different models are used, and the averages (the “means”) from them are 

utilized. This was the process used to create the depiction shown in Figure 3, taken from 

the IPCC report (along with its caption). 

Observed vs. Modeled Changes in Precipitation 

  
 
FIGURE 3. Annual mean precipitation (cm), observed (a) and simulated (b), based on the multi-model 
mean. The Climate Prediction Center Merged Analysis of Precipitation (CMAP; Xie and Arkin, 1997) 
observation-based climatology for 1980 to 1999 is shown, and the model results are for the same period 
in the 20th-century simulations in the MMD at PCMDI. In (a), observations were not available for the grey 
regions.5 

 

                                                
5
 IPCC WGI, 612. 
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The fact that there is such close agreement between the average of a number of 

different models and the actual, observed, measurements by instruments “on-the-

ground” lends credence to the modeling efforts.  

The next question that is sure to be asked is: How can the information (most 

importantly temperature) to supply models that forecast (which is, after all, a projection 

of the future) be furnished? The answer to this question will take us deep into the heart 

of climate change issues. But let me say at this point that one should not confuse the 

uncertainties inherent to the forecasting with which most people are familiar; that is to 

say, it is a very different thing to forecast weather fifty days into the future, than to do 

projections of climate in fifty years. Actually, it is much easier to do the latter! The major 

difference involved is that of necessity for timescale precision. In doing climate 

prediction in fifty years, no one is concerned about whether it will rain on a certain day, 

or what the exact temperature for that day will be. One is looking to analyze broad 

trends, overall patterns, rather than come up with a forecast appropriate for the 

evening news. Thus, fine-scale resolving power regarding variation in the patterns is 

unnecessary.6 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6 Heidi Cullen, The Weather of the Future: Heat Waves, Extreme Storms, and Other Scenes from a 

Climate-changed Planet (New York: Harper Collins Books, 2010), 8-11. 
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CHAPTER 3.  CLIMATE CHANGE CALCULATION CONFIDENCE 

Water is H2O, hydrogen two parts, oxygen one, but there is also  
a third thing, that makes water and nobody knows what that is. 

—D. H. Lawrence, Pansies 

 
The Earth’s temperature, and thus eventually overall climate, is controlled by a number 

of factors, probably the most intuitive and certainly the most ultimately important of 

which is solar irradiance. And while this can and does vary over geologic time scales—as 

in many tens to hundreds of thousands to millions of years—for all practical importance 

it can be completely ignored when discussing time scales of a few centuries to a few 

millennia.1 Over such short time periods, the solar energy reaching the earth’s surface, 

averaged across the entire globe, and over a period of a year to account for seasonal 

variation, can be considered as constant. But how then can the earth’s climate vary, as 

we know it can? After all, we are aware that the Earth was in the midst of an ice age 

only some twenty thousand years ago.2 

The answer lies not in the amount of energy the Earth receives, but in how much it 

retains. A multitude of factors influence the latter, but one of the foremost among 

them, and the one most important from the standpoint of this project, is the abundance 

of what are popularly termed “greenhouse gases” that are present at any particular 

                                                
1 The reasons why solar irradiance varies over geologic time are certainly interesting, but totally 

irrelevant for purposes of this thesis. To say only a word about them: What is involved are factors such as 
the changing relative positions of land masses vis-à-vis oceans (tectonic plate shifting; i.e., geologic 
factors), and the “wobbling” of the earth’s  rotational axis, and changes in the declination of the plane of 
its solar revolution (astronomic factors). 

 
2
 Henry Pollack, A World Without Ice (New York: The Penguin Group, 2009), 69. 
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time (by this phrase I mean over the course of a few decades or centuries) in the earth’s 

atmosphere. Their presence is important given the mechanism by which the earth takes 

up solar energy (“light rays”3) versus the way in which it radiates some of that energy 

back into space.  

Perhaps it is obvious, but I should note at this point that the term “greenhouse effect” 

was coined in analogy to what occurs in a common flower or vegetable nursery 

greenhouse (often termed “hothouse”) on a sunny day. Sunlight strikes the greenhouse, 

as it does any part of the earth’s surface. But some of the energy that passes into the 

greenhouse cannot pass back out through the glass of the enclosure. Greenhouse gases 

in the atmosphere serve in the same fashion as does the glass in the greenhouse. 

After some of the solar “light rays” strike the earth, they are reflected back out, that is, 

into outer space. In the process, however, the rays lose some of their energy. When 

light (or electromagnetic waves of any kind) lose energy, they are transformed into 

longer wavelength waves. (In essence, “longer wavelength” is just another way of saying 

“less energetic.”) These longer wavelengths are often shifted into the infrared portion of 

the electromagnetic spectrum. But low-energy infrared waves can no longer penetrate 

some components of the atmosphere; in particular, the greenhouse gases act as 

“mirrors.” Some of the waves are reflected again, this time downward back toward the 

                                                
3 This term is used for shorthand convenience. Actually, almost the whole of the electromagnetic 

spectrum—not merely visible light—penetrates the atmosphere to impinge upon the earth’s surface; one 
of the few well-known exceptions being ultraviolet light, which is blocked by ozone (for reasons not 
related to the mechanism just referred to) in the high atmosphere (stratosphere), at least where there is 
no “ozone hole.”  
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Earth’s surface. A graphic will make this clearer—see Figure 4 (with its caption) from the 

IPCC report. 

Solar Irradiation Striking, and Bouncing Back from, Earth’s Surface 

 
FIGURE 4. Estimate of the Earth’s annual and global mean energy balance. Over the long term, the amount 

of incoming solar radiation absorbed by the Earth and atmosphere is balanced by the Earth and atmosphere 

releasing the same amount of outgoing longwave radiation. About half of the incoming solar radiation is 

absorbed by the Earth’s surface. This energy is transferred to the atmosphere by warming the air in contact 

with the surface (thermals), by evapotranspiration and by longwave radiation that is absorbed by clouds and 

greenhouse gases. The atmosphere in turn radiates longwave energy back to Earth as well as out to space.4 

 
 

 

Now, everything that has been said to this point is not meant to infer that greenhouse 

gases are necessarily, in and of themselves, in any way “bad.” In fact, the situation is 

decidedly the opposite. Without the naturally occurring greenhouse gases, it is likely 

that the Earth would be uninhabitable at least for humans, since with no such gases, the 

                                                
4IPCC WGI, 96. For present purposes, the figure illustrates the various factors involved; one need 

not worry about the quantitative aspects, or units of measurement. But if one is curious, be advised that 
Wm-2 represents Watts per square meter. 
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global average temperature of the Earth would be -19°C (about -2°F) versus its actual, 

overall, long-term, globally averaged temperature of 15°C (about 59°F).5 

The three most important naturally occurring greenhouse gases are water vapor, carbon 

dioxide, and methane.6 The most potent (in terms of which has the greatest effect) is 

nothing other than water vapor. But averaged over time and the surface of the globe, 

the atmospheric concentration of this gas remains relatively constant. The second and 

third most important greenhouse gases in terms of their total effects are carbon dioxide 

(CO2) and methane (CH4). These occur naturally, but other than those natural levels, 

these are the most worrisome gases since their presence in the atmosphere is much 

enhanced by anthropogenic (human-related) activity.  

Thus it is not the gases’ mere presence that is the subject of concern since that is 

absolutely natural and vital for life as we know it; rather, it is their current and future 

concentration. Concentration of gases is measured in volumetric fashion (as opposed to 

by weight or mass). The units used are parts per million (ppm).7 

                                                
5 James Hansen, Storms of My Grandchildren: The Truth About the Coming Climate Catastrophe 

and Our Last Chance to Save Humanity (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2010), 224. Note: Since this is an 
overall global, long-term average, daily and seasonal variation is accounted for; obviously it is always both 
day and night, winter and summer, somewhere on Earth. 

 
6 Actually, there are quite a number of gases that function in this way, but for purposes of the 

story related here these three will suffice to illustrate. 
 

7 Joseph Romm, Hell and High Water (New York: Harper Collins Publisher, 2007), 18.   
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Scientists have checked the presence of carbon in the atmosphere for about two 

centuries.8 However, this has usually been haphazard, and in connection with research 

that had little or nothing to do with climate. That situation changed in 1958. In that 

year, a Scripps Institute of Oceanography scientist set up what was to become the 

longest continuous (still in operation) directly observed and recorded, as well as the 

most systematic study of CO2 atmospheric concentration. The observation station was 

put atop Mauna Loa on the Big Island of Hawaii. Thus it was placed about as far from 

human influence as it is possible to get, on one of the islands most remote from 

continental influence in the world, and on top of the highest mountain on that island (at 

about 4200 m). “Today, four gas analyzers sit atop four towers at the Mauna Loa 

Observatory sampling air for carbon dioxide four times an hour.”9 What have the results  

                                                
8 Eric Roston, The Carbon Age: How Life’s Core Element Has Become Civilization’s Greatest Threat 

(New York: Walker & Company, 2008), 168. 
 

9
Ibid., 175. 
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shown? The record, as of September 2011, is reproduced below. 

    
FIGURE 5. Mauna Loa CO2 record since record-keeping began. The red line represents the mean monthly 
data. The black line represents the seasonally corrected data.10 
                  

A word of explanation: the reason the mean monthly data is so “jagged” or “saw-

toothed,” is because the measurements that make it up vary by season. In the northern 

hemisphere winter, there is not much photosynthesis going on; hence the CO2 

concentration is at its annual maxima. In the summer, plants all over the northern 

hemisphere are taking up CO2. As the constantly blowing high altitude winds mix and 

blend gas concentrations and sweep the gases past Moana Loa, these changes are 

recorded; hence the annual minima. More important for instant purposes, the trend, 

represented by the “smoothed” black line, is unmistakable. When the first reading was 

                                                
10 NOAA Earth System Research Laboratory, “Weekly CO2 Measurement,” 

http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/ ccgg/trends/#mlo_data (accessed 14 April 2011). 
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taken it was 313 ppm. Now (or at least in late 2011), it is about 80 ppm greater, and the 

trajectory is clear. 

Much the same story could be presented for methane, but I will forego the details. 

However, one additional point should be made about CH4. One sometimes hears media 

reports saying that methane “is a more potent” greenhouse gas than CO2. That is true, if 

considered on a molecule by molecule basis. In fact, on such a basis, each molecule of 

CH4 has about 20-25 times as much greenhouse effect as a molecule of CO2. But CO2 is a 

much bigger “driver” of climate change, simply because there are many hundreds of 

times more of its molecules present in the atmosphere. That is why in technical reports, 

but sometimes even in the newspaper, one often sees the symbol CO2e used. The 

subscript e stands for “equivalents”; in other words, all greenhouse gases are 

normalized into a common unit based on their various potencies, and this unit utilizes 

CO2 as the standard.11 

Well, so what? What is all this telling us, and in particular what is it telling us about any 

possible prospects for the alterations to the Earth’s systems that commonly fall under 

the rubric of “climate change”? To begin to answer that question, it will prove very 

helpful to know something about the natural levels of CO2 in the atmosphere. 

Something like 200-250 years ago, at about the same time as the close of the 

Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution began to get underway. The exact time is not 

                                                
11 Romm, Hell and High Water, 60-69. This passage provides a more technical explanation than 

would be appropriate here, but one still written for a general readership. 
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important, because for a “revolution” things proceeded at a leisurely pace. The state 

where things were launched was Great Britain, and it took more than 100 years for the 

revolution to have much effect even in what within the last century came to be 

regarded as “industrialized” countries (Russia being a good case in point). And even in 

Western Europe, the transition from an agriculturally based to an industrialized 

economy proceeded fairly gradually, at least for the first century or so.12 

The importance of this little vignette to the instant project is that it helps to put in 

perspective what the pre-industrial, more or less “natural” or “background” levels of 

CO2 might have been, and rates of change since. Estimates vary only slightly, and almost 

all researchers place background at about 275-280 ppm. But ever “since the dawn of the 

Industrial Revolution we’ve been steadily increasing that total, currently raising it more 

than two parts per million annually.”13 

Significant to this story, however, is the fact that the approximately 280 ppm 

concentration had remained at that level for about the previous 12,000 years, after 

rising from a low associated with the last ice age.14 This twelve millennia “steady state” 

period corresponds with all of recorded human history, and even encompasses the 

                                                
12

 Edward Burns, Philip Ralph, Robert Lerner, “The Industrial Revolution,” in World Civilizations: 
Their History and Their Culture  (New York and London: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1982), 813-832; 
see also, Felix Gilbert, Eugene Rice, Richard Dunn, Leonard Drieger, Charles Breunig and Norman Rich, 
“The Industrial Revolution and the Triumph of the Bourgeoisie” in The Norton History of Modern Europe 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1971), 958-991. 

  
13 Bill McKibben, eaarth [as in original]: Making a Life on a Tough New Planet (New York: Times 

Books, Henry Holt and Company, 2010), 13. 
 
14 Oliver Morton, Eating the Planet: How Plants Power the Sun (New York: Harper Collins 

Publishers, 2008), 299-301. Exactly how it is that the level is determined will be addressed shortly. 
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earliest suggested date for the advent of agriculture, the so-called “Agricultural 

Revolution.”15 So simply put, atmospheric levels of CO2 have changed more in the last 

two centuries than it has at all times previous, at least since the first stirrings of 

civilization. This stability is important, since what is probably more crucial than even the 

absolute level of CO2 is its rate of change. Too fast and the speed of climate changes 

driven by the change do not allow sufficient time for adaptation by humans, or indeed 

the entirety of biota of the planet. A graph from the IPCC, though it depicts only the last  

2,000 years, will help to illustrate the point: 

  
FIGURE 6. Atmospheric concentrations of important long-lived greenhouse gases over the last 2,000 
years. Increases since about 1750 are attributed to human activities in the industrial era. Concentration 
units are parts per million (ppm) [for CO2] or parts per billion (ppb) [for CH4 and N2O], indicating the 
number of molecules of the greenhouse gas per million or billion air molecules, respectively, in an 
atmospheric sample. (Data combined and simplified from Chapters 6 and 2 of this report.)

16 

                                                
15 John Garrity and Peter Gay, The Columbia History of the World (New York and London: Harper 

& Row, Publishers, 1972), 47-56. 
 
16

 IPCC WGI, 135. 
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An astute reader might well ask at this point—How do scientists know that varying 

levels of CO2 can give rise to planetary-wide impacts? Of course on a small-scale, such 

impacts can be easily demonstrated (remember the greenhouse example). But since 

experiments cannot be run on the Earth as a whole, what lends confidence to the idea 

that swings in greenhouse gas levels can produce broad temperature changes?  

There are several reasons, but I will explicate only the most persuasive example. It is 

based upon the idea of hindcasting mentioned earlier. As it turns out, it is possible to 

know what the level of CO2 and other gases were in ancient epochs. A large portion of 

this information comes from Antarctic ice. The great mass of ice covering Antarctica is 

laid down in annual sheets. These can be dated in a fashion somewhat analogous to 

tree-rings. The ice contains air bubbles, and those bubbles can be analyzed to determine 

their gaseous composition. Thus, scientists drill in remote parts of the Antarctic to 

retrieve ice “cores,” the air-bubble contents of which are then analyzed. One of the 

most famous, the Vostok core (it came from an area of the Antarctic controlled by the 

former U.S.S.R.), was 3.5 km (about 2 miles) long. 

And it is not just the bubbles that provide information. The oxygen isotope 

concentration of the ice itself indicates the total amount of glaciation, which infers the 

sea-level at the time. These and other such bits of information (like the isotopic 

composition of oceanic benthic sediments) can be used to as proxies to approximate 
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ambient temperatures at the time the ice was laid down.17 In one graph in the IPCC 

report, all of this type of information, over the last 650,000 years, has been plotted 

together, with the x-axis (timescale) marked off in thousands of years before present:  

Correlated variation of several environmental indicators over the last 650,000 years 

 
FIGURE 7. Variations of deuterium (δD; black), a proxy for local temperature, and the atmospheric 
concentrations of the greenhouse gases CO2 (red), CH4 (blue), and nitrous oxide (N2O; green) derived from 
air trapped within ice cores from Antarctica and from recent atmospheric measurements (Petit et al., 
1999; Indermühle et al., 2000; EPICA community members, 2004; Spahni et al., 2005; Siegenthaler et al., 
2005a,b). The shading indicates the last interglacial warm periods. Interglacial periods also existed prior to 
450 ka, but these were apparently colder than the typical interglacials of the latest Quaternary. The length 
of the current interglacial is not unusual in the context of the last 650 kyr. The stack of 57 globally 
distributed benthic δ

18
O marine records (dark grey), a proxy for global ice volume fluctuations (Lisiecki 

and Raymo, 2005), is displayed for comparison with the ice core data. Downward trends in the benthic 
δ

18
O curve reflect increasing ice volumes on land. Note that the shaded vertical bars are based on the ice 

core age model (EPICA community members, 2004), and that the marine record is plotted on its original 
time scale based on tuning to the orbital parameters (Lisiecki and Raymo, 2005). The stars and labels 
indicate atmospheric concentrations at year 2000.

18 

                                                
17

Morton, Eating the Sun, 295. Because rain, snow, and ice contain more of water containing 
oxygen-16, a lighter isotope, leaving a greater proportion of oxygen-18 in the seas, and thus the isotopic 
concentration incorporated into sediments; the important point is that from this information, 
precipitation patterns, sea levels, and the composition of oceanic benthic sediments, etc., can all be 
determined. 

 
18

 IPCC WGI, 444. 
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This graph is a “busy” one, but its message is critical—Over the last 650 millennia, 

whenever CO2 and the other gases depicted (here CH4), along with the retrievable part 

of the record for another greenhouse gas, nitrous oxide, N2O (together with certain 

water and sediment isotope) concentrations have been high, so have temperature and 

sea levels. Conversely, when greenhouse gas levels are low, so are the other mentioned 

factors. Indeed, all these factors move in virtual lockstep.  

Now, obviously humans were not responsible for these earlier changes, but at these 

time scales some of the geologic and astronomical factors mentioned previously come 

into play. However, the important message for the moment is not what caused 

atmospheric composition to vary, but the climatic effects evidenced when they do, and 

how such factors are correlated. A large measure of why scientists can be fairly 

confident about what will happen in an era of rising greenhouse gas concentration is 

based on this type of evidence from the past. But note that the phrase “fairly confident” 

is used. As one can see from the graph, at no time during the extent of this record did 

CO2 concentration ever rise above approximately 300 ppm. As of the week of 3 April 

2011, it was 393 ppm.19 

We are truly in unexplored territory. Effects may not proceed linearly (thus the 

possibility of widely-discussed “tipping points”). It is not possible to model with absolute 

confidence projected effects based upon those evidenced in the past. The climate may 

respond more favorably—or worse—than what might be projected in straightforward 

                                                
19Earth System Research Laboratory, “Global Monitoring Division—Weekly Trends,” 

http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/ gmd/ccgg/trends/weekly.html (accessed 15 April 2011).  
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fashion from the past, into the heretofore never before approached levels of the future 

(or at least not approached within the last several hundred thousand years). 

One of the greatest areas of uncertainty has to do with the precise nature of the climatic 

changes expected as the Earth’s albedo changes.  Albedo is easily understood as a 

measure of the reflectivity of a surface; it is simply Latin for “whiteness.”20 An almost 

intuitive example is that a black surface is much hotter than a white one if both are 

exposed to, say, the full force of the sun, at mid-day summertime. Albedo is one 

example of the concept what are called “non-linear forcings” which may be anticipated 

as climate changes.  

This concept is one of particular concern in that it may give rise to a type of forcing 

known as a “positive feedback loop.” While this is the term used in the scientific 

literature, there should be no confusion—in the sense used being positive is not a “good 

thing”—in fact it an entirely bad one. Perhaps a better term is “vicious cycle.”  

A good illustration of the idea is provided by the example of the melting of the Arctic ice 

cap. Obviously that ice cap is a very pure white, highly reflective of solar radiation. But 

the underlying water of the Arctic Ocean is, like all open ocean (non-coastal) water, a 

very deep blue. Thus, the ocean—if it is not overlaid by a layer of ice and snow—will 

absorb a great deal more energy, leading to more warming, which then leads to more 

melting, and so on and on and on. Thus, such a positive feedback loop could give rise to 

a situation known as “runaway warming.” 

                                                
20

 Pollack, A World Without Ice, 42.  
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Although several examples of positive or self-reinforcing loops could been cited, the one 

chosen, the melting of the Arctic ice pack was chosen for two specific reasons. One is 

that is the easiest to explain and to comprehend. The other is that it is the one for which 

the most evidence exists. Again, the principle is probably easiest to illustrate by means 

of graphics. The first chart depicts the situation geographically (spatial data), the second 

shows temporal data: 

   Extent of Arctic Ice 

a)            
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b)   
 
FIGURE 8. Extent of Arctic Ice: a) 9 Sept. 2011, orange line is the median for that day from 1979 (inception 
of satellite data) to 2000; b) 2003 to 15 Sept. 2011, compared to the long-term average. Note that, 
generally, later years depart more and more from the average.21 

 

 

Figure 8.a)  shows the extent of the Arctic ice minima in September, which is always the 

month of minimum extent.22 In September 2007 it reached a (then) record low, 

resulting for the first time in recorded history, a path of open water continuously, along 

the northern shore of Canada, from the Atlantic to the Pacific. And it has happened 

since. This “Northwest Passage,” long sought by early American explorers, was traversed 

by two German vessels in 2009; not icebreakers, but regular commercial cargo carriers. 

                                                
21

 Figure a) from the National Snow and Ice Data Center, “Arctic Sea Ice News and Analysis,”  
http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/ (accessed 9 Sept. 2011); Figure b) from the University of Bremen, 

http://www.iup.uni-bremen.de:8084/amsr/ (accessed 15 September 2011). 
 
22 National Snow and Ice Data Center, “Arctic Sea and Ice News and Analysis,” http://nsidc.org/ 

arcticseaicenews/faq.html (accessed 15 April 2011). 
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They hit no ice during their passage.23 And in 2011, arctic ice extent arguably reached a 

new record low (depending on which institution’s figures are utilized). Over the period 

shown in the Figure 8.b above, summer minima decline has been at 11.2% per decade.24 

Overall, the trend is worrisome; it indicates that we may soon enter a period when the 

Arctic becomes totally ice free in the late summer. This could trigger the positive 

feedback warming effect mentioned above. It could mean that there would be little that 

could be done to stop the “runaway” warming of the planet. Even were it possible to 

cease all greenhouse gas emissions immediately, the Earth would still be committed to 

drastic change because of the long time-scale operation of the positive feedback loop.25 

To only briefly mention one other such loop sometimes reported in popular media, 

methane trapped in the soils of all northern continental tundra is another example. The 

more the tundra melts, the more CH4 is released, causing more melting, etc. And it is 

extremely worthy of concern that temperatures in all continental Arctic regions is 

warming at a rate twice the global average.26 

No one knows where any of such various “tipping points” might lie. They are difficult to 

ascertain and impossible to model. Most often, in an attempt to keep models tractable, 

                                                
23 Andrew Revkin, “Arctic Shipping Gets Boring,” New York Times, 

http://dotearth.blogs.nytimes.com/ tag/shipping/ (accessed 15 April 2011). 
 

24 National Snow and Ice Data Center, “Arctic Sea and Ice News and Analysis,”        
http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/faq.html (accessed 15 April 2011). 

 

 25 Cullen, The Weather of the Future, 21-2; McKibben, eaarth, 20-23. 
 

 26 Mark Lynas, Six Degrees: Our Future on a Hotter Planet (Washington, D.C.: National 
Geographic, 2008), 47. 
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such effects are never even taken into consideration. This is one reason why virtually all 

climate models almost surely underestimate the effects of climate change; the more 

things change, the faster they will change in future periods. In a manner of speaking, the 

change feeds on itself, and the cycle is not easily interrupted.27 

It should be noted that the phenomenon works in both directions, towards cooling as 

well as warming. Such effects are thought to be responsible for ice ages, which have 

sometimes persisted for tens of thousands of years. And it takes something like a shift in 

the Earth’s orbital cycle, or a massive reshuffling of the surface of the planet, through its 

tectonic plates, to break the cycle. The climate of the planet in some ways is akin to 

balancing a knife edge. It does not take much “tipping” to upset that balance.  

And the balance, once upset, is not easily or readily restored. One writer previously 

cited, himself largely quoting a National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration study, 

has noted: 

. . . a new study show[ed] that a new understanding of ocean physics proved that 
‘changes in surface temperature, rainfall, and sea level are largely irreversible for 
more than a thousand years after carbon dioxide emissions are completely 
stopped’ Its author . . . [said] ‘People have imagined that if we stopped emitting 
carbon dioxide that the climate would be back to normal in one hundred years 
or two hundred years . . . .What we’re showing here is that’s not right.’28  

 
The reasons why this is so have to do in part with the length of persistence of CO2 and 

other greenhouse gases in the Earth’s atmosphere. Also factors are some very technical 

consideration having to do with long- and short-term carbon cycling. Several aspects of 

                                                
27 Romm, Hell and High Water, 64-74. 
 
28

 McKibben eaarth, 17. 
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all this are not completely known. But what is known is pretty scary; “Anthropogenic 

global warming erases the line between the biological and the geological timescale as 

vividly as anything else humans do on the planet…What we do know is frightening 

enough: CO2 emissions may be advancing along a pathway that is faster than the 

scenario IPCC scientists considered too pessimistic to include in the fourth assessment 

report.”29 

Thus, in effect, modern society is conducting a vast, unplanned—and for all practical and 

human-lifespan or even human multi-generational purposes—irreversible experiment 

with the habitability of the Earth. Such considerations have caused some philosophers 

to bemoan the whole modern notion of mankind’s relationship with nature; others have 

been critical of what it means regarding the obligations of presently living generations 

toward future ones—notions of “intergenerational equity.”30 But a further delving into 

questions explicitly concerning morality must await a later portion of this paper. 

Returning to science for the time being, and specifically how it is that climate change 

will affect water: Of all the possible climatic changes foreseeable over the next several 

decades, probably the most significant, from a human suffering standpoint, will be 

changing precipitation patterns. (Recall Figure 2, showing probable geographical 

                                                
29 Roston, The Carbon Age, 180-2. 

 
30 See, for each issue, respectively: Alastair McIntosh, Hell and High Water: Climate Change, Hope 

and the Human Condition (Edinburgh: Birlinn Limited, 2008); and Henry Shue, “Responsibility to Future 
Generations and the Technological Transition,” in Perspectives on Climate Change: Science, Economics, 
Politics, Ethics,” ed. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong and Richard Howarth (Oxford, UK: Elsevier Ltd, 2007). 
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distribution.) It seems that the availability of freshwater in some regions will be 

drastically altered. Just how is it that warming will produce that effect? 

 It should be first noted that on a warmer world, total global rainfall will increase. In fact 

it is now increasing at a rate of about 1.5% per decade.31 But this is an average; the 

result will be more flooding in some areas, droughts in others.32 Perhaps the best way 

begin explanation of the overall process is with a quote from an introductory text on the 

atmosphere and oceans: 

            Near the Earth’s surface, air is packed densely by its own weight. Air lifted 
from near sea level to a higher altitude is subjected to less pressure and will 
expand. As anyone knows who has felt the cool air rushing from an open tire 
valve, air becomes cooler when it expands. The opposite effect is also familiar: 
Air compressed in a tire pump becomes warmer. Air descending from high 
altitude toward sea level warms as it is compressed by the higher atmospheric 
pressure near the Earth’s surface.  
           Warm air can hold more water vapor than cold air. Water vapor in rising, 
expanding, cooling air will often condense into clouds (aggregates of tiny 
droplets) because the cooler air can no longer hold as much water vapor. If rising 
and cooling continues, the droplets may coalesce into raindrops or snowflakes. 
The atmosphere will then lose water as precipitation. These rising-expanding-
cooling and falling-compressing-heating relationships are important in 
understanding…weather and climate.33 

 

So while a warmer world will average more rainfall, the problem is in the distribution. 

There will be more evaporation from the oceans, resulting in more rain (and/or snow), 

but the real problem is with soil moisture. Even those land areas that receive more rain 

will also be subject to an increased rate of evaporation from the soil. And “the 

                                                
31 McKibben, eaarth, 3. 
 
32 Cullen, The Weather of the Future, 54. 
 
33 Tom Garrison, Oceanography: An Introduction to Marine Science (Belmont CA: Wadsworth 

Publishing Company, 1996), 178. 
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availability of soil moisture is the result of a race between faster evaporation as you get 

higher temperatures and…greater rainfall. Evaporation goes up very rapidly as you get 

higher temperatures and so the race is basically lost in lots of countries that are closer 

to the equator where there are already problems with dry conditions.”34 

The mechanism behind all this has to do with an atmospheric circulation pattern known 

as Hadley cells. Stated most basically, hot air rises at the equator. As it cools, it loses 

moisture by precipitation. At elevation, the now drier air further cools and grows 

denser, and so sinks back down through the atmosphere. Most of this sinking takes 

place at around 30°N and 30°S latitude, before it flows on to complete a complex circuit. 

A simplified schematic is depicted below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
34 Gwynne Dyer, Climate Wars: The Fight for Survival as the World Overheats (Oxford, England: 

Oneworld Publications, 2010), 48. 
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Global atmospheric circulation 

 
 
FIGURE 9. Global atmospheric circulation, described in the text.35 

The air sinking at those latitudes will be drier, in most places, under warming conditions; 

in those circumstances, leading to more evaporation from the soil. This will have far-

reaching consequences, because even in a world of overall increased overall rainfall, 

some places will be net “gainers,” some net “losers.” As one writer on the subject of 

climate change put it: 

The problem is that most of the rainfall may be in the wrong places. There will be 
plenty in higher latitudes, but a good deal less in the mid-latitudes where we 
grow most of the world’s grain. The breadbaskets of the planet—the American 
Midwest, the north Indian plain, the Australian wheatlands, the Mediterranean 
Basin and so on—are likely to take big hits in terms of reduced rainfall and lower 
crop yields.36 

                                                
35 Garrison, Oceanography, 183. 
 
36

 Dyer, Climate Wars, 49. 
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Look again at Figure 2. That graphic and the foregoing has presumably helped explain 

why some of the areas which will be most subject to intensified desiccation are located 

in northern Africa, the Middle East, and the region around the Indian/Pakistani border, 

etc. (not to mention the American Southwest and Great Plains, but those are exempted 

from the immediately following comment).37 These are already some of the world’s 

premier “hotspots,” in terms of conflict, due to ethnic, tribal, and religious rivalries. How 

much greater might the potential for conflagration be once the “flammable” factors of 

heating and drying, water and food scarcity, have been added to the mix? Such 

considerations will be addressed in detail in the social science component of this thesis, 

which immediately follows. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
 
37

 Very recent work has lent support to some earlier modeling that suggested these 
circumstances. See, for example: Fredrik Boberg, Peter Berg, Peter Thejll, William J. Gutowski, Jens H. 
Christensen, “Improved Confidence in Climate Change Projections of Precipitation Further Evaluated 
Using Daily Statistics from ENSEMBLES Models,” Climate Dynamics 35 (December 2010): 1509. This paper 
is quite technical, but for the interested reader it provides a good example of how scientists use empirical 
data to “ground-truth” and continuously modify, refine, and further strengthen the projections that 
emerge from models. 
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CHAPTER 4.  ANOTHER STRESS RELATED NOT TO WATER SUPPLY (WHETHER TOO MUCH  
OR LITTLE), BUT TO USAGE 
 
 
 As for men, those myriad little detached ponds with their own swarming,  

corpuscular life, what were they but a way that water has of going  
about beyond the reach of rivers? 

—Loren Eiseley, The Immense Journey 
 

Water, thou hast no taste, no color, no odor, canst not be defined, art 
relished while ever mysterious. Not necessary to life, but rather life itself,  
thou fillest us with a gratification that exceeds the delight of the senses. 

—Saint-Exupéry, Wind, Sand, and Stars 
 
 

A few things are absolutely certain—water is vital for life, human or otherwise; humans 

need a relatively large amount of it to survive; and more is needed on a per person basis 

as standards of living rise. It is the one substance necessary for life for which there is 

and can be absolutely no substitute whatsoever (again, due to the many peculiarities of 

the physical properties of water, such as the fact that it’s a near “universal” dissolving 

agent). Another certainty is the constancy of water, at least as to its absolute quantity. 

As one writer put it, we only have “one allotment of water—it was delivered here 4.4 

billion years ago. No water is being created or destroyed on Earth. So every drop of 

water that’s here has seen the inside of a cloud, and the inside of a volcano, the inside 

of a maple leaf, and the inside of a dinosaur kidney, probably many times.”1 

 
As the IPCC report instructs, a further virtually certain aspect of water, as related to 

climate change is that—although it appears initially counterintuitive—wet areas are 

                                                
1 Charles Fishman, The Big Thirst: The Secret Life and Turbulent Future of Water, (New York: Free 

Press, A Division of Simon & Schuster, 2011), 17. 
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(generally) going to get wetter, and dry areas (generally) dryer. Looking at maps of mid-

century rainfall projections, and limiting discussion for the moment to the Eastern 

Hemisphere, it is clear that that the areas most severely affected will be Northern Africa, 

the Middle East, and parts of Southern Asia.2 (See again Figure 2.) Perhaps in something 

of a cruel joke, it was the water of these regions which originally gave rise to the first 

large, established human settlements. As the historian Will Durant long-ago noted, the 

first great historic civilizations grew up along the rivers of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and 

India.3 The fact that these areas are now fast drying out must be some manifestation of 

cruel ironic intent on the part of the gods. 

 
The primary reason why civilization was launched from the banks of great rivers is one 

of necessity. Not only did rivers supply water for direct consumption, they also supplied 

it for the crops of the first agriculturalists. “The first farmers lived in compact villages on 

river floodplains. . . .”4 The concept is a hoary one; this geographic/climatic theory of the 

origins of civilization has been advanced by writers ranging from Aristotle5 to the 

present-day Jared Diamond.6 One writer on ancient societies has even stated that the 

                                                
2
 National Geographic, Water: Our Thirsty World, Special Issue, April 2010.  

 
3 Will Durant, The Life of Greece. Volume II in Series: The Story of Civilization (New York: Simon 

and Schuster, 1939), 3. 
 
4 Peter Stearns, ed., The Encyclopedia of World History, 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 2001), 11.   
 
5
 Edward Burns, Philip Ralph, Robert Lerner, and Standish Meacham, World Civilizations: Their 

History and Their Culture, 6th  ed. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1982), 16-21. 
 
6Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New York: W. W. Norton 

& Company, 2005), 123-42. 



 

39 
 

reason civilizations started on riverbanks was the practical (if unappealing) need for a 

running water source to carry away sewage. He went on to say: 

But the fact that polluted water could be dangerous was well recognized 
everywhere; Mesopotamian texts refer to the risk of death from drinking bad 
water, and the Israelites used deliberately polluted water as a test of the virtue 
of a suspect wife (Numbers 5:16-22). Probably everywhere in the ancient Near 
East and Egypt the requirements of ritual purity had considerable side benefits in 
eliminating some of the worst threats to safe water supply.7 

 
Nonetheless, if the general Mesopotamian region was the cradle of civilization due to its 

life-bestowing great rivers, it is one of the areas of the world most subject to climate-

change induced water stress.8 

Thus far, the majority of what has been written has concentrated on the coming 

problems that will be attributable to climate change. For many of the peoples hit with 

the realities of drought, as well as the earlier example of islanders and coastal people 

plagued with the equally landscape-destroying potential of too much water, whether 

through flooding or sea-level rise—there is only one plausible option. It is to move from 

where water is a problem to where it isn’t. In other words, climate change looms as a 

“driver” of mass human migrations. But it is not the only one. Indeed, it may not be the 

most severe of the several converging factors that may operate synergistically to 

exacerbate the problems associated with water scarcity. Some scholars have noted that 

climate change is but a minor player in the coming crunch. Hear Nigel Lawson; he writes 

                                                
7 H. W. F. Saggs, Civilization Before Greece and Rome (New Haven CT: Yale University Press, 

1989), 123. 
 
8
 National Geographic, Water: Our Thirsty World, at unnumbered foldout following 21. 
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that those who warn of large-scale population movements and even “water wars” may 

have a point: 

, , , [B]ut that point has nothing whatever do with global warming. The problem 
is the huge increase in the world’s population—currently some 6.6 billion [now 
approximately 7 billion]  and rising fast. . . leading to a massive increase in the 
demand for fresh water, without any corresponding increase in the effective 
supply.9 

 
Of course, the overall quantity of water—whether it be in drought or flood conditions—

will not change over the next four decades; actually, as noted above, it never does. And 

assume for the moment that its distribution among the wetter and drier regions of the 

globe does not change. Might there be still other factors that could influence water’s 

capability to initiate human migration? The short answer to the question posed is: Yes. 

Prominent among those factors will be the projected growth in population.   

World population figures are compiled both by the US Census Bureau, and by the United 

Nations (UN). Within the latter organization, there is a sub-division entitled the 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs. And within that Department is a sub-unit 

called the Population Division. Among the many reports, assessments, etc., produced by 

the Division, one is the “World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision.” This revision 

                                                
9 Nigel Lawson, An Appeal to Reason: A Cool Look at Global Warming (New York: Overlook 

Duckworth, 2008), 29. 
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constitutes the most recent UN estimates of present and future world, and by state, 

population figures.10 

The 2011 global population is given in the 2010 Revision Population Database as 7 

billion.11 All projections into the future are premised upon one of several population-

growth assumptions, they are: medium variant; high variant; low variant, and constant-

fertility variant. For purposes of the present discussion, all numbers cited will be from 

the medium variant figures. Given the noted assumptions, world population in 2050 is 

projected to be 9.32 billion.12 Estimates available from the US Census Bureau are largely 

in accord, even though the organizations utilize different statistical methodology.13 The 

respective figures from the Census Bureau are 6.96 billion for current population, and 

9.41 billion in 2050.14 Thus, though the methodologies utilized by the organizations to 

                                                
10 UN Population Division homepage, http://www.un.org/esa/population/unpop.htm (accessed  

4 June 2011). See the many links and explanatory details contained there. Note: much of the data there is 
available either on-line, or in an EXCEL-format version.) 

 
11 To be precise, this is the population as of 1 July 2010. As a detailed exploration of the UN 

Population website reveals, all figures are premised on a “mid-year” date, which is taken as 1 July. 
 

12 Justin Gillis and Celia Dugger, “U.N. Sees Rise For the World To 10.1 Billion,” New York Times, 4 
May 2011. When the 2010 revision was released, the NYT had a front-page, above-the-fold article with 
the above headline, but making clear that the 10.1 billion figure will not be hit until 2100. However, “The 
implicit, and possibly questionable, assumptions behind these numbers is that food and water will be 
available for the billions yet unborn, and that potential catastrophes including climate change, wars or 
epidemics will not serve as a brake on population growth.” Although no one reading this thesis at the time 
of its submission will be alive to collect, this writer would be willing to place a very large wager that one or 
more of the factors cited will prevent there being more than 10 billion people on the planet in 2100. 

 
13 A fuller exposition would be far beyond the scope of this paper, but an interested reader can 

view the formula used for calculation of the Census Bureau projections at the site listed in the following 
note. 

 
14 U.S. Census Bureau, International Programs: International Data Base, 

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php (accessed 5 May 
2011). 
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project future population differ slightly, by 2050, both projections render it as 

approximately 9.3 or 9.4 billion. That figure means that, over the intervening 40 years, 

the Earth’s population will increase by just a bit more than one third over 2010 levels, 

specifically, 34.8%. 

Whichever particularized numbers are employed, one can readily ascertain that 

“middle-of-the-road” projections by either organization indicate that the world 

population will be approximately 35 percent greater in 40 years than it is at present. 

This while—of course—the total amount of global water supply remains constant. 

Therefore, on a world-wide basis, given that there will be about a third more people, 

with those people necessarily having to share the same amount of water, based on a 

global average each person will have to make do with a 25 percent lesser amount of 

water. 

Startling though it is that number does not tell the whole story, however. Speaking very 

generally, the rate of population growth in the developed world (meaning, for example, 

North America, Europe, Australia, Japan, etc.) has been declining practically every 

decade for the last several. Meanwhile, rates of growth have shown considerably more 

moderate rates of decline in the developing world (generally, the less economically 

developed states).15 Thus the amalgamated statistics presented above mask some even 

more striking regional effects. 

                                                
 

15
 Many such variables have been taken into account in both the above databases.  
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To take one example from Africa, the region described by the UN population database 

as “Eastern Africa” is already an area undergoing severe water-shortage hardship.16 In 

this region, population is projected to increase from 324 million to 780 million, for a 

percentage increase of 141%. This means that the future residents of Eastern Africa will 

each have available to them, on average, only 42% of the amount of water that a 

current resident of the all-too-often already parched resident of the region does; or in 

other words, a 58% per capita reduction from already marginal levels 

 
Taking an example from Asia yields results nearly as worrisome. The region defined as 

Western Asia is likewise already a water-starved place.17 Currently (2010), it contains 

232 million inhabitants. In 2050, it is projected to include 395 million of them, 

representing a 70% increase in population; the figure represents a 41% reduction, from 

the present supply, in the per capita amount of water available in the region in 2050. 

To begin to narrow geographic focus a bit more, discussion will turn toward 

Southwestern Asia. More specifically, one portion of that dry landscape sometimes 

designated by the moniker, “The Mid-East.” For the purposes of this paper, the region 

will be deemed to be comprised of three states: Israel, Jordan and Syria; and one non-

state territory, i.e., as the UN denominates it, the “Occupied Palestinian Territory.” 

                                                
16 UN Population Division, “Population Estimates and Projections Section,”  

http://esa.un.org/ unpp/index.asp?panel=5 (accessed 6 May 2011). Eastern Africa being defined by the 
database as including the following states: Burundi, Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mayotte, Mozambique, Réunion, Rwanda, Seychelles, Somalia, Uganda, 
United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.  

 
17 Defined as including the following states: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Cyprus, Georgia, Iraq, 

Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Occupied Palestinian Territory, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab 
Republic, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. 
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Coincidentally mirroring the trends for Western Asia in general, for these states and 

territory taken together 2050 population is also projected to be 70% greater than is the 

2010 level.18 

A recent book on the subject of water and its utilization notes that the Middle East will 

almost certainly be the first major region in modern world history to run out of water.19 

“Water had already helped spark an actual hot war in the smallest and driest of the 

ancient Fertile Crescent cradles of civilization, the Jordan River basin.”20 Water has 

always been in relatively short supply in this vicinity, but real shortages began in the 

1950s as Israel began large-scale irrigation of an arid landscape in order to 

accommodate the desire for expanded cropland. Water, or rather the scarcity of water, 

continued to play a role in conflict in the early 1960s.  

 
In response to Israel’s increased usage of the Jordan River, in an Arab League meeting in 

1964, a plan was approved to divert a portion of the flow of the Jordan at its 

headwaters, the Banias and Hatzbani rivers in Syria.21 Although the plan was never 

carried out, it undoubtedly helped set the stage for the 1967 war. A former Princeton 

                                                
18 UN Population Division, “Population Estimates and Projections Section,”          

http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/unpp/panel_population.htm. (accessed 5 May  2011). The figures for 
individual states and territory, with the first number being 2010 populations, the second being 2050 ones, 
are (in millions): Israel—7.42 & 12.03; Jordan—6.19 & 9.88; Syria—20.4 & 33.1; Occupied Palestinian 
Territory—4.04 & 9.73. Combined, these yield an overall population growth for the region as a whole of 
26.6 million, or a 70% increase. 

 
19 Steven Solomon, Water: The Epic Struggle For Wealth, Power, And Civilization (New York: 

HarperCollins Publishers, 2010), 384. 
 

20 Ibid., 401. 
 

21 Michael Oren, Six Days of War: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East (New 
York: The Random House Ballantine Publishing Group, 2002), 20. 
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University historian who moved to Israel and is current Israeli ambassador to the United 

States, has written probably the best single account of that war, and has recounted its 

“flashpoints”: 

There was, of course, the Palestinian dimension, a complex and volatile issue 
that plagued the Arab states as much as it did Israel. There was terror and Syrian 
support for it and Soviet support for Syria. And there was water. More than any 
other individual factor, the war would revolve around water.22 
 

This interplay of factors is what makes the entirety of the issues surrounding water and 

its utilization in this region so fascinating, in a macabre sort of way. In an area where 

there are already ancient conflicts based upon ethnic, cultural, and religious differences, 

now water scarcity is to be thrown into the mix, to add “fuel to the fire.” What applies in 

this locale applies in a great many of the regions where water is to become scarcer; 

from Kashmir on the Indian-Pakistan border, to northern African states such as Sudan 

and Chad, where the Islamic north shades into the Christian sub-Saharan portion.  

 
But to return to the Jordan River basin for a moment, since the war Israel has 

maintained a 100 meter strip around the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee, blocking 

Syria’s access.23 Overall, the Jordan has lost more than 90 percent of its historic flow 

over the last fifty years. At the Sea of Galilee, Israel diverts a great deal of its water into 

a pipeline, the Israeli National Water Carrier, that runs to the coast and then parallels it 

                                                
22 Ibid., 1-2. 
 
23 Ian Bickerton and Carla Klausner. A History of the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 5th ed.(Upper Saddle 

River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2007), 318. 
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to supply the cities, and which provides one third of Israel’s water.24 Meanwhile, part of 

the Jordan’s flow is stopped by dams built in its tributaries by Syria and Jordan, to supply 

agriculture.25 The river no longer even flows from the Dead Sea to the coast, or empties 

into it historic outlet at the Red Sea. Perhaps the only possible solution in the area is 

desalination; however, that process is exceedingly expensive. While relatively rich states 

such as Israel and Saudi Arabia utilize it for some contribution to supply, it is improbable 

that it will ever be with reach of poor states such as Jordan or Yemen, for example.26 

 
Water issues have played a large role in all the subsequent Israeli-Arab peace 

negotiations, from the 1970s, up to and including the present. Commenting on the 

negotiations between Israel and Syria, at least as regards their public face, one writer 

has noted, “Negotiators between the two countries tend to downplay the importance of 

water—possibly because being finite, it is so very difficult to negotiate.”27 Because 

freshwater in the region is in such short supply, and because so much of it is used for 

irrigation, this necessarily means that food production is hampered. Considering the 38 

million present inhabitants of the three states and one territory as a whole, they have 

                                                
24

 Solomon, Water, 403. 
 
25 National Geographic, Water: Our Thirsty World, 158. 
 
26 Colin Chartes and Samyuktha Varma, Out of Water (Upper Saddle River, NJ: FT Press, 2010), 24. 
 
27 Patricia Goldstone, Aaronsohn’s Maps: The Untold Story of the Man Who Might Have Created 

Peace in the Middle East (Orlando FL: Harcourt, Inc., 2007), 300. 
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only one-third as much water as is needed for food self-sufficiency; without mass 

imports, starvation would loom.28 

A recent special issue of the magazine Foreign Policy devoted to geopolitics and food 

security highlights the relationship well. The main article in the issue notes: 

While temperatures are rising, water tables are falling as farmers overpump for 
irrigation. This artificially inflates food production in the short run, creating a 
food bubble that bursts when aquifers are depleted and pumping is necessarily 
reduced to the rate of recharge . . . . All together, more than half the world’s 
people live in countries where water tables are falling. The politically troubled 
Arab Middle East is the first geographic region where grain production has 
peaked and begun to decline because of water shortages, even as populations 
continue to grow. Grain production is already going down in Syria and Iraq and 
may soon decline in Yemen. But the largest food bubbles are in India and 
China.29 

 
But to stay in the Middle East for the moment, the fight over the waters of the Jordan is 

illustrative—what it illustrates is: 

. . . the potential for conflict over water that exists throughout the world. We live 
on a planet where neighbors have been clubbing each other over rivers for 
thousands of years. (The word ‘rival,’ from the Latin rivalis, originally described 
competition for a river or a stream.)30 

 
However conflict, in the form of war over water resources in most areas of scarcity (the 

Jordan basin excepted), may be a less likely scenario than mass human migration. After 

all, in most areas water-stressed populations not only have limited access to water, but 

to armaments as well (the impoverished African tribes in the Sahel being a case in 

                                                
28 Solomon, Water, 401. 
 
29 Lester Brown, “The New Geopolitics of Food,” Foreign Policy, May/June 2011, 58. 
 
30

 National Geographic, Water: Our Thirsty World, 159. 
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point). Rather, poverty-stricken peoples are likely to cope by the only means available to 

them; voting with their feet.  
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CHAPTER 5.  ANOTHER FACTOR, THIS ONE WITH AN EXPONENTIAL “MULTIPLIER EFFECT”  
 
 

Human beings were invented by water as a device for  
transporting Itself from one place to another.” 

—Tom Robbins, Another Roadside Attraction 
 

 

Even the projected population increase is not the most worrisome of the associated 

demographic factors, however. A related (and in fact somewhat intertwined) one is the 

prospect of economic growth, particularly the extremely rapid growth anticipated in 

parts of the developing world. This prospect is attributable to a characteristic labeled by 

economists as “convergence.” This may sound complicated, but stripped to its essentials 

it is surprisingly intuitive. 

 
Simply stated, the principle is this: the lower on the scale the economy is, the more 

readily it can experience rapid growth. Economic growth in developing states is often 

nearly exponential (e.g. China). A recent book nicely makes the point about such rapid 

economic growth (some would say Ponzi-scheme-like growth) being the largest 

determinant of all the relevant issues. Its author, Paul Gilding, gathers figures from a 

variety of sources that project growth between 2010 and approximately 2050. These 

include projections from the accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers (as spelled by the 

company; hereafter PwC), that the global economy at mid-century will be 3.5 times 

today’s size. This is premised upon an average global growth rate of 3.2% per year, 

which of course must be compounded over the period. Other prognosticators have 

come up with higher numbers. For instance the IMF has projected the 2050 economy to 
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be five times as large as at present, even though that institution uses a slightly smaller 

average annual growth rate. Part of the difference is attributable to the fact that the 

PwC figures are based on purchasing power parity (PPP). This is a mechanism for 

adjusting currency to not only account for exchange rates, but to account for the 

different amounts one unit of some specified currency will buy in different places. As an 

example, one unit of whatever currency buys a lot more in a poor, developing country 

than it does in the United States, even after conversion at market exchange rates.1 

In any event, these differing projections are probably of little practical consequence. It is 

simply impossible that economic growth that results in a global economy of either a size 

of 3.5 or 5 times the current level will ever be achieved. Gilding analyzes the subject 

primarily from the point of view of CO2 emissions. Based upon current economic growth 

scenarios and emission/$GDP efficiency (that is, the amount of CO2 necessary to 

generate a dollar of GDP), and assuming that the atmospheric CO2 level in 2050 needs to 

be kept to 450 ppm (much too high according to present thought) would necessitate 

that we achieve a gain in efficiency of 9%/yr, every year, for 40 years.2 

This is, to put it mildly, unlikely. And this is looking at the problem solely from the point 

of view of CO2. Fossil fuel emission is an easier problem to deal with than the availability 

of freshwater. After all, there are certain energy alternatives to the generation of CO2; 

there is simply no substitute for water. So more important for present purposes, there is 

                                                
1 Paul Gilding, The Great Disruption: Why the Climate Crisis Will Bring On the End of Shopping and 

the Birth of a New World (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2011), 271-72. 
 
2
 Ibid., 61. 
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just not enough freshwater around to enable economic growth at anything like 

projected rates (absent an energy technology breakthrough regarding desalination, and 

perhaps not even then; to be discussed).  

Gilding quotes from the U.K. government’s “Sustainable Development Commission” 

report to make the point: 

The truth is that there is as yet no credible, socially just, ecologically 
sustainable scenario of continually growing incomes for a world of nine billion 
people. In this context, simplistic assumptions that capitalism’s propensity for 
efficiency will allow us to stabilize the climate or protect against resource 
scarcity are nothing short of delusional. 

 Those who promote decoupling [the idea that markets and technology 
can decouple economic growth from emissions] as an escape route from the 
dilemma of growth need to take a closer look at the historical evidence—and at 
the basic arithmetic of growth.3 
 

 
With regard to the idea that efficiencies conferred by technological innovation or 

market forces can rescue the world from the consequences of growth, Gilding adds his 

own gloss on the point, “ . . . a sensible and calm analysis of the idea, applying not belief 

or hope but mathematics and science, gives us the answer to the question of whether 

markets and technology can save us from the crisis. The answer is, in short: ‘No, not this 

time’ . . . I believe in markets, I just don’t believe in miracles that ignore the laws of 

physics and mathematics.”4 

A recent article examining both the ecological and economic aspects of the dilemma is 

probably the single best empirical analysis of the issue. As the article’s many authors 

                                                
3 Ibid., 62. 
 
4
 Ibid., 57-59. 
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note, its purpose “ . . . is neither to pit ecology against economics nor to predict future 

population and economic trends; rather, we use theoretical perspectives from 

thermodynamics, allometry, and metabolic ecology and empirical approaches from 

macroecology to document energetic constraints on human ecology that have 

important implications for modern humans.”5 Once again, the economic growth issue is 

analyzed only from an energy use, not water use perspective. However, even from that 

decidedly less constraining perspective, the conclusions reached are unmistakable.  

The paper takes a macroecological perspective to quantify statistical relationships 

between energy use and economic activity. In order to conduct the analysis, the authors 

examined data from 220 states or other political entities, over a period of 24 years, the 

data consisting of both energy use levels and economic activity (GDP). Energy use and 

GDP were expressed on a per capita basis, so that “per capita GDP can be thought of as 

an index of an average individual’s share of his or her country’s economy, and per capita 

energy use as the power required to sustain that level of economic activity.”6 

The mathematics used in the calculations is both straightforward and elegant.7  It 

revealed a positive power relationship (the measures were highly correlated) across 

states spread over the entire range of economic development—as well as within states, 

                                                
5 James H. Brown, William R. Burnside, Ana D. Davidson, JP. DeLong, William C. Dunn, Marcus J. 

Hamilton, Norman Mercado-Silve, Jeffery C. Nelola, Jordan G. Okie, William H. Woodruff, and Wenyun 
Zuo, “Energetic Limits to Economic Growth,” BioScience 61 (January 2011): 19.  
 

6 Ibid., 20. 
 

7 Without delving too far into the details, this consisted of calculations of coefficients of 
correlation, and of determination, as well as the frequency distribution of exponents (slopes from log-log 
plots) of energy use as a function of GDP. 
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as measured over time. Thus the study “infer[red] that energy limits economic activity 

through direct causal mechanisms.” Additionally, besides the correlations arising from 

the data utilized in the article, inferential evidence was adduced from two other 

sources: one, application of the second law of thermodynamics to “complex adaptive 

systems”; and the second, by means of analogy, given the “similarity between biological 

and socioeconomic metabolism.”8 

The authors next engage in a brief survey of potential future energy supply, taking note 

of the fact that fossil fuels currently provide 85% of humankind’s energy needs. They 

conclude that the possibility of increasing energy, in the quantities required to enable 

increases in World Product as projected by mainstream economists, is bleak indeed.  

Harkening back to the Rev. Thomas Malthus (even if one acknowledges that he was 

wrong in his 1798 predictions regarding food as a limit on population), the paper notes 

that since Malthus: 

. . . [B]oth ecologists and economists have called attention to the essential 
dependence of economies on natural resources and have pointed out that near-
exponential growth of the human population and economy cannot be sustained 
indefinitely in a world of finite resources. Some ecological economists and 
systems ecologists have made similar theoretical arguments for energetic 
constraints on economic systems. However, these perspectives have not been 
incorporated into mainstream economic theory, practice, or pedagogy.9  

 

Lest one think that the authors are only critical of the economics profession, they also 

take to task ecologists and scientists who have “downplayed in consensus statements,” 

                                                
8 Brown, et al., “Energetic Limits to Economic Growth,” 21. 

 
9
 Ibid., 24-25. 



 

54 
 

the type of analysis provided in their paper. Thus they express their hope that “the 

evidence and interpretations presented here will call the attention of scientists, 

policymakers, world leaders, and the public to the central but largely underappreciated 

role of energetic limits to economic growth.”10 

This slight digression into energy constraints to growth was made to illustrate a point 

important to the instant thesis. If energy availability will serve to restrict economic 

growth (particularly the rise of most of earth’s population into anything like a global 

middle class), freshwater resources will operate as an even sooner-to-be-applied 

braking mechanism. A review of extant scientific and economic literature reveals that no 

group has made the sort of detailed analysis concerning water as has been provided for 

energy in the study just discussed. However, what is known is that global demand for 

water is expected to increase by two-thirds by 2025, demand will outstrip supply by 40 

percent, and approximately 3.4 billion people will face water scarcity.11 

To assume that economic growth can continue unabated in such circumstances 

represents the triumph of blind faith over reason. Even the economic miracle 

represented by China is not likely to be spared. To cite a person in the water 

management field who holds advanced degrees in geology and public policy, and who 

has served as a strategic consulting and investment services professional advising 

governments and corporations on water issues for more than 20 years: 

                                                
10 Ibid., 25. 

 
11 Alex Prud’homme, The Ripple Effect: The Fate of Freshwater in the Twenty-first Century (New 

York: Scribner, a Division of Simon & Schuster, 2011), 10-12. 
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Water could become the limiting factor on Chinese industrial growth. It almost 
certainly will become a limiting factor in many other areas of the world at some 
point, in terms of future manufacturing, energy, and industrial production . . . 
Water may eventually be key in rewriting world history and reversing major 
social and demographic trends, both in the United States and around the 
world.12 

 

The tension between economic aspirations and the environment is not limited to China, 

however. India also provides an illuminating case-in-point, another situation of a state 

with an enormous population struggling (and succeeding) to bring a larger percentage of 

its people to a higher lifestyle. Almost as explosive as China, its rate of economic growth 

in 2011 is projected to increase by eight percent. What is a bit different in India is that 

the “gap” between the extremes of poverty and wealth in India are probably greater, for 

a much larger proportion of inhabitants, than is the situation in China. In India, with a 

population of 1.2 billion, 800 million people live on less than a dollar a day.13 

This entire subject matter of the attempted elevation of the world’s poorest out of 

extreme poverty into something at least approaching some shadow of an American 

lifestyle is the subject of the special-issue volume of the journal World Policy for 

summer 2011. Appropriately enough, the title of the entire volume is “How Much is 

Enough?”; it is from one of the articles in the special-issue that the information 

contained in the text above was taken). The article was penned by an Indian journalist 

                                                
12 Steve Maxwell and Scott Yates, The Future of Water: A Startling Look Ahead (Denver CO: 

American Water Works Association, 2011), 196. 
 
13

 Mira Kamdar, “The Pleasures of Excess,” World Policy Journal 28, no. 2 (Summer 2011): 15-19. 
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and book author who has written about the rise of India and what implications such a 

rise might have on the world’s future. In the article, Kamdar writes: 

The emergence of Western-style consumer culture in places like India comes just 
as environmentalists and sustainability advocates, many based in the West, are 
calling for the adoption of less consumption-driven lifestyles and economies. To 
judge from the enthusiasm with which many Indian have embraced 
consumerism, it’s going to be a tough sell…We all know that the planet cannot 
bear 1.2 billion Indians, not to mention 1.3 billion Chinese, adopting an American 
rate of consumption . . . The greatest planetary challenge before us…is how to 
reduce consumption among those who over-consume while increasing it among 
those who are forced to under-consume.14 
 

This is one tough challenge indeed. Its realization is not to be anticipated anytime within 

the foreseeable future. Any effort to strive for and even partially achieve such an 

outcome challenges many fundamental economic assumptions. Indeed, one recent 

article opined that “The idea that governments of developed countries should no longer 

pursue economic growth as a primary policy objective is widely regarded as a heresy.”15 

Nonetheless, the idea is one that appears to be engendering serious scholarly attention 

of late. Criticism of the “growth at all costs” school of thought arises from at least three 

different perspectives. The first is an ecological, or if you will, a purely materialistic 

basis—literally—as in the amount of material that traditional increase in growth entails. 

One way to measure this is by what is called “throughput,” meaning the sheer weight of 

                                                
14 Ibid., 16-19. 
 
15

 Peter Victor, “Questioning Economic Growth,” Nature 468 (18 November 2010): 370-371.   
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materials that stoke the world’s economies. This has “increased 800% in the twentieth 

century.”16 And as previously mentioned, the rate of increase is itself increasing. 

Another issue is that this recent growth has not been accompanied by increases in 

measures of “happiness.” Various measures of happiness have been formulated in 

recent years by different economists, some in conjunction with theologians, and some 

where Nobel laureate economists and philosophers worked together. Methods and 

measures differ (the whole enterprise being a work-in-progress), but the results are 

broadly aligned: more GDP does not necessarily result in more happiness or human 

“welfare.”17 

A third factor is more an ethical issue than an economic one. Such implications will be 

more fully taken up in the section of this thesis dealing specifically with ethics. For the 

time being, it will suffice to offer a quote from the article referred to immediately above 

to the effect that “the prospects for real improvement in the developing world are likely 

to be diminished if developed countries continue to encroach on more ecological 

space.”18 

Issues such as the foregoing have, in recent years, given rise to a comparatively new 

sub-discipline within the field of economics which—fittingly enough—is most often 

known as environmental or ecological economics. Its focus is to dethrone GDP as the be-

                                                
16 Ibid., 370. 
 
17 Ibid., 371. 
 
18

 Ibid., 370. 
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all and end-all measure of a society’s economic health. One of its practitioners has 

categorized the attempted melding in this fashion: 

Macroeconomic accounts (GDP) aggregate the quantities multiplied by the 
prices. However, the economy may be described in a different way, as a system 
of transformation of (exhaustible) energy and materials (including water) into 
useful products and services, and finally into waste. This is ecological economics . 
. . . 19 
 
 

The basic premise is the reliance on GDP as the primary indicator of a society’s health is 

misplaced, since the measure does not incorporate various externalities that accrue 

when a unit of GDP is produced. Such externalities might take the form of CO2 

emissions, or water or air pollution, resource depletion, biodiversity loss, etc. And of 

course, GDP can give a misleading picture even with specifically economic indicators. As 

for instance where there is increasing inequality in a society: In such circumstances 

average GDP might well increase, while the median heads downward. 

Besides pushing the idea that ecological economics provides a more insightful 

accounting, by tallying up liabilities incurred with production and consumption instead 

of only looking at one side of the ledger, the new economic view incorporates some of 

the principles of ecology. In applying those principles, the new economists recognize 

that traditional economic calls for more and faster growth are ultimately unsustainable; 

thus many have begun to promote the concept of “de-growth.”20 This is just what the 

                                                
19 Joan Martinez Alier, “Socially Sustainable Economic De-growth,” Development and Change 40, 

no.6 (2009): 1104. 
 
20 Ibid., 1100. See also, John Bellamy Foster, “Capitalism and Degrowth—An Impossibility 

Theorem,” Monthly Review 62, no. 8 (January 2011): 26. 
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name implies: antithetical though it is to traditional economic theory, it means that the 

economies of developed states have to be first brought to a stable steady-state, and 

eventually and incrementally be made to contract over time. The real challenge is how 

to accomplish this steady-state or de-growth (a diminution of the extraction of natural 

resources, consumption, etc., in other words, main factors of traditional economic 

growth as measured by GDP), in a way that is socially acceptable.21 

One far-sighted proposal involves the development of a better measuring tool for 

assessing a society’s health, welfare, and happiness than the one provided by the 

measure of GDP alone. There is an increasing view that that sole metric overlooks a 

number of other factors that should be considered when monitoring well-being such as: 

health, education, infant (or overall) mortality rate, crime, literacy, infrastructure, 

housing, the environment—to name but a few possibilities among additional indicators. 

Recently, traditional narrow GDP measures have even been called into question by long-

time advocates, such as the UN’s Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD). As the writer of one article put it: 

For decades, academics and gadflies have been critical of the measure, 
suggesting that it is an inaccurate and misleading gauge of prosperity. What has 
changed more recently is that G.D.P. has been actively challenged by a variety of 
world leaders, especially in Europe, as well as by a number of international 
groups, like the [OECD]. The G.D.P. according to arguments I heard from 
economists as far afield as Italy, France and Canada, has not only failed to 
capture the well-being of a 21st-century society but has also skewed global 
political objectives toward the single-minded pursuit of economic growth.22 

                                                
21 Ibid., 1103. 

 
22 Jon Gertner, “The Rise and Fall of the G.D.P.,” The New York Times Magazine (16 May 2010): 

60. 
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While many have realized the inadequacies of GDP as a one-size-fits-all metric of human 

progress, opinions regarding how to go about deciding on a more comprehensive 

measure vary widely. Many such measures have been proposed. Most do not advocate 

abandoning GDP entirely, merely incorporating other factors that would tend to give a 

more rounded snapshot of societal health. At this point only one other such Indicator 

has succeeded in gaining anything like broad-scale acceptance, that being the Human 

Development Index which has been in use for more than 20 years by the UN. The HDI 

utilizes a state’s GDP as the basic foundation of its ranking, but incorporates two 

modifying factors: education (chiefly adult literacy, but also school enrollment), and 

health (based on life-expectancy statistics).23 

Even the HDI has come under criticism in recent years, as not incorporating any 

measures of environmental degradation, resource sustainability, etc. Obviously one 

problem with any such proposed methods to modify HDI (or GDP) is to decide which 

environmental factors to include: clean air, water, biodiversity, human disease, CO2 

emissions, species extinctions, and so forth. And even if a collective decision could be 

made as to what to include, the problem of how to measure such factors rears its head 

as another complicating factor. And all of this is without even making any attempt to 

include perhaps the hardest to evaluate of all measures of societal progress: namely, 

happiness. 

                                                
23 Ibid., 64. Interestingly, the HDI was created in part by a Nobel laureate in economics, whose 

more recent work has chiefly fallen within the field of moral philosophy, and more particularly distributive 
justice. That person is Amartya Sen. 
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Regardless of all the inherent difficulties in devising one, it seems clear that some 

broader measure is on the not-too-distant horizon. Commissions are at work on the 

issue for, among other organizations, the European Union, and the Organization of 

Economic Cooperation and Development. Ideas range from having one all-

encompassing metric, a sort of “well-being” meter, to presenting a kind of “dashboard” 

with perhaps a dozen dials or gauges.24 In any event, a growing number of economists 

are calling for a different way to assess “growth,” concerned that it evaluates the wrong 

thing even within the economic sphere itself—as in overall consumption only, as 

opposed to, say, income, savings, or investment.  As a recent newspaper article depicts 

the situation: 

The current system emphasizes data on spending, but the bureau [Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, an arm of the Commerce Department] also collects data on 
income. In theory the two should match perfectly – a penny spent is a penny 
earned by someone else. But estimates of the two measures can diverge widely, 
particularly in the short term, and a body of recent research suggests that the 
income estimates are more accurate.25 

 
Thus, presuming for the moment ecological economists are correct in their assertions, 

society is presented with the ironic situation of an inaccurate measuring tool, which 

itself is being employed to measure precisely the wrong suite of contributors to human 

progress, happiness, welfare, or well-being. Carried to an extreme, concepts of de-

growth tend to bleed over into calls for the entire restructuring of the capitalistic 

                                                
24 Ibid., 70.  
 
25 Binyamin Appelbaum, “On Economy, Raw Data Gets A Grain of Salt,” New York Times, 17 

August 2011, A1. 
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economic system.26 Without going so far down the path of social engineering, many 

sober-minded, decidedly capitalist economists have something valuable to say regarding 

societal measuring tools. Surely there is something to their calls: there simply must be 

“better” and “worse” ways of attempting to assess human well-being.27 

Because a “picture is worth a thousand words,” it will prove helpful in thinking about 

economic growth to view figure 10 below, from a book by an economist working on the 

UN’s “Millenium Development Goals.”   

World Product Projections

 

FIGURE 10. World Product through 2050.
28

 
 

 

                                                
26

 Foster, “Capitalism and Degrowth—An Impossibility Theorem,” 32. 
 
27 Sam Harris, The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine Human Values (Free Press, A 

Division of Simon  & Schuster, Inc., 2010): 32-42. 
 
28 Jeffrey Sachs, Common Wealth: Economics For A Crowded Planet (New York: The Penguin 

Press, 2008), 18-24. These pages contain the figure, and the text—located both prior to and after the 
figure—which is designed to more fully explain it. 
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According to these economic projections (based upon data from the World Bank) Gross 

World Product in 2050 is predicted to increase by 6.3-fold over 2005 levels. The 

important point of this for the instant story is that it is just such a measure (in terms of 

nations stated as GDP per capita) that is the best predictor of a country’s overall water 

usage.29 To argue about whether the prediction of a 6.3-fold World Product increase is 

precisely accurate is to miss the point entirely. Even if it is “only” 5, or 4, or 3-fold, no 

reasonable observer believes that water usage can track anything like such an 

increase.30 An inhabitant of South Africa, writing realistically with regard to the situation 

in that state put it bluntly: 

Job creation, economic growth and poverty eradication are key to the future of 
South Africa, but in the context of water scarcity, crucial decisions must be made 
as to the optimal use of water in support of economic growth, poverty 
eradication and social development – water can only be provided to meet some 
demands, and not all. A strategic view of the appropriate development trajectory 
of any particular is necessary to examine the trade-offs of such decisions and to 
decide on the optimal use of scarce water resources.31 

 
One may perhaps postulate that economic growth in a region pegged as one of 

particular interest (again, the Jordan River valley) is not very likely to experience a great 

deal in the way of economic growth; an arguable assumption to be sure, but let’s 

                                                
29 Maggie Black, and Jannet King The Atlas of Water: Mapping the World’s Most Critical Resource, 

2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 24. 
 
30

 Solomon, Water, 360-1. This is not to imply that the GDP/water usage relationship is a linear 
one, i.e., that some additional “unit” of GDP equates on a one-to-one basis with a “unit” of water usage; 
however, the trends of the correlation are clear, even if the exact shape of the curve joining the two 
measures is not. 

 
31 Barbara Schneider, “Issues of Balancing International, Environmental and Equity Needs in a 

Situation of Water Scarcity,” in Policy and Strategic Behavior in Water Resource Management, eds. Ariel 
Dinar and José Albiac (London: Earthscan, 2009), 210.  
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continue with it for just a moment. More certain, given the relatively young age of the 

populations of the states and territory comprising the region, is population growth.  

 
Thus, even if there is no economic growth whatsoever in the region (a dubious 

proposition at best), in 40 years the region’s already limited water supply would have to 

be parceled out among 26.6 million additional residents. A propensity towards sharing 

resources not being a notable feature of the region’s inhabitants (witness land), a 

reasonable question to ask might be: What might be the consequences of the coming de 

facto drought? One answer might be expected to be: mass migration. This is the issue to 

which this paper will now turn, before finally taking up the question of the ethical 

implications of these looming circumstances. 
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CHAPTER 6.  INTERNATIONAL LEGAL MECHANISMS TO DEAL WITH WATER-STRESS /  
HUMAN MIGRATION 

 

The best man is like water. 
Water is good; it benefits all things and does not compete  

with them . . . . This is why it is so near to Tao. 
—Lao-tzu, The Way of Lao-tzu 

 
 

Before launching into this section, it is first necessary to make explicit an underlying 

implicit assumption upon which it is based. Directly stated, it is this: people are not 

simply going to remain in place and die of thirst when the lack of water threatens their 

very survival.1 Or, stated another way, as regions like the Middle East become more 

water-stressed and arid, populations currently residing in them will “pick up stakes” and 

move to areas more abundantly supplied with freshwater. 

 
Such populations can be thought of as migrants, akin to the American “Dust Bowl 

migrants” of the 1930s; or as “refugees,” as the currently popular term “climate 

refugees” would have it. However it is voiced, yet one other factor seems certain. 

People who already inhabit the water-favored areas into which these migrants or 

refugees would move, being desirous of protecting their life-sustaining resource, would 

not likely be favorably disposed towards greeting them with open arms. 

 
 One international legal regime with seeming applicability in such situations would be 

that associated with the United Nation’s “signature” refugee agency, that being UNHCR, 

                                                
1 Practically everything to be said applies with equal force to migrants/refugees who are fleeing 

too much water, whether from flooding or from rising sea-levels. However, to avoid the awkwardness of 
having to state all propositions in the alternative, and thus for ease of readability, this section will speak 
only in terms as though the affected areas are arid ones. 
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or the UN High Commissioner for Refugees.2 While the agency certainly has some role 

to play, it is not an exclusive one, however. Any such assumption rests upon a too-facile 

interpretation of the scope of that organizations’ mandate. The UNHCR’s “About Us” 

webpage announces:  

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees was 
established on December 14, 1950 by the United Nations General Assembly. The 
agency is mandated to lead and co-ordinate international action to protect 
refugees and resolve refugee problems worldwide. Its primary purpose is to 
safeguard the rights and well-being of refugees. It strives to ensure that 
everyone can exercise the right to seek asylum and find safe refuge in another 
State, with the option to return home voluntarily, integrate locally or to resettle 
in a third country. It also has a mandate to help stateless people. 

 

However, additional considerations soon become apparent when one examines the 

foundational document creating UNHCR, the “Statute of the Office of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,” adopted by the UN General Assembly to 

become effective on the 1st of January 1951.3 Within the first article of Chapter I of the 

General Provisions of the Statute, it is provided that the Commissioner “shall assume 

the function of providing international protection” to refugees—but only to refugees 

“who fall within the scope of the present Statute.”4 

 

                                                
2 UN High Commissioner for Refugee, “UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency,” 

http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home. (accessed  19 November 2010). 
 

3 UNHCR “UN General Assembly Resolution 428 (V) of 14 December 1950, through and including 
September 2007,” http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c39e1.html (accessed 22 November 2010). For ease of 
reference, subsequent modifications are not specifically noted (the version on UNHCR’s website is 
current), and the complete and revised document available on that website will be referred to, as it is on 
the website, as “the statute.” 

 
4
 Annex to Resolution; Article 1. Chapter I of the statute. 
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It would be helpful to bear in mind that the initial impetus for the UN Resolution of 

1949,5 which eventually resulted in the statute, was passed in the aftermath of the 

continuing efforts to resettle people, specifically Europeans, made “refugees” by World 

War II.6 Originally, it had only a three-year mandate to complete its work; after that, it 

was contemplated that the agency would be disbanded.7 The actual Convention to 

implement the General Assembly resolutions, and the statute was not drafted until 

1951, and did not enter into force until 1954, after a sufficient numbers of states had 

ratified.8 In any event, the life of the agency has been continually extended from time to 

time, until the present, by the General Assembly. 

 
Under the Convention, the term “refugee” is a defined one (and with some additional 

categories not here relevant) is defined to include any person who: 

 As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to well-founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of 
a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of 
the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 
outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is 
unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.9 

 
 
                                                

5
 UN General Assembly Resolution 319 (IV) of 3 December 1949. 

 
6 UNHCR “History of UNHCR,” http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cbc.html. (accessed 5 

December 2010). 
 
7 Ibid. 
 
8 UNHCR “Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees,” along with the 1967 

Protocol relating to it, http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html.(accessed 30 November 2010). Since the 
version contained at this site is complete and current, it will be referred to simply as “the Convention.” 

 
9 Convention (as adopted by Resolution 2198 (XXI) of the UN General Assembly, 28 July 1951); 

Chapter I: General Provisions; Article I, Definition of the Term “Refugee”; Section A.; Paragraph (2). 
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As is thus readily apparent, the Convention would seem to have no application to the 

climate or water-stressed populations with which this paper is concerned. A booklet 

produced by UNHCR’s Media Relations Service in 2008 makes the point. It provides 

categories, along with numbers of people affected, for: “refugees”; “asylum seekers”; 

“migrants”; “economic migrant”; “internally displaced persons (IDP)”; and “stateless 

person.”10 It provides, as regards IDPs that: “Millions of other civilians who have been 

made homeless by natural disasters are also classified as IDPs. UNHCR is not normally 

involved with this group except in exceptional circumstances, such as the Indian Ocean 

tsunami of 2004 or the devastating earthquake that hit Pakistan in 2005.”11 But in its 

last formal report to the General Assembly in June 2009 (covering the period through 

the end of 2008), UNHCR indicates that, for instance, the number of IDPs was greater 

than the number of “Convention refugees,” 26 million to 15.2 million, respectively.12 

A bit more background on the creation of UNHCR may help explain this state of affairs. 

Shortly after the end of World War II, within the first year of the then recently formed 

United Nations’ (UN) convening, the new body passed a “Resolution Adopted By The 

                                                
10

 UNHCR, “2008 Protecting Refugees & The Role of UNCHR,” http://www.unhcr.org 
/4034b6a34.html. (accessed 30 October 2010). 

 
11 Ibid., 7. 

 
12

 UNHCR, “2008 Global Trends: Refugees, Asylum-seekers, Returnees, Internally Displaced and 
Stateless persons,” http://www.unhcr.org/4a375c426.html (accessed 16 October 2010).  Note: The 
designation “IDP” includes people who would be considered refugees if they had crossed borders: 
“Someone who has been forced to move from his or her home because of conflict, persecution (i.e. 
refugee-like reasons).” Thus, it is impossible to segregate out how many people have become “on the 
move” due to conflict/persecution, etc., versus “natural disasters” like, presumably, drought. UNHCR, 
2008, 10. 
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General Assembly On 12 February 1946”.13 The resolution noted that the “problem of 

refugees and displaced persons of all categories” was an urgent one, requiring the 

world’s immediate attention. Pursuant to the resolution therefore, later that same year 

the UN adopted a “Constitution of the International Refugee Organization” (IRO).14 

Somewhat contrary to the Resolution’s description of refugees “of all categories,” the 

Constitution made it abundantly clear that what the UN specifically had in mind was the 

very large number of political refugees, and other similar such people whose 

displacements had been brought about as a result of the War.  

 
Such a concern was certainly warranted. The vast, unprecedented scale of the problem 

of refugees at the end of World War II more than two generations ago is a horror almost 

completely lost to living memory. The relatively few people alive who are old enough to 

remember it firsthand may be excused if they seldom speak of it. One noted historian of 

Europe in the postwar period has written: 

The problem of feeding, housing, clothing and caring for Europe’s battered 
civilians (and the millions of imprisoned soldiers of the former Axis powers) was 
complicated and magnified by the unique scale of the refugee crisis. This was 
something new in the European experience . . . Between them Stalin and Hitler 
uprooted, transplanted, expelled, deported and dispersed some 30 million 
people in the years 1939-43. With the retreat of the Axis armies, the process was 
reversed.15 
 

 

                                                
13 United Nations Secretariat, General Assembly, “Resolution Adopted By The General Assembly 

On 12 February 1946,” 1946, document A/45. 
 
14

 “Convention of the International Refugee Organization,” 15 December 1946, Treaties and 
International Agreements Registered or Filed or Reported with the Secretariat of the United Nations 18, 
no. 283 (1948) : 3. 
 

 
15

 Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (New York: The Penguin Press, 2005), 22-3.  
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It must be kept in mind that most of these people were absolutely destitute. They had 

no money available for travel; indeed, they had none for sustenance. Without 

substantial assistance, a great many of these people would probably have perished in 

slow and agonizing deaths. As another history of the era describes the migration: 

Nothing like it had been seen since the great folk movements of the Dark Ages; 
nothing had ever been seen on such a scale. And most of these people possessed 
only what they could carry. All required to be fed – and food was hard to come 
by; many required clothing and fuel to survive the winter – also in short supply; 
they required medical attention, if they were not to be plague carriers. They 
were a shifting tide of human misery.16 

 

The spectacle shocked the war’s victors, the Allies, into efforts to ameliorate the 

suffering. The majority of that effort, at least when it came in the form of state supplied 

relief (as opposed to individual charity) was by means of aid channeled through the new 

UN agencies. Initially, that had been the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation 

Administration (UNRRA), but as noted above, such duties were transferred to the IRO 

upon its creation in December of 1946. Not only did these agencies provide and 

distribute the aid, they also supplied a new term for the people affected: 

A new and prosaic term was found for this flotsam of humanity, ‘displaced 
persons’. They were put in camps again, in simple huts, and were fed by relief 
workers. It was to take years to sort them all out and settle them – not always in 
the country of their choice.17 
 
 

                                                
16

 John Terraine, The Mighty Continent: a view of Europe in the twentieth century (Garden City, 
NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1975), 278. 

 
17 J. A. S Grenville,  A History of the World in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge MA: The Belknap 

Press of Harvard University Press, 1994), 326. 
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Even by 1950 the situation had not been rectified; even more so in Europe than in the 

Pacific, no resolution of the problem of displaced persons, i.e., war refugees, was 

anywhere within reach. Thus in December of that year, the UN voted to convene a 

conference in Geneva the following year to ascertain whether a specific treaty (or as 

treaties are usually termed within the UN system a “convention”) could be drafted in 

order to implement the Constitution adopted four years previously. The conference 

agreed upon a “Convention Relating To The Status Of Refugees”, which was adopted by 

the General Assembly in July of 1951.18  At the same session as the call for the 

conference the preceding year, the General Assembly contemporaneously enacted the 

“Statute of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,” (UNHCR) 

which provided that the Commissioner was to assume all the functions that had 

previously been those of the IRO.19 Importantly for present purposes, the UNHCR’s 

obligations were to extend solely to refugees who fell within the scope of the 1951 

Convention.  

 
The very next section of the Convention after the definition of “refugee” provided a 

gloss, a sort of a supplemental or ancillary refinement on the meaning of the first clause 

of the definition, when it went on to announce:  

For the purposes of this Convention, the words ‘events occurring before 1 
January 1951’ in article 1, section A, shall be understood to mean either 

                                                
 18 “Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees,” 28 July 1951, Treaties and International 
Agreements Registered or Filed or Reported with the Secretariat of the United Nations 189, no. 2545 
(1954) : 137. 
 

 19 United Nations Secretariat. General Assembly, “Statute Adopted By The General 
Assembly,”1950, Resolution 429 (V).  
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(a) ‘events occurring in Europe before 1 January 1951’; or 
(b) ‘events occurring in Europe or elsewhere before 1 January 1951.’20 

 
The Convention immediately followed the foregoing with a mandatory choice, saying 

that each Contracting State had to make a “declaration at the time of signature, 

ratification or accession, specifying which of these measures [(a) or (b)] it applies for the 

purposes of its obligations under this Convention.”21 

 
Under either formulation, the Convention would seem to have no application to the 

climate or water-stressed populations with which this paper is concerned. However, 

long after the war-time crises that had necessitated the formation of the UNHCR and its 

predecessors, the universality of humanitarian needs occasioned by other, additional 

“refugees” (used broadly, as opposed to the narrow Convention definition), was finally 

recognized by the UN. Reference is made to the “Protocol Relating to the Status of 

Refugees,” adopted by the UN in 1967.22 Realizing that the world’s circumstances had 

changed vastly in the postwar period, the Parties to the original Convention agreed in 

the Preamble to the Protocol: 

 The States Parties to the present Protocol, 
Considering that the Convention relating to the Status of Refugees done at 
Geneva on 26 July 1951 (hereinafter referred to as the Convention) covers only 
those persons who have become refugees as a result of events occurring before 
1 January 1951, 

                                                
20 Ibid., B. (1). 

 
21

 Ibid. 
 

22 “Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees,” 31 January 1967, Treaties and International 
Agreements Registered or Filed or Reported with the Secretariat of the United Nations 606, no. 8791 
(1967): 267. Note: Within the UN system, amendments to Conventions generally are designated by the 
term “Protocol,” perhaps most well-known in recent times by the famous (infamous?) “Kyoto Protocol,” a 
protocol to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
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Considering that new refugee situations have arisen since the Convention 
was adopted and that the refugees concerned may therefore not fall within the 
scope of the Convention, 
Considering that it is desirable that equal status should be enjoyed by all 
refugees covered by the definition in the Convention irrespective of the dateline 
1 January 1951 . . . . (emphasis in original) 
 

The Protocol then proceeded to define out of existence the original Convention’s 

temporal limitation on the term refugees. It did so by eliminating the following phrase 

(and all references to it): “As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951” from 

the definition of the term “refugee.”23  In similar fashion, it also eliminated the often 

adopted spatial restriction of the Convention by providing that the instant Protocol 

would be applied “without any geographic limitation.”24 

 
However, in spite of the fact that the conference adopting the Protocol had recognized 

in its Preamble that “new refugee situations have arisen since the Convention,”  the 

conference did not see fit to eliminate some of the other elements for a person to be 

considered a “Convention refugee.” Specifically, it did not alter the requirement that a 

refugee be someone who harbored a “well-founded fear of being persecuted,” and who 

was in a country “not the country of his nationality,” or who had such a fear and—

whether or not he possessed a nationality—was at least across an international border 

from the place of his usual residence.25 

 

                                                
23 Ibid., at Article I – General Provision – 2. 
 
24 Ibid., at Article I – General Provision – 3. 
 
25

 Ibid. 
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As one can easily ascertain, the status of refugee, even post-1967, had little to do with 

what recent literature has termed “environmental refugees,” or even more recently 

“climate refugees.” But slowly over the next couple of decades, UNHCR’s mission came 

to be “stretched” by continuing UN authorizations to encompass more and more aid 

necessitated because of disaster reliefs, famines, floods, earthquakes and similar 

catastrophes. This trend accelerated about 20 years ago, beginning in the early 1990s. 

During that period, the UN authorized humanitarian missions in northern Iraq after the 

first Gulf War in 1991, after warlord battles in Somalia in 1993, after a coup in Haiti in 

1994, and in Bosnia in 1995 after conflict with Serbia, but serving people who would not 

necessarily qualify as refugees under the Convention, even as reformulated after 

amendment by the 1967 Protocol.26 

 
The modern path of UN-sponsored humanitarian relief was clear. No longer was it to be 

based solely on political persecution (though such an element continued to play a large 

role in whether the UN became involved). Likewise, the decision on whether to 

ameliorate human suffering no longer seemed to depend quite as much on whether aid 

recipients were on one side or another of some recognized international border. In 

contemporary times, and even where the definition of “Convention refugee” has not 

been explicitly met, UNHCR has continued to render assistance to persons most people 

would consider “refugees” in the popular understanding of the word, regardless of the 

exact fashion by which they became such, and regardless  of where it is they ended up. 

                                                
26 Strobe Talbot, The Great Experiment: The Story of Ancient Empires, Modern States, and the 

Quest for a Global Nation (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008), 300-10 and 333-34. 
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As its website announces, today it operates “in more than 118 countries [and] continues 

to help 34.4 million people.”27 

 
It is impossible to segregate out precisely how many people served by UNHCR have 

been forced to become “on the move” due to conflict/persecution, etc., versus natural 

disasters such as—to posit one relevant example—drought. As further perusal of its web 

pages demonstrate, it now considers that, among its primary missions, it maintains 

capacity for “Emergency Preparedness and Response,” matters that would seem to fall 

within the purview of concern of this thesis.28 This expansion of assistance to include 

peoples who do not, strictly speaking, fall within the Convention definition of refugees, 

came about because of the increasing late Twentieth-century realization on the part of 

the international community that natural disasters—no less than man-made ones—

often give rise to vast human population movements.  

 
Perhaps this is why the UNHCR’s own Executive Committee concluded in 1996 that the 

time had come to recognize: 

. . . [T]hat the underlying causes of large-scale involuntary population 
displacements are complex and interrelated and encompass gross violations of 
human rights, including in armed conflict, poverty and economic disruption, 
political conflicts, ethnic and inter-communal tensions and environmental 
degradation, and that there is a need for the international community to address 
these causes in a concerted and holistic manner . . . .29 

                                                
27 UNHCR “What We Do,” http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cbf.html. (accessed 19 

December 2010). 
 

28 UNHCR “Emergency Response,” http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cc2.html. (accessed 4 
January 2011). 
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Exactly a decade later in 2006, in a report on the current state of the world’s refugees 

(broad sense) in the new millennium, the following statements concerning human 

displacement are found within a section of the report entitled “Environmental and 

natural disasters”: 

. . . [Th]e total number of people affected by natural disasters has tripled 
over the past decade to 2 billion people, with the accumulated impact of natural 
disasters resulting in an average of 211 million people directly affected each 
year. This is approximately five times the number of people thought to have 
been affected by conflict over the past decade. 

 It is increasingly recognized that the recent escalation in the numbers of 
those affected by disasters is due more to rising vulnerability to hazards than to 
an increase in the frequency of hazards per se. However, it is recognized that 
climate change may be playing a part in intensifying the number and severity of 
natural hazards.  

   In many ecological and economic crises, mobility and migration 
represent crucial survival strategies. It can therefore be very difficult to 
distinguish between forced disaster-induced displacement and mobility linked to 
people’s coping mechanisms . . . all those displaced by disasters have specific 
needs, including access to assistance, protection from violence, and the 
restoration of their livelihoods. The UN’s Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement suggest that those uprooted by natural or man-made disasters are 
entitled to protection and assistance.30 
 
 

Such recognition was slow in coming. While the world’s utmost solicitude for traditional 

“refugees” in the aftermath of World War II and throughout the Cold War is certainly 

understandable, it is regrettable that it took until practically the dawn of the Twenty-

first century to extend similar such consideration, at least formally, to environmental 

                                                                                                                                            
29

 UNHCR, Division of International Protection Services, “A Thematic Compilation of Executive 
Committee Conclusions,” 4th edition, August 2009. 67. http://www.unhcr.org/3d4ab3ff2.pdf. (accessed 23 
December 2010). 
 

30 UNHCR, “The State of the World’s Refugees 2006 – Human displacement in the new 
millennium – Chapter 1: Current dynamics of displacement,” 19-20. 
http://www.unhcr.org/4444afc50.pdf. (accessed 17 October 2010). 
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refugees. Of course, help and aid had long been provided in instances such as drought, 

famine, earthquakes, and so forth, though such help was usually supplied by non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) certainly the Red Cross foremost among them, 

private charities, the governments of individual states, etc. However, it was always 

without the auspices of any UN agency, except in instances where states-party to the 

UNHCR Convention “stretched” its mandate in order to authorize much-needed relief. 

 
Perhaps because of the widening disconnect between the traditional mission of UNHCR 

and current-day global realities, in 1998 the UN Secretary-General created the “Office 

for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs” or OCHA.31  As the “About Us” link on 

OCHA’s homepage announces:  

OCHA is the arm of the UN Secretariat that is responsible for bringing 
together humanitarian actors to ensure coherent response to emergencies. 
OCHA also ensures there is a framework within which each actor can contribute 
to the overall response effort. 

OCHA's mission is to mobilise32 and coordinate effective and principled 
humanitarian action in partnership with national and international actors in 
order to alleviate human suffering in disasters and emergencies; advocate for 
the rights of people in need; promote preparedness and prevention; 
and facilitate sustainable solutions. (emphasis in the original)33 
 

The OCHA is fairly unique among UN agencies, in that it serves both as a fund-raising 

mechanism, as well as a coordination function. And its latter operations span the 

                                                
31

 OCHA, “History of OCHA,” http://ochaonline.un.org/OCHAHome/AboutUs/ HistoryofOCHA 
/tabid/5964/language/en-US/Default.aspx. (accessed 18 October 2010). The formation of the OCHA was 
actually considerably more complicated, and the original of its several predecessors was formed when the 
General Assembly adopted Resolution 46/182 in 1991. These organizational details, while intriguing to 
those interested in the workings of the UN, are beyond the scope of this paper. 
 

32 Note: The UN utilizes British English in most of its English-language official documents. 
 

33 OCHA,  http://ochaonline.un.org/tabid/5838/language/en-US/Default.aspx. (accessed 5 
November 2010). 
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spectrum of not only UN agencies, but a variety of humanitarian partners such as the 

Red Cross, and numerous private, non-governmental organizations (NGOs).34 It appears 

that OCHA is to be the new “face” of the UN that will deal with the issues most relevant 

to this paper, i.e., water-stress and its attendant consequences. 

 
Recently released by OCHA is its “OCHA in 2010: Annual Plan and Budget.”35 Its 

recitation of the challenges the organization sees as the most consequential of the many 

coming crises is a revealing (if not unfamiliar) litany: 

The humanitarian landscape is being shaped in new and profound ways by 
threatening global challenges. These include: climate change; the recent global 
food crisis . . . population growth, urbanization and other demographic shifts, 
entailing more people living in high risk areas; land, water and energy scarcities; 
global health pandemics; and the impact of the current global economic and 
financial crisis on those already poor and most vulnerable . . . Water scarcity can 
lead to both drought and desertification as well as instigating conflict in 
communities and between countries.36 
 

The report notes (as do other sources37) that approximately three-quarters of all 

freshwater used by mankind is utilized as farm irrigation. Thus the report draws the 

obvious conclusion that many so-called famines are actually the result of insufficient 

water for growing crops.38 The OCHA predicts that the Mid-East, North Africa, and 

Central Asia, will be among the regions where the results of climate change will be felt 

                                                
34 OCHA, http://ochaonline.un.org. (accessed 5 November 2010). 

 
35

 OCHA, “OCHA in 2010,” http://ochanet.unocha.org/p/Documents/OCHA2010_hires.pdf. 
(accessed 5 November 2010).  
 

36
 Ibid, 25. 

 
37 Solomon, Water, 373. 
 
38

 Ibid., 66. 
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most severely. In a sort of compounding effect, climate changes lead to drought and 

water scarcity, which in turn leads to “food insecurity,” which fuels “the possibility of 

further social unrest.”39 In an effort to get ahead of the multiple looming crises, in early 

2010 the agency launched the “Humanitarian Appeal 2010.”40 

 
A humanitarian appeal is a noble idea. It is unlikely to be able to cope with the issue. 

The scale of the newly-termed “climate refugees” is likely to be vast. Knowledgeable 

scholars have noted that “Climate change threatens to cause the largest refugee crisis in 

human history.”41 Those writers and others including the IPCC have estimated the 

number of such refugees to be 150-200 million by 2050.42 Changes are called for in the 

form of new institutions and “global adaptive governance,” to preclude “migration and 

violent conflict.” Fine ideas all, worthy of fuller exposition, but for the moment it is time 

now pass on to consideration of various ethical considerations. 

Although It appears that OCHA is to be the new face of the UN that will deal with water-

stress and its attendant consequences, this does not mean the 60-year old office of the 

UNHCR has gone away, however. Indeed, the 2009 Annual Report for OCHA states the 

relationship that has come into being: 

                                                
39 Ibid. 

 
40

 OCHA, “Humanitarian Appeal,” http://ochadms.unog.ch/quickplace/cap/main.nsf/h_Index/ 
CAP_2010_Humanitarian_Appeal_SCREEN.pdf?OpenElement. (accessed 4 November 2010). 
 

41 Frank Biermann, and Ingrid Boas, “Preparing for a Warmer World: Towards a Global 
Governance System to Protect Climate Refugees,”Global Environmental Politics 10 (2010): 60-88. 
 

42
 Ibid, 83; see also: IPCC, WG II, 364-66. 
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Moreover, OCHA has supported a more predictable procedure to determine 
protection cluster leads in natural disasters – a gap area identified in the original 
2005 agreement on leadership arrangements for protection clusters in the field. 
Following OCHA advocacy, UNHCR announced in 2009 that it would increasingly 
attempt to provide that leadership.43 

 

Thus (leaving aside for the moment the question of what a “protection cluster” is), it 

seems that UNHCR will assume the lead among international agencies when it comes to 

the actual provision of relief services, while OCHA’s role will consist of coordination 

among agencies of all sorts, as well as the raising of money to support the work. 

Attention will be turned to the latter aspect for a moment, before returning to 

discussion of the issues surrounding aid and relief work per se. 

 
OCHA has a large portion of its internet presence devoted to fundraising. As its 

“Humanitarian Funding” webpage announces, the large majority (94%) of it budget is 

supplied by voluntary contributions by UN member states, while the remainder comes 

from the general UN budget, or from private donations.44 The “signature” fundraising 

mechanism utilized by OCHA is its annual “Consolidated Appeal Process,” or CAP. These 

CAPs start at the end of one calendar year for the upcoming one, and are initiated by a 

document  bearing next year’s date; for example, the “Humanitarian Appeal 2010”. In 

the forward of the appeal bearing that specific title, the Secretary-General of the UN, 

Ban Ki-moon, stated his views: 

                                                
43 Ibid., 25. 

 
44 OCHA “Humanitarian Funding,” http://ochaonline.un.org/tabid/5839/language/en-

US/Default.aspx. (accessed 24 December 2010). 
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The 2010 Humanitarian Appeal contains strategic humanitarian action plans for 
12 of the world’s most severe crises . . . . The global recession has raised 
inevitable concerns that humanitarian funding may decline in 2010. I urge 
Member States and private donors to keep that from happening. Next year’s 
needs will be at least as great as in 2009, as we continue to cope with climate-
related disasters and the conflicts which cause so much human distress . . . .45 

 

Besides the CAP itself, OCHA also fundraises from time to time for specific emergencies, 

once particular needs arise. As one example, the agency issued a hurried and targeted 

appeal for almost half a billion dollars in response to the flooding in Pakistan during the 

summer of 2010.46 

Returning to the crises that the Secretary-General mentioned, the Appeal itself 

recognized the amalgamated nature of many of them. Perhaps harkening back to the 

UN’s earliest work with refugees and humanitarian crises, and the realization that war 

and environmental degradation often occur contemporaneously (if, in fact, one is not 

actually caused by the other), the publication goes on to state: 

Conflict is the common factor in many of these crises, but it is not the only 
driver. Most crises are exacerbated by the accumulated stresses of adverse 
weather, protracted refugee situations, extreme poverty, and the recession. The 
Horn of Africa has been in the grip of a severe and prolonged drought, which has 
caused acute humanitarian needs in Kenya and in its conflict-wracked neighbor 
Somalia.47 

                                                
45 OCHA, “Humanitarian Appeal 2010, ”http://ochadms.unog.ch/quickplace/cap/main.nsf 

/h_Index/ CAP_2010_Humanitarian_Appeal /$FILE/CAP_2010_Humanitarian_Appeal_SCREEN 
.pdf?OpenElement. (accessed 28 December 2010). 
 

46 Neil MacFarquhar, “U.N. Seeks $460 Million In Flood Aid For Pakistan,” New York Times, 12 
August 2010; Joshua Kurlantzick, “An Empty Poor Box at the United Nations,” Newsweek, 16 August 2010, 
7. Although it is fairly doubtful this particular call will be heeded, since virtually all governments have cut 
back on humanitarian aid in the wake of the recent recession. 

 
47

 OCHA, “Humanitarian Appeal 2010,” 2. 
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As of this writing it is unknown whether the Appeal was successful in raising enough to 

meet its hoped-for monetary goals. But assuming it does, or at least raises enough 

contributions to continue on with the UN’s humanitarian efforts, attention will now be 

directed back to what it is that OCHA anticipated doing with the money.  

 
For such information, one must look to OCHA’s primary planning document, the “Annual 

Plan and Budget.” It plans and budgets for a great many types of potential 

humanitarian-crisis situations; the Plan for 2010 runs to 161 pages.48 However, focus 

here will be on those circumstances relating to an environmental context. 

 

Before discussing what OCHA foresees as upcoming needs, it must first be stressed that 

this kind of thing is exactly what it is that OCHA does. That is to say, as its name implies 

OCHA is a coordination agency, not an operational one. An example of the latter would 

be the agency discussed above, UNHCR, which serves as a “boots-on-the-ground” 

deliverer of humanitarian aid and services. Such is not OCHA’s role. As noted above, it 

coordinates and plans. An example of the former was its role in Haiti in early 2010. It 

coordinated not only the UN’s response, but the response of various national relief 

agencies, and international charities and NGOs, to ensure that food, for example, got to 

where it was needed and could be best utilized. Additionally, OCHA issued several 

immediate calls for donations.49 Nonetheless, it is precisely this position of being “one-

                                                
48 OCHA, “OCHA in 2010: Annual Plan and Budget,” http://ochaonline.un.org/ 

ocha2010/OCHA2010_hires.pdf. (accessed 6 January 2011). 
 

49 OCHA, “Where we work,” http://ochaonline.un.org/OCHAHome/WhereWeWork/ 
Haiti/tabid/6412/ language/en-US/Default.aspx. (accessed 6 January 2011). 
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step-removed” from the necessity of actual aid provision which enables OCHA to 

concentrate focus upon fund-raising and planning. It is this latter mission-charge, to 

anticipate disasters—and attendant humanitarian needs—that is to be explored next. 

 

Looking again at OCHA’s Annual Plan and Budget, that document provides a great 

amount of insight as to the nature of upcoming emergencies expected by the agency. 

There is a particular section of the Plan that is labeled: “Global Challenges and Their 

Impact on International Humanitarian Action.”50 Within this portion of the document 

there is a photograph of a parched and cracked landscape, bearing a photo-caption 

which reads: “Water scarcity can lead to drought and desertification as well as 

instigating conflict in communities and between countries.” The photo and surrounding 

material is quite indicative of the type of aid-provoking disasters anticipated in OCHA’s 

future. Because it is so revealing, an extended excerpt from the section in which it is 

found is warranted: 

Anticipating the evolution of these challenges – propelled by various political, 
economic, legal, demographic, environmental, and technological factors – is a 
complex task. However, the individual and combined impacts are already 
shaping, and will continue to shape, international humanitarian actions. . . . 
The humanitarian community may need to broaden its notions of vulnerability 
and risk, reconsider what drives a humanitarian emergency and, subsequently, 
what triggers an international humanitarian response. A new type of 
humanitarian response may emerge, one not caused by a definable event or 
process, but rather by the confluence of global challenges. . . . While traditional 
inter- and intra-state conflicts will continue, insecurity will also stem from 
instability and violence driven by the intersection of non-traditional threats from 
natural resource scarcities, volatile markets, and structural trends, such as 
urbanization and extreme poverty.51 

                                                
50 OCHA, “OCHA in 2010: Annual Plan and Budget,” 25. 
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Although it has taken a seemingly inordinate length of time to be appreciated by the 

world’s preeminent refugee and humanitarian agencies, synergism operates in the 

human/social context no less than in the natural sciences. And as the above passages 

intimate, there is most assuredly synergism between traditional conflict situations and 

resource scarcities. Often the latter serve as the “triggers” for social unrest leading to 

conflict. One spectacular example of this phenomenon that might be pointed to which 

has been much in the news in recent years is the situation in Darfur. Many people 

observing the circumstances from afar have tended to consider the conflict situation 

there, involving some two million deaths, as one of tribal or ethnic rivalry. However, in a 

recent New York Times article, after first noting that the war has dragged on for seven 

years (at the time of writing), it was reported that “. . . [T]he conflict was first set off by 

clashes between nomadic Arab tribes and more sedentary Africans over water supplies. 

With some two million people, mostly Africans displaced from their lands, the Arab 

tribes are now fighting among themselves for the spoils, and water resources are even 

scarcer.”52 

 
In an article in the journal Foreign Affairs a couple of years before, no less an authority 

than António Guterres, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, was then writing 

that: “In Darfur, a Janjaweed attack on a village may appear to be motivated by politics, 

but at a deeper level it may be about a water shortage that has set herders against 

                                                
52 Neil MacFarquhar, “Violence Said to Be Rising In Darfur Region of Sudan,” New York Times, 5 

August 2010, A3. 
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farmers.”53 In recognizing this, the Commissioner was doing little more than 

acknowledging a fairly widely observed factor. One author contemporaneously wrote: 

North Africa, the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent are expected to suffer 
from increased water shortages. Climate change is therefore expected to be a 
driver for regional conflicts and this will create refugee crises. A foretaste has 
already unfolded in Sudan. According to a 2007 United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) report, the civil war in Darfur can  ‘be considered a tragic 
example of the social breakdown that can result from ecological collapse’ . . . 
Declining rainfall since the 1930s has shifted the desert boundary 50-200 
kilometres southwards. This puts a further 25% of Sudan’s agricultural land at 
risk. As such, UNEP says, ‘the impacts of climate change . . . threaten the 
Sudanese people’s prospects for long-term peace.’54 

 
 
Even the US military has taken cognizance of the new order of things. In February 2010 

the Pentagon released its then new Quadrennial Defense Review, “a legislatively-

mandated review of Department of Defense (DoD) strategy and priorities.” The general 

purposes for which the QDR is rewritten every four years is to enable the DoD to “. . . 

assess the threats and challenges that the nation faces” and to allow it to ascertain what 

it may require in the nature of “strategies, capabilities, and forces to address today’s 

conflicts and tomorrow’s threats.”55 The report contains one separate, substantial 

section entitled “Reforming How We Do Business.”56 Within that section is found a 
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54 Alastair McIntosh, Hell and High Water: Climate Change, Hope and the Human Condition 
(Edinburgh: Birlinn Limited, 2008), 41-2. 
 

55 United States Department of Defense, “Quadrennial Defense Review,” 
http://www.defense.gov/qdr/ (accessed 19 April 2010). 
 

56 United States Department of Defense, “Quadrennial Defense Review Report,” 
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subpart concerning a subject matter not appearing heretofore in any previous QDR. 

Even its title is revealing: “Crafting a Strategic Approach to Climate and Energy.”57 

 
There, for the first time ever, the DoD formally considers climate change issues. And not 

only does it consider them, it seemingly ranks them on a par with a subject matter that 

has long been among DoD’s  paramount concerns; namely, energy and energy supply 

concerns. The report recognizes that both matters have a significant role to play in 

shaping security, and moreover that the two, along with “economic stability” are 

necessarily interrelated. Having stated its appreciation of the issue, DoD goes on to 

relate: 

While climate change alone does not cause conflict, it may act as an accelerant 
of instability or conflict, placing a burden to respond on civilian institutions and 
militaries around the world. In addition, extreme weather events may lead to 
increased demands for defense support to civil authorities for humanitarian 
assistance or disaster response both within the United States and overseas. In 
some nations, the military is the only institution with the capacity to respond to 
a large-scale natural disaster. Proactive engagement with these countries can 
help build their capability to respond to such events.58 

 
 
Thus, in military-speak, while climate change may not be a large enough factor on its 

own to initiate a war, it is most definitely a “threat multiplier,” which can be thought of 

as something along the lines of what has transpired over the last several years within 

the Darfur region of Sudan. Additionally, and even if such change does not precipitate 

conflict, it may well impose an obligation on the part of the US military, often together 

with the militaries of other countries, to march into the breach in order to render 

                                                
57 Ibid., 84. 
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effective “humanitarian assistance or disaster response.” However, the report offers no 

estimates of how often it might be that such a course of action might become 

necessary. Nonetheless, the fact that such recognition has been provided by the 

military, often historically viewed as “hard-nosed” about such issues (as contrasted with 

environmental or humanitarian organizations), surely says much.  

 
To obtain a handle on such estimates, it may perhaps be best to turn back to the 

international institutions, specifically back to the IPCC and UNHCR. Working Group II of 

the IPCC has estimated that by mid-century, there will probably be something like 150-

200 million people who could be considered “climate migrants.”59 This is almost 10 

times the number of refugees, IDPs, and migrants combined (using UNHCR’s internal 

definitions) that are currently receiving any form of assistance from the UNHCR 

annually.60 What will happen as the world struggles to cope with this dramatic increase? 

The most probable scenario for what is likely to happen is that environmental refugees 

will become “on the move.” 

Such an expectation has been empirically demonstrated in an area that has been 

subjected to increasing water scarcity for several decades now. Reference is made to 

the Sahel, that semiarid savanna in Northern Africa that serves as a biogeographic 

transition zone between the Sahara desert to the north, and equatorial Africa’s tropical 

rainforests to the south. It can most easily be pictured as a band about a thousand 

                                                
59 IPCC, WG II, 364-66. 
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kilometers wide, that runs across the continent more or less at its widest point—from 

Senegal and Mauritania on the Atlantic coast—to Ethiopia and Eritrea on the coast of 

the Red Sea.61 

 
The Sahel has experienced periods of drought in the past, but in recent decades it 

appears to have undergone a particularly extended one. And this recent period has 

given rise to waves of migration, just as demographers and social scientists might have 

expected. One recent book has noted: 

Climatologists estimate that from the 1950s through the 1980s, the Sahel saw 
rainfall decrease by about 40 percent. This drought is linked to the deaths of 
more than 100,000 people, mostly young children; and it set off a wave of 
migration from north to south, from rural areas to cities, and from inland to the 
coast. As a result, squatter settlements and urban overcrowding, accompanied 
by rising unemployment, increased. Political instability and unrest intensified 
across many countries in the Sahel. The desiccation is considered by many 
scientists to be one of the most striking examples of climate variability the world 
has seen.62 

 
 
Given the approximately three decades of change preceding, and especially the 

drought-related deaths experienced in Ethiopia in the 1980s, by the time of the “Earth 

Summit,” sometimes known as the “Rio Summit” held in 1992, the UN decided to try to 

ameliorate the situation.63 The Summit called upon the General Assembly to prepare a 

                                                
61 Encyclopedia Britannica, “Sahel,” http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/ 
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62 Heidi Cullen, The Weather of the Future: Heat Waves, Extreme Storms, and Other Scenes from 
a Climate-Changed Planet (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2010), 66-67. 
 

63 The official name of this conference was the “United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED),” and it was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992; more widely known at the time—and 
since—by either of the shorthand monikers related above. 
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Convention, and by 1994, one was adopted.64 Thus came into being an “International 

Convention to Combat Desertification In Countries Experiencing Serious Drought And/Or 

Desertification, Particularly In Africa” (for obvious reasons much more widely known by 

an acronym, the CCD or UNCCD).65 Desertification “means land degradation in arid, 

semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas resulting from various factors, including climatic 

variations and human activities.”66 

 
The CCD has proven to be one of the most widely adopted of all UN Conventions, with 

all 193 member states of the UN being parties as of 2009.67 One interesting aspect of 

the CCD from the point of view of this paper is the recognition by the contracting parties 

in the preamble to the Convention that they were: 

 Mindful that desertification and drought affect sustainable development 
through their interrelationships with important social problems such as poverty, 
poor health and nutrition, lack of food security, and those arising from 
migration, displacement of persons and demographic dynamics . . . . (emphasis 
in original).68 

 

                                                
64 United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, “About UNCCD,” 

http://www.unccd.int/convention/menu.php (accessed 30 September 2010). 
 

65
 “United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in those Countries Experiencing Serious 

Drought and/or Desertification, Particularly in Africa” 14 October 1994, Treaties and International 
Agreements Registered or Filed or Reported with the Secretariat of the United Nations 1954, no. 33480 
(1996): 3. 
 

66 United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, “About UNCCD,” 
http://www.unccd.int/convention/menu.php (accessed 30 September 2010), UNCCD Article 1 (a). 
 

67 United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, “About UNCCD” http://www.unccd.int/ 
convention/menu.php (accessed 30 September 2010). 
 

68 United Nations Treaty Series, “Convention to Combat Desertification,” 
http://treaties.un.org/doc/ Treaties/1996/12/19961226%2001-46%20PM/Ch_XXVII_10p.pdf (accessed 25 
December 2010). 
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The CCD was designed to be implemented by means of a series of regional annexes, of 

which there are five; one for each of several particular regions of the globe. The first 

Annex, “Annex I” deals with the regional implementation for Africa. Some of the factors 

that the implementation scenarios are to take into account are the fact that 

desertification can be very often by exacerbated by “political instability, which induce[s] 

internal, regional and international migrations.”69 The Convention also provides for 

“action programmes” that are to include “measures to address the problems resulting 

from environmentally induced migrations.”70 Obviously the CCD states-parties are 

conversant with the fact that political instability / conflict, and environmental causes are 

synergistic—and in fact mutually reinforcing—factors of population migration. 

 
Thus, for many of the peoples hit with the realities of drought—as well as the earlier 

example of islanders and coastal people plagued with the equally landscape-destroying 

potential of too much water, whether through flooding or sea-level rise—there is only 

one plausible option. It is to move from where water (or land) availability issues are a 

problem, to an area where they are not. This is a shorthand way of noting that it is both 

natural science factors such as climate change, and social and demographic ones such as 

population increases, that may loom as causes or “drivers” of mass human migrations.  

 
One circumstance that will make all such questions tremendously hard to resolve is the 

issue of lifestyle, or standard of living. It takes a great deal more in the way of natural 

                                                
69 Ibid., 31-32. (accessed 14 January 2011). 
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resources, water included among them, to maintain something resembling a “middle-

class” lifestyle, as opposed to a “poverty-level” one—however it is that those terms are 

precisely defined. As just one example, but one that is neither obvious nor intuitive, let 

us consider for a moment the amount of “virtual water,” as it’s been termed, that is 

hidden in the food and other products we consume. 

In about forty years, or by 2050, the world’s meat consumption is expected to double.71 

The problem with this is the amount of water needed to raise a farm animal, under 

current “industrial” production methods. If the amounts that the animal drinks, the 

water used to grow its feed, clean its waste, etc., are cumulated, the water per pound of 

meat produced is: for a steer—1,857 gallons; a pig—756; and a chicken—469 gallons. A 

pound of sausage takes 1,382 gallons, a like amount of processed cheese 589. The 

quantity of this virtual water needed is much less for vegetables, amounts (in gallons) 

for a pound of rice, wheat, corn, beans, and potatoes being, respectively: 450, 250, 110, 

43, and 31.72 A great many non-food examples of this type of virtual water usage could 

also be cited; to note only one—it takes 2,900 gallons of water to produce a pair of blue 

jeans.73 As the author of a recent book put it: 

Many areas that have never experienced water scarcity are being hit with 
dramatic reductions in natural water availability. Growth in population, millions 
of people moving into the middle class around the world, and the spreading of 
factories to developing countries—those three trends put additional demands on 

                                                
71 National Geographic, Water: Our Thirsty World, unnumbered insert to special issue following 
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water supplies. And population growth carries a dramatic hidden water tax—
remember that even in the developed world, where our daily water use is 
indulgent, we require far more water to make our electricity and our food than 
we use for drinking and sanitation. The typical American uses about a hundred 
gallons of real [as opposed to virtual] water a day; the food the typical American 
consumes requires five hundred gallons a day to produce. As more people rise 
into the middle class, their unseen, but very real, water needs increase in the 
same way.74 
 
 

It may just be, as the editor of Foreign Policy magazine has stated regarding this subject, 

that “The world cannot afford a middle class.”75 What, then, does this say about 

projects to help “developing countries” develop? About UN and other projects to enable 

economic growth? Can it be that growth itself—that oft-pursued economic brass ring—

is a chimera? As one social commentator has noted “. . . [T]he best . . . economic 

systems humans have devised are all—let’s admit it—glorified Ponzi schemes . . . For 

them to thrive requires incessant growth, and that is ultimately unsustainable.”76 

 
Listen to the lament of one of the most respected environmental journalists writing 

today. Writing in an editorial in a recent issue of an ecological journal, Katherine Ellison 

was bemoaning the usual “feel-good” exhortations regarding an individual’s capability 

to ameliorate environmental degradation: 

One of my biggest pet peeves has been the tremendous number of media stories 
on what individuals can supposedly do to stave off climate change. (Change 
those light bulbs! Turn down that thermostat!) It’s a recipe for cynicism at a time 
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when China is installing a new coal-fired power plant every week or two. 
Averting the worst climate-change scenarios will require nothing less than the 
systematic upheaval of our economy.77 

 
Much the same realization has come from several other quarters. Prolific author, 

founder of several environmental organizations, and scholar in residence at Middlebury 

College, Bill McKibben has made the point recently in stark, confrontational, and what 

even he has termed an “un-American” fashion. In criticizing the usual American never-

ending quest for economic growth at all costs, he has argued: 

. . . [F]or the rich nations growth is a dubious prescription, no longer delivering 
the psychic satisfaction it once promised. And the math has always been 
daunting, anyway: if the Chinese, say, ever owned cars at the same rate as 
Americans, the number of vehicles on the planet would go from 800 million to 
almost 2 billion; if they ate as much as we do, they would require two-thirds of 
the planet’s grain harvest. . . . 

But now—now that we’re stuck between a played-out rock and a hot 
place—it’s time to think with special clarity about the future. On our new planet 
growth may be the one big habit we finally must break.78 

 
 
Not to make China and other rapidly developing states like India the climate change 

“whipping boys” here, but they are the 800-pound gorilla in the room. Chinese 

economic growth in recent decades has been little short of feverish. And its future “ . . . 

carbon usage is still going to be dragged up by economic growth that is currently 

running at 11.9 per cent a year.”79 But of course, there is an inverse to that observation. 
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At some risk of sounding glib—recession may simply be good for the environment. A 

recession unquestionably diminishes manufacturing, transportation, and energy usage 

overall, resulting in fewer carbon dioxide emissions.80 An example from the US will 

prove illustrative. All of the following data comes from the U.S. Energy Information 

Administration, a sub-unit of the Department of Energy. 

 
In 2007, US carbon dioxide emissions reached approximately six billion metric tons, an 

all-time high. It will be remembered that what has been termed the “Great Recession” 

afflicted the US economy beginning in 2008. Thus, for that year as a whole, C02 

emissions were down almost three percent from the prior year’s levels. Moreover, for 

2009 (the single worst calendar year of the recession), emissions lessened 

approximately a further seven percent from the already diminished levels of 2008; for 

2009 US emissions were down to about 5.4 billion metric tons.81 

The relationship between economic activity and greenhouse gas emissions does not 

necessarily have to move in lockstep, however. Certainly, gains in efficiency are possible 

which can offset a good deal of the increase attributable to heightened GDP, or which 

can in a very few cases even serve as absolute reductions.82 But the general, overall 

trends are unmistakable, and they apply to developing economies as well as developed 
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ones. In fact, virtually all growth in CO2emissions will come from the former, as made 

clear in this graph comparing projected emissions from developed states to those from 

developing states to the year 2035. 

World energy-related carbon dioxide emissions 

 
FIGURE 11. World energy-related carbon dioxide emissions, 1990-2008 actual, 2009-2035 projected 
(projections forecast in 2009); y-axis = billion metric tons.83 

 

Surely then, the answer cannot simply be to “Keep ‘em poor, and infertile”—can it? 

More broadly stated, and to apportion the issues presented both spatially and 

temporally, relevant questions might be formulated as: 1) What obligations (if any) are 

owed to people “over there,” i.e., those far removed from, say, people in the U.S.; and, 

2) What obligations (if any) are imposed upon people now living on behalf of people not 

yet born (or as it is termed in ethics studies, the issue of “inter-generational equity”)? 

                                                
83 U.S. Energy Information Administration, “International Energy Outlook 2011,” 
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“Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.” 
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Before progressing on to these pressing ethics considerations, let us linger for a moment 

at the social/legal interface, and now take up the issues of the governance, sovereignty, 

management, aid, and conflict avoidance (among many other questions) for the peoples 

of several particularly stressed locales, regardless of the causes of the stress, whether it 

be climate, population, economics, or the volatile mixture of all of the above. 

 
Such questions are sure to arise when there is something approaching one quarter of a 

billion people on the move, whether they be termed refugees in the traditional 

(political) sense, environmental migrants, or simply people moving from one location to 

another for a mixed bag of reasons. Predictions vary quite widely, but perhaps the 

estimate most commonly cited is the one of 200 million refugees by the year 2050. As 

one climatologist has noted “. . . whatever the number ends up being, it’s likely to be of 

a magnitude not seen before in human history.”84 

 
However many the numbers turn out to be, foremost among the varied issues posed by 

anything like such an anticipated migration will be ones of dealing ethically with the 

refugees. If the whole of a population simply decamps, what political entity should 

exercise jurisdiction over them? Should any? Does their former state still even exist? 

Perhaps the questions are most clearly viewed from the perspective of a low-lying island 

state, one from which people are forced to flee because of sea-level rise. Some 

examples of these would be several of the atoll island nations of the tropical Pacific, 
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among which could be included: Kiribati, Tuvalu, the Marshall Islands and the 

Maldives.85 

 
To narrow focus even a bit more, let’s take for a working example the state of Tuvalu, 

already referred to in the natural sciences section, supra. It will be remembered that the 

nation consists of nine atoll islands, and that the islands are small and separated. Most 

importantly for present purposes, the islands average only around one meter above sea 

level.86 All the factors constituting the threats to Tuvalu will not be reiterated here, but 

it is a safe assumption that by mid-century, the islands will be uninhabitable.87 

 

Although it will make no difference as regards the location of the former residents, who 

will necessarily have already migrated, the reasons why the state of Tuvalu became 

uninhabitable will make a large difference indeed. One scenario is that the islands 

become arguably uninhabitable because of saltwater intrusion up into island soil, such 

that it either taints aquifers or prevents food crops from growing. But of course, 

habitation could be maintained if food and perhaps water is shipped into the island 

chain. At least some Tuvaluan patriots might decide to stay in order to preserve Tuvalu’s 

claim to an Exclusive Economic Zone under the UN Law of the Sea Convention. This 

would entitle the state to a 200 nautical mile band, out from the outer edge of each 

                                                
85

 Lilian Yamamoto and Miguel Esteban, “Vanishing Island States and Sovereignty,” Ocean & 
Coastal Management 53 (2010): 1. 

 
86 Justin T. Locke, “Climate change-induced migration in the Pacific Region: sudden crisis and 

long-term developments,” The Geographical Journal 175, no. 3 (2009): 171. 
 

87
 Ibid., 176-177. 



 

98 
 

island, within which Tuvaluans could maintain possession of sovereign rights over 

natural resources. And this is the case whether those resources are living (such as fish, 

shellfish, etc.) or nonliving (like sub-seabed oil or natural gas).88 There is no mineral 

activity at present, but who knows what the future might bring? And in any event, in a 

world of food shortage, rights and access to the area’s rich tuna fisheries might just be 

more valuable than oil. 

 
Small island states pose the issue of climate refugees in its most unalloyed form. That is, 

where the cause of the migration is unquestionably climate change, and where there 

are simply no—or at least very few realistic—options available to populations. 

Sometimes, however, migration is only one among several options which might serve as 

an adaptation to climate change. In such cases, what then is it that finally pushes 

individuals to abandon their homes? This issue was explored at some length in a paper 

that both proposed to theoretically model several such factors, and then evaluate the 

model by reference to a real world case study involving the US dust bowl migrants of 

the 1930s. 

 

                                                
88 United Nations, “Oceans and Law of the Sea: Division of Ocean Affairs and Law of the Sea,” 

http://www.un.org/ Depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm (accessed 
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found in Yamamoto and Esteban, “Vanishing Island States and Sovereignty,” 4-8; and of course for any 
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The focus of a paper by McLeman and Smit was “on the ways in which changes in 

environmental conditions can induce or influence migration patterns.”89 Importantly for 

the implications of this paper, the authors noted that it was not usually changes in long-

term average climate conditions that effected migration. Rather, as far as physical 

factors, it was the change in the extremes of the climate; i.e., the severity or extent of a 

particular drought or flood, for example, that most often did so.90 More to the point of 

their thesis, however, were the authors’ observations that: 

. . . [A]ssum[ing] that climate-stimulated migration is not simply a random or 
wholesale outpouring of people from an exposed area, migration can be seen as 
one possible manifestation or outcome of adaptive capacity in light of exposure 
to some form of climate stress. In other words . . . the potential for climate-
related migration can be considered to be a function of exposure and adaptive 
capacity.91 

 
And important in the determination of adaptive capacity are the “prevailing social, 

political and economic conditions.”92 

 
Such conditions turn out to be fairly intuitive—perhaps most obvious, it tends to be the 

poorer people who move first. Additionally, people who have social ties to the 

migratory destination: family, ethnic, cultural, etc., also tend to move more readily. 

McLeman and Smit’s paper presents a fairly intricate model, drawn with an abundance 

of arrows, decision points, feedbacks and so on, which illuminate the non-physical 
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factors that influence migration decisions; that is, the human behavior variability factors 

involved. Though it provides a great deal of insight into the sociological causes of 

migration, It has less to say about some of the more consequential effects of migration; 

chief among these is the possibility that it might trigger conflict. 

A new book examining humankinds’ relationship with water since the dawn of 

civilization put the prospect of conflict over water into its starkest possible terms, 

namely, prospects of out-and-out war. Noting that “futurist after futurist warns that 

water wars are a certainty in coming centuries,” the author nonetheless finds some 

reason for hope. He first expresses a cautionary note relative to being clear-eyed about 

the situation: “Alas, at least some of these cataclysms could descend upon us if we 

persist in denying the seriousness of the water crisis and deluding ourselves into 

thinking that uncontrolled growth and more dams are the solution. They are not.” After 

acknowledging that there will be shortfalls “and people will go thirsty and die,” he 

maintains hope that people will forge a “new, much more respectful relationship with 

water,” even if that new relationship does not “have the profound spiritual 

intertwinings of earlier times.”93  

The actual genesis of recent conflicts involving migration was examined in an 

enlightening paper by Reuveny.94 Enlightening because not only does the paper set out 
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a conceptual model for evaluating the circumstances under which migration can give 

rise to conflict, it goes much further in that it examines the empirical evidence 

generated by 38 migration case studies over the last quarter of the twentieth century. 

Many of these have little to do with environmental migration; they simply serve as a 

general framework of the stresses and role that migration of any type induces. 

However, Reuveny’s focus is directed toward the role the climate-change will play in 

future cases. He notes the role that environmental forces have played in the past, but 

opines that these have largely come about because of extreme weather events, for 

instance floods, but notes that these have largely been sporadic and localized. In years 

to come he speculates that “accumulating changes such as rising sea levels, land 

degradation, and declining freshwater resources” will give rise to more permanent and 

widespread migration.95 

 
Since Reuveny believes that climate-change has not yet fully manifested itself, he thinks 

it important that it is possible to gain “empirical insights” into the problems it is likely to 

bring about by reviewing four closely related types of situations where similar such 

issues have been generated by what have heretofore been typical environmental 

problems. He breaks these down into four categories, those involving: arable land, 

freshwater, forests, and weather-related natural disasters. Analyzing cases involving 

each of these four factors, he finds that states “depending relatively more on the 

environment for livelihood” are more likely to experience migration. Not surprisingly, 
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but perhaps a bit too facilely, he characterizes those states most dependent on 

agriculture as those most dependent on the environment.96 Also unsurprising is that fact 

that such states are ones usually referred to as “lesser developed countries” (LDCs), as 

opposed to “developed countries” (DCs).97 

 
Reuveny goes on to investigate exactly when it is that environmental migration serves 

as a trigger for conflict. Again he classifies into four the types of factors that most often 

do so: competition, ethnic tension, distrust, and socioeconomic fault lines. To these 

indicia is added an overarching indicator, “auxiliary conditions,” explained as: 

Whereas developed economies can absorb migrants in various sectors, 
underdeveloped economies, reliant on the environment for survival, are limited 
in this regard, particularly if their resources are scarce. Therefore, they are more 
prone to conflict due to the arrival of environmental migrants. Political instability 
and civil strife in the receiving area also increase the likelihood of conflict.98 

 

Next is presented the empirical part of the paper, consisting of case studies of 38 

separate cases of environmental migration from 1975-2001. Even presented in a tabular 

format, these take up several pages of the study. However the results, and the 

important consequences for the instant analysis, can be succinctly summarized. Of the 

38 cases of migration examined, conflict resulted in precisely 50%, or 19 of them. As 

Reuveny notes, “Environmental problems alone do not explain the outcomes reported,” 
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(emphasis in original), though they certainly contributed to them. Highly correlated with 

conflict were cases where the receiving areas were underdeveloped. Additionally, 

“Other factors associated with conflict include resident—migrant ethno-religious 

tension and competition over resources and resource scarcity in the receiving areas.”99 

Briefly put, the findings are almost completely intuitive. Even if this is so, the policy 

implications, and the prescription for action Reuveny draws from them, are most 

assuredly not; at least not among DCs. Uncontroversially, he recommends defending 

against climate change problems, and doing so by concentrating effort on the most 

vulnerable LDCs. More certain to meet with resistance is his suggestion as to just how it 

is that this gets done. Obviously, LDCs do not have the economic wherewithal to engage 

in expensive environmental mitigation and adaptation. Thus he invokes the “polluter 

pays” principle to suggest that “DCs should finance most of the effort required to 

defend the LDCs . . . as over-reliance of the DCs on fossil fuels is the primary cause of 

climate change.”100 

 
The principle proposes that we (the developed world) made the mess; thus, we should 

be the ones responsible for cleaning it up. The logic and equities seem totally 

unassailable. It sounds like something you would preach to a slovenly child. How could 

one even argue with such a proposition? But argue we (here meaning the US) most 

assuredly did.  
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The Framework Convention on Climate Change (FCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol divide the 

world’s states up into different categories of development. The most developed are 

what is referred to as “Annex I” states, after an appendix to the FCCC; the US is, of 

course, an Annex I state.101 In Kyoto, after vigorous negotiations among all states-party, 

at which the US delegation was a very active participant, the Annex I states were give 

specific targets. For instance, the US agreed (at the time) to reduce greenhouse gases 

7% below 1990 levels by 2012.102 This differing treatment of developed versus 

developing states was:  

“Because the per capita emissions of developed countries currently dwarf those 
of developing countries (cites omitted), a political decision was taken to apply 
emission reduction requirements only to developed countries at the present 
time. If the Kyoto scheme remains in place, at some point all countries will 
eventually experience emission restrictions.”103 

  
Then Vice-President Gore, in attendance at Kyoto, signed the Protocol on behalf of the 

US. Of course, however, to be effective as to the US, it has to be ratified by the Senate. 

Various Congressional developments ensured that that would be politically impossible.  

 
The Kyoto Protocol was deliberated in the Senate shortly before the 1997 Vice-

Presidental trip to sign it in—naturally enough—Kyoto. (The text of the treaty had been 
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public for months beforehand.) In the Senate, it failed to secure even a single vote. In 

fact, the Senate passed a “sense of the Senate” resolution against it, the resolution 

passing with a vote of 95 to 0.104 In the floor debate leading up to the resolution, many 

senators forthrightly stated that their reason for denouncing the Protocol was that it 

would put the US economy at a competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis the economies of 

developing states. They made clear that developing states, not responsible for causing 

the problem through decades of gargantuan carbon dioxide emissions, should 

nonetheless be equally responsible for cleaning it up. Even though the Protocol made 

clear that the issue of developing states’ reductions were to be taken up in the next 

year, the senators wanted restrictions on developing states to begin immediately, lest 

they be given temporary economic advantage. As the resolution concludes: 

 Resolved, That it is the sense of the Senate that-- 

(1) the United States should not be a signatory to any protocol to, or other 
agreement regarding, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change of 1992, at negotiations in Kyoto in December 1997, or thereafter, which 
would-- 

(A) mandate new commitments to limit or reduce greenhouse gas emissions for 
the Annex I Parties, unless the protocol or other agreement also mandates new 
specific scheduled commitments to limit or reduce greenhouse gas emissions for 
Developing Country Parties within the same compliance period, or 

(B) would result in serious harm to the economy of the United States . . . 105 
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Given this strength of this statement, and the fact that the Senate had passed it 95 to 

nothing, the Clinton administration—deciding that discretion was the better part of 

valor—never formally presented the signed treaty to the Senate for a ratification vote. 

Several senators had declared that it would be “dead on arrival.”106 

The Senate had noted in language prefatory to the actual resolution that the 

greenhouse gas emissions of developing countries were “rapidly increasing and are 

expected to surpass emissions of the United States and other [developed] countries as 

early as 2015.” In at least one particular case they were off in a way they probably 

couldn’t conceive at the time. China’s annual carbon dioxide emissions surpassed those 

of the US in 2007, making China the world’s largest emitter.107 But it should be 

remembered that what drives warming is not annual emissions but total atmospheric 

concentration. And what determines that is overall cumulative emissions. As physicist 

and climate author Joseph Romm has noted, from 1850 through the end of the 

twentieth century, developed countries produced emissions totaling four-fold that of 

developing ones.108 If the US maintains it position that it will not take strong action 

unless China does, and China maintains its position that those who created the problem 

                                                
106

 Helen Dewar and Kevin Sullivan, “Senate Republicans Call Climate Pact Dead,” Washington 
Post, December 11, 1997. 
 

107 Energy Information Administration, http://www.eia.doe.gov/oiaf/ieo/emissions.html. 
(accessed 5 May 2011). 
 

108
 Joseph Romm, Hell and High Water, (New York: Harper Perennial, 2008), 206. 



 

107 
 

should go first, with others following after achieving a modicum of development, the 

result is what Romm has called “The U.S.-China suicide pact on climate.”109 

Thus a treaty that was originally designed to apply sequentially to all states, but to start 

by providing limitations on the ones responsible for creating the problem, before 

progressing to apply to states that until then been largely the “victims” of developed 

states policies—was derailed by the United States. This result came about largely 

because the foremost of the developed states did not want to cede even a modicum of 

economic competitive advantage to the industries of the victims. 

Such recent history does not bode well as regards the development of an international 

mechanism designed to minimize conflicts and deal with the twenty-first century 

version of the refugee problem. As noted, that problem will certainly be contributed to 

by climate change, though it will probably not be the main contributor. But the other 

contributors like, for instance, population growth—only make any kind of workable 

resolution even harder to achieve. Nonetheless, a number of scholars and organizations 

have given considerable thought to the issue in recent years, focusing largely on the 

context of climate refugees.  

One recent and insightful article which does so announces its objective in its title: 

“Preparing for a Warmer World: Towards a Global Governance System to Protect 
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Climate Refugees.”110 The paper starts out by stating the scientific case for much 

enhanced climate change, but quickly transitions to its main theme, exploring 

institutional arrangements and mechanisms that might assist in ameliorating the worst 

of the human suffering that will surely be caused by mass population movements.  

 
One place to start in coping with the problem is to recognize and acknowledge the 

extent of its scale. Biermann and Boas engage in an extensive review of recent literature 

on the subject. Estimates vary widely, depending upon one’s starting assumptions, 

beginning (as one always must in these issues) with the science; i.e., the extent and rate 

of change, and the biophysical effects these are going to have. And that’s the easy part. 

Then, one has to evaluate the human factors: what it takes to drive people to move 

away from “home”; where it is that they are likely to go, the temporal horizon involved, 

etc. In any event, after their survey of recent publications, and acknowledging that any 

estimate contains a large margin of error the authors believe a plausible figure for the 

number of refugees by 2050 to be “around or over 200 million.”111 

 That number is approximately twenty times larger than the number of refugees 

currently covered by the UN “political refugee” designations and conventions discussed 

earlier. And as the authors discuss, climate refugees will require something different 

than the type of protections afforded classic refugees. For one thing, most climate 

refugees will not be leaving their home countries, and in that sense can be most closely 
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analogized to the current UN category of Internally Displaced Persons. Perhaps the most 

significant difference is that political refugees often cannot be predicted in advance, and 

often are unforeseen until there is some regime change, a theocratic revolution etc.; in 

contrast, climate refugees can be predicted now.112 In a manner of speaking, the 

climate-related refugee situation is a crisis occurring in slow motion, but still within easy 

view of those who care to see. In other words, the looming crisis is eminently 

foreseeable. It is one we can prepare and plan for, if only we will. Thus the authors 

provide some of their own prescriptions for providing for global governance to deal with 

the “new” refugee crisis.  

 
To that end, a new refugee convention is proposed, differing in important respects from 

prior political or even prior environmental-context displacement situations. As regards 

the later, aid has often been supplied in the past and currently, but on a limited 

temporal basis. But what is to be done when the drought or flood is never ending? The 

concept is most vividly illustrated by the case of sea-level rise.  

 
Thus, the authors realize that certain new principles have to be taken into account 

under the new situation.  Some of those include the fact that there is time for planning, 

but the flip side to that is that it must be planning for resettlement instead of temporary 

asylum. Another is that, since most refugees will be displaced to places within their 

state of origin, support for those must be garnered, rather than focusing on trying to 

prevent persecution by neighboring states to which refugees have fled. Most important 
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in the present context is the idea of who it is that is to pay for the new effort. As they 

note, “Climate change is a global problem in causation and consequences, and the 

industrialized countries bear most of the moral responsibility for its victims.”113 To the 

authors, this suggests the concept of common (meaning worldwide) but differentiated 

responsibility. Obviously, developed states are to bear more responsibility for a problem 

largely of their making. 

 
There are nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) whose entire raison d’être revolve 

around considering problems of this type. One such NGO is the Environmental Justice 

Foundation, based in the UK. In 2009, EJF released a report dealing with many of the 

issues presented here. But the report makes special note of the fact that the right to a 

secure environment is something besides one aspect of the usual panoply of “climate 

issues”; indeed it should be properly categorized along with other “fundamental human 

rights” type issues.114 

 
The EJF report recognizes that even if some binding climate convention is eventually 

adopted by all the world’s states, and even if those targets are met, the planetary load 

of greenhouse gases will still ensure forced migration for the foreseeable future. Thus, 

any instrument that offers protection to climate refugees must be considered as a 
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companion to any climate treaty; certainly not as a substitute for, or in place of one.115 

Therefore the organization has recommended that ”The development of a new legally-

binding international instrument for climate refugees is therefore needed to address 

these issues, and avoid inconsistency and confusion, which will lead ultimately to a 

failure in our collective humanitarian response.”116 

 
The NGO has proposed that the goal might be accomplished in either of two fashions: 1) 

First, by some new protocol to be adopted under an already existing UN convention; or 

2) alternatively, a new stand-alone convention. Probably equally important, EJF has 

proposed a global fund to implement the financing of any such protocol or convention. 

In addition to funding for implementation of the treaty itself, EJF also suggests funding 

for climate adaptation, specifically: 

. . . [F]unding to enable adaptation in developing countries, especially those most 
vulnerable to climate change, must be made available. Based on the estimates of 
funding needed for adaptation, ELJ recommends annual funding of at least 1% of 
World Gross Product (WGP), or US $500-600 billion, is needed.117 
 

An examination of both the legal regimes posited is warranted. Each version has its 

proponents. 

Among those who have written most extensively on the subject are professors Docherty 

and Giannini of Harvard Law School. Although the legal arguments involved can become 
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quite arcane, there is one conceptual verity that the two hold in common with virtually 

all commentators on the subject:  

Because the nature of climate change is global and humans play a contributory 
role, the international community should accept responsibility for mitigating 
climate-induced displacement. States should develop an innovative, 
international, and interdisciplinary approach that can be implemented before 
the situation reaches a crisis stage. To date, no such satisfactory solution 
exists.118 

 

 

In their most recent law review article, Docherty and Giannini first lay out a bit of the 

scientific and factual underpinning of the issue, but quickly pass on to the subject of 

their expertise, noting that there is no relevant legal framework which addresses the 

issue of environmental refugees. They often refer to the status quo as a “legal gap,” i.e., 

a lacuna within international law. Both the UN Conventions that might upon first 

reflection might be thought to deal with the problem—those being the Refugee 

Convention and the UNFCC—are examined legally, definitionally, and in purported 

scope.  

 
The authors opine that neither treaty has the necessary elements to comprehensively 

address the environmental refugee problem, although both have been referred to and 

called upon to provide some basis, for some aspects, in the past. They eventually 

conclude that it would be disingenuous, and not really address the root issues, to try 

“stretch” either Convention, by means of some kind of ad hoc protocol, to cover a 

situation for which it was not in fact intended. They strongly recommend that the 
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international community adopt a fresh perspective, one focused on all interconnected 

factors implicated by the anticipated—if not at the moment perceived—coming crisis. 

Thus they suggest a “holistic approach” which would consider the needs of individuals, 

organizations, the sovereignty of states as well as their capacities (developed and 

developing). In short they believe there is a requirement to “. . . consider the needs and 

positions of parties and encompass a variety of relevant disciplines, including law, 

science, economics, technological innovations, development, and poverty 

alleviation.”119 

 
Docherty and Giannini come down on the side of calling for a completely new 

convention, a “Climate Change Refugee Convention,” that would for the first time bring 

three fields together that have not been “traditionally linked in one convention”; those 

three being human rights, humanitarian assistance, and international environmental 

law. They even provide a model template upon which such an overarching framework 

might be based, referencing negotiations involved in the “Oslo Process,” a process 

which resulted in the signing of a ban on cluster munitions in December 2008.120 They 

remain hopeful that their proposed new convention would: 

. . . [P]rovide flexibility to create interdisciplinary solutions that draw on human 
rights, humanitarianism, and environmental law to help those in need…It should 
spread the burden of providing such assistance across affected states and the 
international community. It should establish administrative bodies to implement 
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the instrument, including a global fund, a coordinating agency, and a body of 
scientific experts.121 

 

There are, however, different mechanisms which might achieve the same objectives as 

the starting-over-from-scratch approach advocated by Docherty and Giannini. One of 

these has been previously referred to—namely, by means of a new protocol to be 

adopted under an already existing UN convention. Two among the foremost proponents 

of that method of proceeding have proven to be Biermann and Boas, already referenced 

above. Of the extant conventions to which a protocol would make the most practical 

sense, the pair have focused upon the UNFCC.122 

 
As opposed to Docherty and Giannini, Biermann and Boas believe that tying the 

problem of climate refugees to the UN’s broadest climate change convention may 

actually be advantageous to refugees. One way this might be possible is because it could 

link refugee protection with an overall climate regime, “including future advances in 

climate science in defining risks for people in certain regions.”123 But regardless of the 

exact procedural mechanism by which any such instrument is adopted, whether by 

protocol or by an entirely sui generis convention, these latter authors strongly 

recommend that the agreement be premised upon several fundamental principles.  
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The first of these must be the recognition that any kind of resettlement would almost 

certainly be permanent. Not only would this help present the issue in stark terms to 

treaty signatories, it would likely lessen the urgency of climate change-driven, but 

unavoidably sporadic events, such as migration after a storm, flood, particularly severe 

period of drought, etc. Second, the new instrument should not be tailored to the needs 

of people who suffer as the victims of individualized persecution (as is the political 

refugee convention). Rather, it must encompass whole populations, such as the citizens 

of a region or province, and perhaps even the residents of an entire nation, particularly 

in the case of sea-level rise and small island states. Next, any new regime should be 

more targeted to states harboring refugees than to individuals. That is to say, instead of 

focusing on the location of a person, such as whether he has crossed a border, support 

should go to any community or territory where climate refugees end up, whether the 

person is a “refugee” in the classic sense, or an IDP. Finally: 

. . . [T]he protection of climate refugees must be seen as a global problem and a 
global responsibility. In most cases, climate refugees will be poor, and their own 
responsibility for the past accumulation of greenhouse gases will be small. By a 
large measure, the wealthy industrialized countries have caused most past and 
present greenhouse gas emissions, and it is thus these countries that have the 
greatest moral, if not legal, responsibility for the victims of global warming.124 

 
 
Both sets of authors recognize that for any instrument—whether protocol or a new 

convention—to work effectively, there must be some funding mechanism. All agree with 

the general concept just related, that rich states should bear more responsibility, 

meaning in this context that they should pay most of the cost of implementing any 
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treaty or protocol. But as might be expected in such discussions, the devil is in the 

details.  

 
Docherty and Giannini highlight the fact that a number of UN instruments already refer 

to the concept of “common but differentiated responsibilities.”125 Common, because 

the obligation to protect the environment is one shared by all states. This principle is 

even enshrined in the FCCC itself. Responsibility is differentiated, obviously, because of 

the distinctly different historic contributions to the problem.126 As one might expect, the 

principle is easier to state than to address in some kind of implementable document. 

Docherty and Giannini are certainly aware of the fact that determining individual states’ 

contributions to climate change is difficult, but recommend leaving the determination to 

a body of scientific experts.127 Though they do not specify, presumably they have in 

mind something like the IPCC. At first glance, this might seem problematic, but that 

body, by custom, has always operated by consensus. Perhaps it is not too far a stretch 

to believe that scientists could find a mechanism with which to allocate shares of what 

is, after all, a physical metric; i.e., tons of emissions. Almost certainly it is more 

realistically soluble in that fashion, rather than leaving it to the political arms of states’ 

representatives, their delegates at the UN. 
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Whether by an entirely new convention or by protocol, it appears that some new UN 

instrument is likely the best mechanism for providing some type of internationally 

recognized legal protection to the anticipated hordes of climate refugees. All 

conventions currently in existence fail to directly confront the problem, designed—as 

they were—to address other, specific issues. 

 
Any new convention which comprehensively addresses the climate refugee problem, 

including any proposed funding mechanism, will surely be difficult to confect. But 

perhaps even just the negotiating process will work to help reveal just which states take 

the issues involved most seriously. Certainly, chief among them are the questions of 

responsibility and reparations. At its heart any such treaty has to have the welfare of 

other human beings, not responsible for their situation, as its central focus. Obviously 

then, questions of justice, equity, and fairness must necessarily come into play. Those 

issues are to be taken up forthrightly in the following section of this thesis.  

 



 

118 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 PART III. MORAL PHILOSOPHY—ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS,  
AND THE IDEA OF DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

119 
 

CHAPTER 7.  MODERN THOUGHT REGARDING THE MOST RELEVANT GLOBAL ETHICS  
 THEORIES 
 
 

Life can be thought of as water kept at the right temperature 
in the right atmosphere in the right light for a long enough period of time. 

—Norman John Berrill, You and the Universe 
 
 

When the well’s dry, we know the worth of water. 
—Benjamin Franklin, Poor Richard’s Almanac 
 
 

At the outset of this section concerning the philosophical aspects of this undertaking, it 

may prove useful to begin with some definition of terms. A few of the most generally 

used in this part will be set out now, and more particularized terms will be added later, 

as the need for them arises and context warrants.   

The first term dealt with will be that of “ethics” itself. Ethics is usually thought of as 

synonymous in concept with that branch of philosophy known as moral philosophy.1 

Although the word ethics has many and often varied commonplace usages, within the 

discipline, ethics “is used in three different but related way, signifying (1) a general 

pattern or ‘way of life,’ (2) a set of rules of conduct or ‘moral code,’ and (3) inquiry 

about ways of life and rules of conduct.”2 (emphasis in original). The remainder of this 

thesis will be concerned with just such an investigation.  

                                                
1Ted Honderich, ed., The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, entry on “Moral philosophy, history 

of” (Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 1995). 
 

2 Paul Edwards, ed., The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, entry on “Ethics, history of” (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1967). 
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In particular, attention will focus upon subdivisions of the subject matter denominated 

as normative ethics and applied ethics. “Normative Ethics . . . is concerned with the 

elaboration and defense of substantive moral theories that provide answers about how 

to determine moral rightness and wrongness in general . . . Applied Ethics is concerned 

with applying Normative Ethics to particular issues and situations . . . .”3 

Virtually all of the normative issues falling within Part III. can be considered to be 

encompassed by a sub-discipline within the field of ethics, that being the subject of 

“Justice.” The concept of justice can be thought of in several different contexts including 

(at the very least): distributive, retributive, and corrective justice. And it should be noted 

that these overlap, at least to a certain extent. For my purposes here, focus will be 

solely upon the concept of Distributive Justice, “which concerns the ethical 

appropriateness of which recipients get which benefits and burdens.”4 

Consideration of such issues extends back at least to the time of the ancient Greek 

sophists of the fifth century BC, and probably to time immemorial.5 While these early 

ruminations on these matters are fascinating, this investigation of the subject begins the 

work of a much more recent philosopher, one whose major works were written at the 

dawn of the Enlightenment; reference is made to the English philosopher, John Locke. 
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Any reasonably comprehensive treatment of the ethical implications of the subject at 

hand must begin with an examination of principles laid out in the later years of the 17th 

century by Locke. A good starting point is his Second Treatise of Civil Government.6 

Discernable from its title is the fact that this work is usually thought of as a treatise 

regarding primarily political philosophy, rather than a treatment of the branch of 

philosophy commonly known as ethics. However, the two need not be mutually 

exclusive, and in the enterprise undertaken by this thesis, are necessarily aligned.  

As a kind of thought experiment, Locke postulated a pre-civilization “state of nature” for 

all of humankind. In this state, no one held much of anything in the way of what we 

would today term private property. Rather, to the extent that anything could be 

referred to as being “held” at all, things were held in common. But eventually as 

envisioned by Locke, as these early societies grew, people came together to formulate 

something like standards, i.e., norms beneficial to the well-being of the whole of society. 

This process gave rise to what he termed a “social contract,” even if not in anything 

resembling a formalized sense. The type of contractual process envisioned was spurred 

by the development of agriculture. Once man could garner particularized benefit as a 

result of his own individual labors, some way of protecting the fruits of those labors had 

to be developed. When that was able to occur, surpluses could be accumulated. A 

prominent 20th century historian described Locke’s progression of ideas as follows: 

                                                
6 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, 3rd ed. (Oxford UK: Blackwell Publisher Ltd., 1966 

[1690]), Section 33. 
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Theoretically no man should have more property than he can use; but the 
invention of money enabled him to sell such surplus product of his labor as he 
could not utilize; and in this way there developed the great inequality of 
possessions among men . . . . Locke looked upon property, however unequally 
distributed, as natural and sacred; the continuance of social order and 
civilization requires that the protection of property shall be the paramount 
purpose of the state.7 

 

As sacrosanct as Locke held private property to be he did, however, recognize one 

exception which he felt to be critically important, and one which has assumed a critical 

position within the field of ethics, in virtually every consideration of scarcity which has 

followed. The concept has come to be popularly known as the “Lockean proviso” or, 

alternatively, sometimes by the phrase, “the enough and as good” proviso.8 Before 

setting out the proviso’s content, some contextual background will prove helpful to its 

appreciation.  

Locke wrote the Second Treatise at the end of the 1600s. This was in the midst of a two 

to three century process of land-tenure development known as the enclosure 

movement.9 During this period the English gentry—after the period of abandoning the 

vestiges of feudalism and concomitantly freeing their serfs—began to aggressively 

enclose land that had previously been utilized as “village commons” by those serfs.10 
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These were areas just outside villages, where anyone might graze a cow, plant a small 

garden, etc. A landlord fencing off a portion so that his tenants (former serfs) would 

have exclusive right to work it was considered as improving the land, by increasing its 

yield and thus making it more productive. In Locke’s political philosophy this was 

perfectly ethical, as long as the enclosing landlord did not become overly rapacious vis-

à-vis neighboring landowners (the peasantry’s well-being was never taken into 

consideration). It was against this societal backdrop that he penned the proviso: 

Nor was this appropriation of any parcel of land, by improving it, any prejudice 

to any other man, since there was still enough and as good left, and more than 

the yet unprovided could use. So that, in effect, there was never the less left for 

others because of his enclosure for himself. For he that leaves as much as 

another can make use of does as good as take nothing at all. Nobody could think 

himself injured by the drinking of another man, though he took a good draught, 

who had a whole river of the same water left him to quench his thirst. And the 

case of land and water, where there is enough of both, is perfectly the same.11 

   

The ethical norms that I believe should shape humanity's response to issues of scarcity 

of potable water and arable land incorporate the Lockean proviso as a foundational 

principle. Exactly what it is that the proviso provides for must necessarily conform to 

present-day circumstances.  

At the time Locke wrote, fallow though potentially productive land was apparently not 

in short supply. Today the United Nations’ latest estimate for world population is almost 
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7 billion.12 Fertile farmland and other land conducive to felicitous human habitation is 

already a scarce commodity. This is before the factors involving water’s effects on land 

(inundation, desiccation) which would tend to make it scarcer still—along with the 

issues surrounding water itself (whether surfeit or surplus)—fully “kick in.” All of which 

calls attention back to the concerns regarding scarcity previously highlighted, and 

indicates that within the very broad field of ethics, focus must be directed to the sub-

disciplines of global or international ethics, and in particular, global distributive justice. 

Before turning attention to the more modern ethical formulations of the problem, 

acknowledgement must be given to another philosopher, writing about a century after 

Locke, or at the tail end of Age of Enlightenment, who was likewise a foundational 

thinker in this area. Reference is made to Immanuel Kant.  

Kant is the founder of the ethics “school” that has come to encompass what has 

probably become the most common way of analyzing the wide scope of problems 

surrounding various land and water issues. He also coined the term under which a large 

number of present-day philosophers who consider issues akin to those presented here 

often tend to associate themselves. It would be helpful to postpone attempting to 

unpack the extent of issues covered by that doctrine for a moment, however, to focus 

for the time being on what Kant had to say about humankind’s entitlement to natural 

resources. Most such writings, which might be broadly considered as his ostensibly 
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more “political” expositions, occurred towards the end of his life. Focus here will be on 

perhaps the most well-known of those, namely, Perpetual Peace.13 There, while laying 

out “Articles” he considered foundational to the attainment of a lasting peace between 

states, he delivers his own premise concerning man’s original state of nature, as well as 

of certain rights reminiscent of the Lockean proviso:  

. . . [T]he right of a stranger not to be treated with hostility when he arrives on 
someone else’s territory. He can indeed be turned away, if this can be done 
without causing his death, but so long as he conducts himself peaceably, he must 
not be treated as an enemy . . . for all men are entitled to present themselves in 
the society of others by virtue of their right to communal possession of the 
earth’s surface. Since the earth is a globe, they cannot disperse over an infinite 
area, but must necessarily tolerate one another’s company. And no-one 
originally has any greater right than anyone else to occupy any particular portion 
of the earth. The community of man is divided by uninhabitable parts of the 
earth’s surface such as oceans and deserts, but even then, the ship or the camel 
(the ship of the desert) make it possible for them to approach their fellows over 
these ownerless tracts, and to utilize as a means of social intercourse that right 
to the earth’s surface which the human race shares in common.14 (emphasis in 
original)   

 
Modern international ethics is a relatively recent area of explicit study within the broad 

field of ethics. It has come into its own as a subject of study only within the last two 

decades, largely with the advent of globalization.15 But as Hutchings states in her 

excellent introduction to the subject, “Most work on Global Ethics builds on the insights 

and arguments of existing ethical theories.”16 Since this is so obviously true, inquiry will 

                                                
13 Immanuel Kant, “Perpetual Peace,” in Kant: Political Writings, ed. and intro. by H. Reiss 

(Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press,1991, 2
nd

 ed. [1795]). 
 

14 Ibid.,105-106. 
 

15 Richard Shapcott, International Ethics: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge UK: Polity Press, 
2010), 1. 
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commence by sketching outlines regarding some of the more traditional—though not 

necessarily natural resource specific—thought that constitutes the foundational 

underpinnings of more recent scholarly endeavor.  

One of those underlying theories has already been expounded; the one exemplified by 

Locke’s depiction of society’s evolution from the “state of nature.” This evolution 

necessitated that the members of the nascent society come together to agree on 

certain basic norms. Whether any such meeting ever actually took place, or was even 

needed, is quite beside the point. What was necessary to the hypothetical was the 

circumstance of society’s agreement upon and adherence to certain bedrock 

understandings (how the principles were in fact arrived at, make for interesting thought 

experiments, as we shall see). This is the reason that the first of the “existing ethical 

theories” referred to above that undergird global ethics, the one derived from the 

passing from Locke’s hypothetical state of nature into a civilized society, is usually 

referred to as contractualism, or as contractualist ethics.  

Foremost among modern contractualists, and the person to whom pride of place for 

instituting much of the modern consideration of distributive justice must go, is the late 

Harvard philosopher John Rawls. A good deal of attention will later be given to both 

Rawls’ ground-breaking and his more recent books, but for present purposes one 

passage from the former—A Theory of Justice—will suffice. As Rawls acknowledged 

early on in the book, his aim was “to present a conception of justice which generalizes 
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and carries to a higher level of abstraction the familiar theory of the social contract as 

found, say, in Locke, Rousseau, and Kant.”17 In fact, as he noted, Rawls considered the 

works of those three philosophers as “definitive of the contract tradition.”18 

Another of the primary theories that many scholars would say contributes to global 

ethics, and like Kantian thought among the first in temporal terms, is the tradition 

known as Utlilitarianism. In its original and most widely-known form, it was first set out 

as a relatively complete theory by Jeremy Bentham, like Kant writing generally in the 

latter half of the 18th century near the end of the Enlightenment.19 Even though 

Bentham can claim primacy in time, utilitarianism is often more commonly known to 

modern theorists through the work of a philosopher who greatly elaborated and 

extended Bentham’s thoughts. John Stuart Mill is the individual whose name is probably 

most widely-associated with the doctrine. Mill considerably modified some of 

Bentham’s fundamental principles. As Bentham had originally formulated them, 

utilitarianism was concerned with always minimizing “pain” and maximizing “pleasure”; 

to do so was to accomplish what is determined as morally right.20 

                                                
17

 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, rev. ed. (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 10. 
(Note: The first edition of the book, and the one that spurred much subsequent work by numerous other 
philosophers, was published in 1971. Nonetheless, all citations will be to the revised edition.  
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19 Honderich, The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, entries on “Bentham,  Jeremy,” and 

“Utilitarianism.” 

 
20 Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, 1949 ed. (New 
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Mill, however, was especially insistent that the pain and pleasure referred to in the 

“theory of utility” not be thought of in terms purely bodily or sensual (i.e., perceived by 

the senses). In the case of pleasure for instance, it encompassed “pleasures of the 

intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments, a much higher 

value as pleasures than to those of mere sensation.”21 As tangible examples, these 

might include enjoyment of music and poetry. Additionally, neither was pleasure (or 

avoidance of pain) limited to what an individual might himself experience as such—that 

is, as the feeling related solely to one’s own person. For as concerns the enhancement 

of pleasure or the avoidance of pain, there was a social component as well; to take an 

example, the well-being of one’s fellow human beings contributed to one’s personal 

pleasure. To have Mill explain:        

. . . [A] person in whom the social feeling is at all developed, cannot bring himself 
to think of the rest of his fellow-creatures as struggling rivals with him for the 
means of happiness, whom he must desire to see defeated in their object in 
order that he may succeed in his. The deeply rooted conception which every 
individual even now has of himself as a social being, tends to make him feel it 
one of his natural wants that there should be harmony between his feelings and 
aims and those of his fellow-creatures . . . . This conviction is the ultimate 
sanction of the greatest happiness morality.22 

 

Another of the relevant foundational theories that make up the bulk of modern 

distributive justice is the concept of “human rights.” The thinking along these lines 

appears later. In fact, the doctrine can fairly accurately be said to have a specific date of 

                                                
21 John Stuart Mill, “Utilitarianism,” excerpt reprinted in  J. Perry,  M. Bratman and J. Fischer, 

Introduction to Philosophy: Classical and Contemporary Readings, 4th ed. (Oxford UK: Oxford University 
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inception: 10 December 1948. That is the date on which the (at the time) recently 

established United Nations adopted and proclaimed the “Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights” (UDHR).23 

The UDHR encompasses a broad spectrum of civil and political, as well as economic, 

social, and cultural rights.24  But the first sentence of its Preamble captures much of 

what is important to this project: “Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of 

the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of 

freedom, justice and peace in the world. . . . ”25 

Return will be made to several of the specific provisions of the UDHR on occasion, but 

even at this introductory phase of the ethics and distributive justice aspect of this 

project it would provide some insight to set out one. Probably the single article of the 

UDHR most applicable to this project is Article 25, which speaks most directly to 

economic and social rights. These make up a large part of the conversation of those 

reliant upon the backdrop of human rights to form the core of their distributive justice 

principles. The first section of the article, states, in pertinent part, “Everyone has the 

right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his 

family, including food, clothing, housing . . . .”26 

                                                
23
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 What has been said thus far attempts to lay out various foundational ethical 

underpinnings (even though in the most skeletal fashion imaginable), of contemporary 

thought regarding global or international ethics, and attendant concepts of distributive 

justice. With the foregoing brief treatment as background, a reader will hopefully be 

able to perceive the origins and derivation of much of the contemporary global ethics 

literature. 

 
Although his work did not have much of a specifically international flavor, virtually the 

entire field of the philosophical sub-disciplinary study concerning the issues presented 

here can be dated from the publication of A Theory of Justice, by Rawls in 1971. That 

book can fairly be said to have initiated the modern, formal, ethical considerations 

surrounding the subject matter of distributive justice.   

Distributive justice has been defined, briefly, above. A more complete definition would 

be: “ . . .in one sense [it] is identical with the ethics of who should receive benefits and 

burdens, good or bad things of many sorts, given that others might receive these things  

. . . . The ‘others’ [the people] relevant to justice may be those living in a person’s 

community, those in other communities, or even those dead, those yet to live, or 

perhaps possible persons who will never live.”27 

Rawls was the originator of a new conception of justice, what he termed “justice as 

fairness.” It takes the form of the following thought experiment. At the inception of a 

                                                                                                                                            
26 UNHDR, Article I. 
27 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/justice-virtue/ 
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society which adopts justice as fairness, the society’s original position of strict equality 

among members is assumed; this corresponds to “the state of nature” in Locke’s theory 

of the social contract, and Kant’s specification of “communal possession.”28 After setting 

out the similarities between his and earlier forms of contractualism, Rawls proceeds to 

highlight what is new about his formulation versus those of previous thinkers. His 

explanation gives rise to the conceptual device most widely associated with the book, 

that of “The Veil of Ignorance”: 

Among the essential features of this situation is that no one knows his place in 
society, his class position or social status, nor does any one know his fortune in 
the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence, strength, and the 
like. I shall even assume that the parties do not know their conception of the 
good or their special psychological propensities. The principles of justice are 
chosen behind a veil of ignorance. This ensures that no one is advantaged or 
disadvantaged in the choice of principles by the outcome of natural chance or 
the contingency of social circumstances. Since all are similarly situated and no 
one is able to design principles to favor his particular condition, the principles of 
justice are the result of a fair agreement or bargain.”29 
 

The only other assumption Rawls needs to make regarding his thought experiment is 

that the contracting individuals are moral persons, i.e., that they are “capable of a sense 

of justice.” But given the fact of the occurrence of these initial conditions, i.e., because 

the initial conditions that gave rise to the principles are fair, the principles of justice that 

                                                
28 I find it encouraging to my project that the two towering Enlightenment philosophers, who 

disagreed about other aspects of philosophy could agree here. See, for instance, Kant’s criticism of Locke 
in § 14 “Transition to the Transcendental Deduction of the Categories” of Section 1 of Chapter II of the 
First Division of the Second Part of  “I. Transcendental Doctrine of Elements,” in, Immanuel Kant, Critique 
of Pure Reason, rvd. 2nd ed., trans. by Norman Kemp Smith (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003). In this 
edition and printing, the criticism is found at p. 127. 
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would be chosen by participants operating under those conditions must themselves 

necessarily be fair.  

Rawls goes on to supply his own conception of what a framework including these 

bedrock principles might look like. The first principle, and the one which has priority 

over all others, is that each individual should have a right to the greatest quantity of 

liberty compatible with an equal amount of liberty for all others. A second principle is 

that, while social and economic inequality is permissible, in order for them to be 

permissible, two conditions must be met: they must be “reasonably expected to be to 

everyone’s advantage,” and in addition, they must be “attached to positions and offices 

open to all.”30 

It is tempting to say that “so far, so good”—nothing too novel thus far. But it is at this 

point that Rawls makes clear one of his more “radical”31 concepts; namely that the 

combination of both conditions gives rise to what he calls the “difference principle.” In 

its simplest form, it is the idea that “social and economic inequalities are to be arranged 

so that they are . . . to the greatest expected benefit of the least advantaged” members 

of the society which adopted the principles.32 

The parties would certainly adopt such a difference principle, Rawls argues, since they 

would be making the choices about their justice norms behind the completely opaque 

                                                
30 Ibid, 53,  

 
31 The word not used here in any sense pejoratively; intended only to indicate a significant break 

with concepts that had come before. 
 

32
 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 72. 



 

133 
 

veil of ignorance. That is to say, they could not know a priori whether they would be 

located in a poor or a rich society, and even if the latter, whether as an individual they 

were born into poverty or privilege, what their particular talents or skills might be, or 

even their intellectual capacity. Therefore, any particular contracting party would be 

concerned to protect and make provisions for him or herself if, after the veil was lifted 

and everyone’s status became apparent, any specific individual among them turned out 

to be among the destitute, the non-favorably endowed with talent, the unfortunate for 

any other reason, etc.  

Rawls makes clear that he prefers such a scheme to anything resembling a meritocracy, 

even though it be based on intelligence, skills, or natural talents and abilities (he uses 

the term “natural assets” for all of these) of any kind; indeed he considered such factors 

arbitrary from a moral point of view: 

There is no more reason to permit the distribution of income and wealth to be 
settled by the distribution of natural assets than by historical and social fortune. 
Furthermore, the principle of fair opportunity can only imperfectly be carried 
out, at least as long as some form of the family exists. The extent to which 
natural capacities develop and reach fruition is affected by all kinds of social 
conditions and class attitudes. Even the willingness to make an effort, to try, and 
so to be deserving in the ordinary sense is itself dependent upon happy family 
and social circumstances. It is impossible in practice to secure equal chances of 
achievement and culture for those similarly endowed, and therefore we may 
want to adopt a principle which recognizes this fact and also mitigates the 
arbitrary effects of the natural lottery itself.33 

 

Even though he was arguably radical regarding the operative principles of his theory of 

justice, Rawls turned out to be distinctly less so regarding the extent of their scope. As 
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his later writings make clear, he limited the geographical extent of his concepts of 

distributive justice such that they should be applicable to particular “communities,” by 

which he meant—in the context relevant here—a society whose political boundaries are 

more or less coextensive with the modern nation-state.34 

In fact, his ideas in this regard gave rise to another sub-species of distributive justice 

developed by other thinkers called “communitarianism,” to be considered shortly. Rawls 

himself returned to a consideration of the more international implications of his theory 

late in his life, with the publication of his last major work in 1999, The Law of Peoples.35 

Consideration will be focused Rawls’ later book in due course, but for the moment it is 

necessary to turn away from the ideas of the “contractualist” school, to examine the 

thoughts of another of the traditions that have had significant influence upon 

distributive justice, and upon global ethics in general. 

Practically contemporaneously with the original publication of A Theory of Justice (and 

thus making no reference to it) was penned what was arguably the second most 

influential tradition in the development of the global ethics sub-discipline. This time 

reference is made to a short article, written in November 1971 by a philosopher very 

prolific still, the Princeton ethicist, Peter Singer. Though his most famous works concern 

other subject matters, Singer has often written on the relief of global suffering. His best 

known work concerning the ethics of global poverty was published shortly after Rawls’ 
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book, and is an essay entitled Famine, Affluence and Morality.36 This influential essay is 

invariably referred to as an example of utilitarianism (though Singer himself did not so 

categorize it at the time).  

Singer was writing the article at the time of the famine in Bengal (then a part of East 

Pakistan, now, Bangladesh). He noted that a fatal mixture of poverty, an environmental 

disaster (a cyclone), and civil war had “turned at least 9 million people into destitute 

refugees.”37 Most had fled to India, and were housed in camps where they were dying 

by the hundreds of thousands. His article harshly chided the developed world for not 

making greater sacrifices to mitigate the humanitarian spectacle. The argument Singer 

presented was that the affluent should give a significant part of their wealth to those 

who are dying from lack of basic necessities. Indeed, they are morally obligated to do so.  

Singer’s moral argument starts with the entirely unremarkable proposition that 

suffering and death from want of food, shelter, etc. are bad. He goes on to state a 

second proposition in both a stronger and a weaker version; I will here note merely his 

formulation of the weaker version, “If it is in our power to prevent something very bad 

from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything morally significant, we ought, 

morally to do it.”38 

                                                
36 Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence and Morality,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 1 (1972), 

reprinted in, Global Ethics: Seminal Essays, Global Responsibilities, Vol. II, eds. Thomas Pogge and Keith 
Horton (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House,2008), 1.  
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It is at this point that Singer postulates one of the most powerful and oft-quoted 

analogies within the field of distributive justice. His thought experiment is nearly as 

famous as is Rawls’ veil of ignorance one. It goes as follows: 

 If I am walking past a shallow pond and see a child drowning in it, I ought 
to wade in and pull the child out. This will mean getting my clothes muddy, but 
this is insignificant, while the death of the child would presumably be a very bad 
thing. 
 The uncontroversial appearance of the principle just stated is deceptive. 
If it were acted upon . . . our lives, our society, and our world would be 
fundamentally changed. For the principle takes, first, no account of proximity or 
distance. It makes no moral difference whether the person I help is a neighbor’s 
child ten yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never know, ten 
thousand miles away. Second, the principle makes no distinction between cases 
in which I am the only person who could possibly do anything and cases in which 
I am just one among millions in the same position.39 

 
Singer realized that his prescription could be viewed by a reader as resulting in “absurd 

consequences.” Carried to its logical conclusion, the argument could be read as 

requiring affluent people to give as much as they could, “ . . . at least up to the point at 

which by giving more one would begin to cause serious suffering for oneself and one’s 

dependents—perhaps even beyond this point to the point of marginal utility . . . .”40 In 

other words, does one’s obligation to give not cease until the point at which one has 

given away so much that to give any further would reduce the giver to the condition of 

the recipient?  

Of course, Singer recognized that no society, at any time, has behaved anything like his 

principles suggest. He refers to other ethicists who contend that a basic moral code 
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should not be too far beyond the capacities of the ordinary individual. But why is it that 

it is not thought morally wrong for very affluent person to give, say, less than 50% of his 

income? Singer points to a distinction made in western society between acts of duty and 

acts of charity. For instance, we have a duty not to commit murder, while the giving of 

aid is viewed as an act of charity; an exemplary thing to do to be sure, but not morally 

wrong if one chooses not to give. 

Singer rejects the sharp dichotomy. “Given the present conditions in many parts of the 

world, however, it does follow from my argument that we ought, morally, to be working 

full-time to relieve great suffering of the sort that occurs as a result of famine or other 

disasters.”41 He even specified where the spending should come from, namely the 

“consumer society,” decrying the fact of so much spending on “trivia” rather than 

famine relief. But as a practical, non-philosophical matter, Singer realized that the giving 

should not be so much as to slow down western economies; he notes that giving 40% of 

a smaller economy could be less the 25% of a larger one. He also notes that his figures 

are irrelevant, “Since Western societies generally consider 1 percent of the GNP an 

acceptable level for overseas aid, the matter is entirely academic.”42 

However, Singer makes clear that despite his talk of GNP, etc., he does not believe that 

aid is solely a matter for the government to address. He allows that though 

governments should indeed be giving more, the fundamental obligation rests with 
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individual “members of society” and “private contributions.”43 He was speaking about 

the necessity for a great many more citizens of the developed world giving up a few 

luxuries, indeed, whole categories of creature comforts, in order to lessen the possibility 

of vast numbers of developing-world peoples suffering the effects of famine. Although 

he does not specifically characterize his thought process as such, his reasoning appears 

premised upon certain aspects of what is known as broad consequentialism.44 

His thought surely has equal force when applied to the anticipated situation where 

famine is but one aspect of a world of land and water scarcity; one where peoples of 

wealthier states ought to “make room for” other humans who are victims of scarcity’s 

displacements, and thus achieve a result of “moral importance” i.e., enabling their very 

survival. This “make room for” concept is one that should be taken literally; it will be 

                                                
43 Ibid., 11. 

 
44 Utilitarianism has been described as monistic consequentialism, where nothing matters 

morally except utility. Broad consequentialism, or as it is sometimes termed pluralistic consequentialism, 
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those who are concerned about maximizing the overall consequences of a choice for the whole of a 
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consequences.” J. Alexander, Capabilities and Social Justice: The Political Philosophy of Amartya Sen and 
Martha Nussbaum (Hamshire UK: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2008), 88. See also W. Shaw, “The 
Consequentialist Perspective,” in, J. Dreier, ed.  Contemporary Debates in Moral Theory (Malden MA: 
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structure of utilitarianism without relinquishing its specific value commitments – that is, that an ethical 
theory could agree with utilitarianism that our actions should bring about as much good as possible and 
yet disagree with it about what the good is.”  
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recalled that in an earlier section there was discussion of the probable coming of 

circumstances which will entail mass environmental migration.  

It would seem that both of the ethical theories so far discussed, both contractualism 

and utilitarianism, militate in favor of a principle that would say something along these 

lines: “If refugees are displaced from their usual place of residence by bad 

environmental effects (as a scarcity of water or shortage of fertile land), such that they 

can no longer remain in that place and survive, people in places that are not resource-

stressed by those effects must accord them a place to live.” 

In point of fact, later developments in both schools of thought have yielded principles 

which—while not specifying anything like the above with any particularity—would seem 

to accommodate this basic concept. Return will be made to consideration of these later 

developments in contractualism and utilitarianism in due course. Before proceeding to 

them, however, it is helpful to introduce another ethical viewpoint; the most “modern” 

of the principal schools of thought that constitute contemporary distributive justice. As 

intimated previously, this is the human rights tradition.  

“Human rights are international norms that help to protect all people everywhere from 

severe political, legal, and social abuses.”45 What will be concentrated upon here is the 

last of those, the “social” aspects. This is not to imply that political and legal factors are 

unimportant; to the contrary. And such factors will be referred to from time to time, 
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and will ‘weigh in the mix.’ But the bulk of the human rights considerations in this 

section of the thesis will start with the social aspects. And this subdivision between the 

political and the legal on the one hand, versus the social on the other, is not a 

distinction made only in this thesis. 

It will be remembered that reference has previously been made to what has been 

characterized as the inception of modern human rights thought, the UDHR. The rights 

that it sets out have been grouped into essentially six “families”: security rights; due 

process rights; liberty rights; political rights; equality rights; and social (or welfare) 

rights.46 And before turning to human rights’ philosophical aspects, a short digression is 

necessary to point out that further international legal developments have somewhat 

codified the divisions. 

Reference is made to two UN Conventions which were adopted in the 1960s, in an 

attempt to give some force to the UDHR. (It must be noted that the Declaration is 

merely that; a declaration, a statement of aspiration. No binding force of any kind is 

attendant upon it.) In 1966 the UN General Assembly adopted the “International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” (ICCPR) as well as the “International Covenant on 

Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights” (ICESCR or “The Covenant”). As its name suggests, 

the former codified rights generally thought to fall within the security and political-type 

“families” of rights. The latter covers the families of rights that one philosopher, whose 

work on the subject will be explored, has termed “subsistence rights.”  
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The ICESCR entered into force, after the sufficient number of ratifications or accessions, 

in 1976. It is this Covenant which forms the core of the UN human rights’ theoretically 

enforceable treaties on the subject matters under consideration here. At least as to 

those states which have ratified; as of March 2011, this is 160 of the UN’s 192 member 

states. Noteworthy is the fact that while the US is a signatory to the Covenant, it never 

ratified. Thus, it has no force as to the US.47 (This is to be contrasted with the ICCPR 

which has been ratified by 167 states, of which the US is one.)48 

The first of anything resembling a major philosophical/ethical work on the post-UNHR 

subject of human rights is probably (perhaps arguably) a 1967 article by Maurice 

Cranston, later (1973) developed into the book What Are Human Rights?49 However, I 

would like to focus on a nearly contemporaneous and much more comprehensive 

treatment, a book invariably cited in any ethics treatment of human rights; it is by the 

Princeton philosopher/ethicist Henry Shue and is entitled Basic Rights.50 The book was 

written within a few years of the effective date of the ICESCR, and Shue makes extensive 

reference to it.  
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Arising from the ICESCR are the “aspirational goals” previously referred to by the UDHR, 

now made a matter of international law. In fact, the Convention goes a bit beyond the 

UDHR when it provides that the States Parties “recognize the right of everyone to an 

adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing 

and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions.”51 

 
While the nutritional aspects are spoken of in terms of “food,” obviously the same 

should apply with equal force to an even more pressingly urgent means of sustenance 

than food, namely water. However the end result is the same even if speaking in terms 

of food per se—for after all—what else is famine but drought, one step removed? That 

is to say, the vast majority of incidence of famine has drought as its root cause. Certainly 

there can be other causes, as for instance when crops are eaten by a plague of locusts. 

But these exceptions do not undercut the general rule. Where one finds famine, it is 

almost always preceded by months, sometimes years, of drought. Now there is even 

evidence that high temperature, in and of itself, is diminishing crop yields.52 

Shue noted the distinction often drawn between security and subsistence rights. He 

argued that the two both qualified as basic rights which he defined as “. . . the morality 
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of the depths. They specify the line beneath which no one is allowed to sink.”53 He 

observed that the security rights (for example, the right of a person not to be arbitrarily 

“rounded up” by a government) were fairly non-controversial. However, even the very 

existence of subsistence rights, which he equated with “minimal economic security” was 

much more controversial. He thought the dichotomy unwarranted. 

It will be helpful to begin a look at his theories by providing his conception of just what it 

is that he felt is encompassed by subsistence: 

By minimal economic security, or subsistence, I mean unpolluted air, unpolluted 
water, adequate food, adequate clothing, adequate shelter, and minimal 
preventive public health care. Many complications about exactly how to specify 
the boundaries of what is necessary for subsistence would be interesting to 
explore. But the basic idea is to have available for consumption what is needed 
for a decent chance at a reasonably healthy and active life of more or less 
normal length, barring tragic interventions. This central idea is clear enough to 
work with, even though disputes can occur over exactly where to draw its outer 
boundaries.54 

 

Shue recognized that conditions of scarcity give rise to hard cases concerning these 

kinds of subsistence rights. Anytime there are “tight supplies of essential commodities” 

(he uses food as his example) “a change in supply can have, often by way of 

intermediate price effects, an indirect but predictable and devastating effect on 

people’s ability to survive.”55 

                                                
53 Shue, Basic Rights, 18. 
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He went further by postulating ways in which conditions of scarcity might come about. 

One mechanism which is sure to induce scarcity at some time or another, is that of 

continued population expansion. And what Shue called these “population objections” 

presented the scarcity issue in convoluted and complex ways; circumstances that might 

profitably be best described as a two-dimensional format: “. . . these population 

objections raise in an interconnected way two of the most challenging problems of 

political philosophy: how to allocate scarce resources across time and how to allocate 

scarce resources across space.”56 He explained that what he meant was the issue of how 

to allocate over space, that is, geographically as to people in different parts of the world, 

i.e., global justice; as well as how to allocate over time, which he described as justice 

among generations. 

Because of the complexities of the problem, Shue could be positive about only one thing 

in rejecting an argument commonly advanced against aiding presently destitute people; 

help to people at or below subsistence level could not morally be denied on the basis 

that to do so was only postponing a larger problem in the future, since the people now 

saved would likely go on to reproduce. He categorized the whole contrary argument as 

something he called “starvation as a means of population control.”57 Instead of relying 

on the specter of famine to lessen future population expansion, Shue advocated money 

and resources being devoted to means to ensure effective population growth reduction. 

Marshaling available factual evidence, he demonstrated that “improvements in living 

                                                
56 Ibid., 96. 
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standards up to at least subsistence levels are powerfully supportive complements to, if 

not literally necessary conditions for, effective programs of population control through 

reduction in birth rates.”58 

However, Shue recognized that poor states had no means of generating, on their own, 

anything like the rise in the standard of living necessary to trigger the accompanying 

diminishment in birth rates. Thus he saw no feasible prospect other than money from 

states which are currently wealthy. But he noted that “trivial acts of charity” would not 

ever suffice to raise the standard of living enough to trigger a fall in birth rates. Indeed, 

doing too little might only bring about the result that growth would be fostered because 

people saved, but not lifted enough to secure subsistence, might in fact go on to add to 

the problem as aid-deniers contended. He hedged his bet with a perhaps unrealistic 

observation that sounds almost Singer-esque: “transfers adequate to enable the 

deprived to provide for their own subsistence may need to be of a magnitude sufficient 

to take the edge off the affluence of the standard of living of those from whom they 

come.”59 

Also like Singer, Shue acknowledged that transfers of the magnitude he was considering 

would be difficult, but were possible both physically and economically. Citing a UN 

study, he opined that it could be accomplished if developed states were willing to 

moderate their growth, while working to raise “growth rates of domestic products to 

                                                
58 Ibid., 102. 
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6.9[%] in developing countries,” and at the same time restraining their population 

growth. Since the problems in doing so were not physical and economic ones, he 

considered the issues primarily “political—and therefore, I would suggest, partly 

moral.”60 

To advance any contrary position, according to Shue: 

. . . [M]ust assume that the existing distribution among wealth and nations is 
morally beyond challenge. It assumes this when it takes for granted that a nation 
is overpopulated if it is having difficulty supporting its present population on its 
present wealth and income . . .This depends upon how much wealth its people 
ought to have, and this, in turn, depends on how much they have a right to . . . 
To attempt to settle the argument by merely declaring certain countries to be 
overpopulated is in effect to declare some of their people to be ‘excess’. . .  And 
this is to smuggle in a judgment about justice disguised as a fact about 
demography. To see the strength of the implicit and unargued moral 
assumption, one need only ask: why is it they who have no right to be there 
(consuming scarce food, energy, etc.) and not I who have no right to be here 
(consuming scarce food, energy, etc.)—at much higher rates? Could it be that we 
all have the same basic rights?61 
 

With this smattering of a historical background concerning what I perceive to be the 

three most important foundational doctrines underlying the moral considerations to be 

applied to issues of water scarcity, and scarcity-induced mass migration, one cannot 

help but be struck by the concordance of the latter two regarding global justice. 

Reasoning utilizing either line of thought arrives at the same destination.  (For the time 

being contractualism appears as something of an “outlier,” i.e., outside the bounds of 

what appears to be morally prescribed by the other two. That is an issue to which the 

thesis will return, however.) 

                                                
60 Ibid., 107. 
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 In science, when there are multiple lines of evidence that reach the same conclusion, or 

at least point in the same direction, that is considered as a powerful indicator that a 

researcher is on the “right track.” And in particular is this so where the evidence arises 

from different disciplines: as for example, if evidence from biology, chemistry, and 

geology (or any combination of others) point to a convergent conclusion. Something of 

the sort has already been seen in the course of this thesis. Recall Figure 7, where several 

different trendlines, measuring different parameters, all lead to a common conclusion.  

Might the same “rules of evidence” apply in philosophy/ethics? And even if we reach a 

tentative conclusion that that might be the case, but contend that any such conclusion is 

based on rather scant evidence at this point, might not it be considerably strengthened 

if all three primary distributive justice theories (contractualism, utilitarianism, human 

rights) lead to the same endpoint? To ascertain whether or not that might be the case, it 

is necessary to move forward 30 or 40 years to look at what has become of 

contractualism ever since Rawls laid down its first distributive justice iteration, and see 

what has been its fate in the interim.   

Before making that jump, however, it will prove instructive to make one stop along the 

way to evaluate the work of a philosopher who, writing shortly after A Theory of Justice, 

disagreed with its author concerning its possible implications regarding international 
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distributive justice. Reference is made to Charles Beitz, and a book he published in 1979 

entitled Political Theory and International Relations.62 

One section of the book, Part Three, is titled “International Distributive Justice.” It 

constitutes one of the earliest post-Rawlsian extended treatments of the subject matter. 

Beitz begins the process by considering the duties of citizens of affluent societies to 

those who without help would die. In particular, he wonders whether any duty is based 

upon “mutual aid” (or in other words, charity), or whether they are based on some 

more demanding standard, “obligations of justice.” Even more fundamentally, he 

wonders whether anything like the latter actually exists.  

Beitz is quick in recognizing that the question presents a problem from the standpoint of 

one specific point of view of global justice:  

This question does not pose special theoretical problems for the utilitarian, for 
whom the distinction between obligations of humanitarian aid and obligations of 
social justice is a second-order distinction. Since utility-maximizing calculations 
need not respect national boundaries, there is a method of decision available 
when different kinds of obligations conflict. Contractarian political theories, on 
the other hand, might be expected to encounter problems when they are 
applied to questions of global distributive justice.63 

Starting from that realization, he proceeds to offer a “critique and reinterpretation of 

Rawls’s theory of justice.”64 

                                                
62 Charles Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations (Princeton NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1979). 
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Beitz’s critique has six components, but only two will be taken up here. These are the 

fact that Rawls’ brief discussion of global justice in A Theory of Justice has two very 

fundamental flaws: one is the fact that it assumes that states are self-sufficient; also, “it 

neglects certain problems about natural resources.” I will explore the issue of natural 

resources here, but only a cursory note concerning the self-sufficiency claim will 

presented at present, as the question will be taken up more fully in a later section. 

According to Beitz, Rawls’ principles seem “unexceptionable.” But if placed in an 

international context, the choices made by the parties in Rawls’ original position 

probably do not exhaust those that would be made. This is because there are two 

ingredients that go to make up material advancement. Beitz identifies one as the human 

component. The other one however “is what Sidgwick called ‘the utilities derived from 

any portion of the earth’s surface,’ the natural component. While the first is the subject 

of the domestic principles of justice, the second is morally relevant even in the absence 

of a functioning scheme of international social cooperation. The parties to the 

international original position would know that natural resources are distributed 

unevenly over the earth’s surface.”65 

Undoubtedly the parties would view the distribution of natural resources as completely 

morally arbitrary. To an objection that their distribution is just something akin to the 

luck of the draw, Beitz draws the analogy to Rawls’ treatment of the distribution of 

natural talents which, as will be remembered, Rawls considered as morally arbitrary.  

                                                
65 Ibid., 137. Compare Kant’s reasoning in Perpetual Peace; Beitz’s formulation seems to echo 

what Kant set out  there. 
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Beitz constructs an argument that there is much greater justification for contending that 

resources are totally arbitrary from a moral viewpoint, than there is for contending that 

a person’s talents are. Thus Beitz (after quoting the Lockean proviso), argues that in a 

world of scarcity, unlike the one Locke lived in where appropriation leaves enough and 

as good for everyone else, “The appropriation of valuable resources by some will leave 

others comparatively, and perhaps fatally, disadvantaged. Those deprived without 

justification of scarce resources needed to sustain and enhance their lives might well 

press claims to equitable shares.”66 

Therefore, since the parties in the original position would not know their own societies’ 

“resource endowments,” they would agree to a fair resource redistribution principle. 

Just what form that principle might take could be complicated. One obvious choice 

could be to distribute per capita. But because of different resource needs of differing 

economies, this would likely not be the most practical. However, again similar to what 

Rawls proposed (though of course he did not do so in a natural resource specific 

context), “The underlying principle is that each person has an equal prima facie claim to 

a share of the total available resources, but departures from this initial standard could 

be justified (analogously to the operation of the difference principle) if the resulting 

inequalities were to the greatest benefit of those least advantaged by the inequality.”67 

                                                
66 Ibid., 139. 
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As noted above, Beitz also disagrees with Rawls’ assumption that states are self-

sufficient. Even at the time of his writing (Autumn 1978 according to the Preface), it was 

clear to him that states had complicated economic, political and cultural relationships.68 

If it was true when Beitz wrote that states were not self-sufficient entities, even for the 

purposes of philosophical thought experiments, it is vastly more true today. His book 

was published near the onslaught of the phenomenon that has come to be known as 

globalization. If Rawls’ assumptions could be challenged for being unrealistic at the 

time, the challenge could be presented with much greater force at present. But before 

examining some of the twenty-first century literature on the ethics and justice issues 

presented thus far, one other issue needs to be added to the mix. 

It must be always borne in mind that the resources under consideration are arable, 

fertile land, and the most immediately essential of all resources necessary for human 

survival (excepting only breathable air), namely, drinkable freshwater. It goes without 

much need for elaboration that land cannot be subject to “redistribution” over the 

surface of the earth. And it takes only short reflection to realize that the same goes for 

freshwater, at least if the distances over which it must be transported are significant. 

I do not wish to launch off on another entire “science section” at this stage, and will 

endeavor to make a point briefly. Simply put, it is this—water is heavy. Freshwater 

                                                
68 Ibid., 144. He cites two works by Kant to buttress his view that “international economic 

cooperation creates a new basis for international morality.” 
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weighs approximately 8.34 pounds per gallon.69 And recall that the great majority of a 

person’s freshwater needs are not just the relatively modest amounts needed for daily 

personal drinking consumption, but for irrigation to grow his food, to manufacture 

virtually every single product he consumes, to enable construction of any edifice he 

might inhabit or enter, to carry off his waste products, etc., etc. Writing about the native 

Indian populations in Brazil who have “very low income,” and were going to be 

adversely affected by a river diversion project, and after noting the need, besides 

drinking water, for agricultural, industrial, etc., allocation—one expert stated, “Taking all 

the water uses into account, something on the order of 1500 m3 [≈396,000 gals.] per 

year and per capita are required for a technologically unsophisticated community to 

achieve a reasonable income level and, by association, a reasonable quality of life.”70 

Thus, to transport the necessary quantities of freshwater from where they are, to where 

they are not but are needed (the need increasing under the climate, population, and 

economic scenarios postulated earlier), would be unfeasibly expensive; and that is even 

if it were technically/logistically possible. 

In addition, it provides little hope to rely on desalination to have much impact on 

freshwater scarcity. The primary reason is because the process is extremely expensive. 

                                                
69

 Saltwater is heavier, due to its greater density, attributable to its dissolved salt content. For 
example, common seawater averages about 8.55 pounds per gallon. This is why, in the absence of strong 
wind-driven or other mixing, you can sometimes find a freshwater “lens” sitting atop seawater, as for 
instance far out to sea off the mouth of a great river. But what we are talking about moving here is 
freshwater, unless we are talking about desalination. And that is not any kind of an effective solution, for 
reasons to be set out shortly.  
 

70 Jerson Kelman, “Good and Bad Forms of Participation in Water Management: Some Lessons 
from Brazil,” in Ariel Dinad and Jose Albiac, eds. Policy and Strategic Behavior in Water Resource 
Management (London: Earthscan, 2010), 192. 
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And it is so expensive because it is so energy intensive. About half of global desalination 

capacity is currently in the Middle East. But the great majority of that is in one state, 

Saudi Arabia, one well supplied with energy and relatively wealthy.71 Desalination is 

unlikely to be able to play much of a role in much of North Africa and the Mid-East, say, 

Jordan or Sudan. Also, not that this would play much of a role in the calculus of a water-

stressed state—but to the extent that the energy requirements are supplied by fossil 

fuels, it only adds to the problem of greenhouse gases, thus climate change, and thus 

changing precipitation patterns. In other words, it creates a positive feedback loop. And 

if some policymaker proposes a nuclear plant to supply the needed power (even if the 

state could afford it, or international donors donated the money for it) he would be sure 

to be met with a single word: “Fukushima.” 

So if it is not possible to move the land and freshwater to the people who will most 

require their redistribution, and it’s not realistically possible to count on desalination for 

much if any relief, how is the tragedy and the deaths of hundreds of millions of people 

to be avoided; indeed, can they be avoided? The answer is simple—yes it can—by 

moving the people to the water. That is to say, to allow more liberal or even completely 

unregulated immigration and emigration. It is easy to state the foregoing as a kind of 

thought-experiment-type proposition. The political contingencies involved, however, 

are fraught with a great many road blocks to implementation. Just witness the political 

minefield that immigration on the US’ southern border has become.  

                                                
71 Stephen Hoffman, Planet Water: Investing in the World’s Most Valuable Resource (Hoboken 

NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2010), 220. 
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A recent book makes the point that the political adaptation that will be necessary to 

implement anything like the proposed scheme will be extremely problematic. In fact, it 

gives a label to the adaptation that has begun, calls it the “politics of the armed 

lifeboat,”72 and envisions something akin to the coming of a new Dark Age: 

 Already, as climate change fuels violence in the form of crime, repression, 
civil unrest, war, and even state collapse in the Global South, the North is 
responding with a new authoritarianism. The Pentagon and its European allies 
are actively planning a militarized adaptation, which emphasizes the long-term, 
open-ended containment of failed or failing states—counterinsurgency forever. 
  This sort of ‘climate fascism,” a politics based on exclusion, segregation, 
and repression, is horrific and bound to fail. There must be another path. The 
struggling states of the Global South cannot collapse without eventually taking 
wealthy economies down with them. If climate change is allowed to destroy 
whole economies and nations, no amount of walls, guns, barbed wire, armed 
arial drones, or permanently deployed mercenaries will be able to save one half 
of the planet from the other.73 
 

Might there be another path? Might the free or at least “free-er” borders concept 

provide some hope of a solution? It must be again emphasized that the likely number of 

people involved will be truly enormous. This makes the prospects for the idea all the 

more daunting. Perhaps it is most conducive to structured thought to, at least at the 

inception of any analysis of the concept, consider first one of the smallest-scale aspects 

of the problem. This would be the issues posed by sea level rise on low-lying island 

states. 

                                                
72

 The term is reminiscent of a sub-field of distributive justice that goes by the popular phrasing 
“Lifeboat Ethics.” This involves the moral inquiry into certain situations of resource scarcity, and in 
particular the ethics of denying deprived peoples entry into a thought experimental “lifeboat” by 
members of society who have, perhaps marginally, enough resources to sustain themselves. In turn, the 
common moniker was probably derived from an article by the deontological philosopher Onora O’Neill, 
published in 1975, which was entitled Lifeboat Earth. Onora O’Neil, “Lifeboat Earth,” Philosophy and 
Public Affairs  4, vol. 3 (1975): 273.  
 

73 Christian Parenti, Tropic of Chaos: Climate Change and the New Geography of Violence (New 
York: Nation Books, A Member of the Perseus Books Group, 2011), 11. 
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Some of these issues have been examined in a recent article by Cara Nine, with the 

intriguing title of “Ecological Refugees, States Borders, and the Lockean Proviso.”74 In 

that paper, she purports to focus on some of the island and low-lying states mentioned 

earlier, namely Tuvalu, the Maldives, and for a situation with a larger geographical 

extent, Bangladesh. As Nine writes, in the coming decades “These are states whose 

entire (or close to it) geographical territory is predicted to be lost to rising sea levels; the 

collective people will itself become an ecological refugee.”75 However, throughout the 

course of the entire article, she relies upon the island-state of Tuvalu for all of her 

explanatory and hypothetical examples. She does so because she believes that Tuvalu is 

in the unenviable position of being the most immediate exemplar of an “imminent 

ecological refugee state.”76 

In something of a departure from more typical Lockean proviso exposition, Nine applies 

her analysis to collective rights rather than to individual ones. More specifically, she 

postulates an entitlement to “territorial rights” of an entire society, in addition to those 

of the individual. A state’s territorial rights spring from a collective right of self-

determination of a people. And once those territorial rights are threatened, because the 

                                                
74 Cara Nine, “Refugees, States Borders, and the Lockean Proviso,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 

27 (2010): 359. 
 
75 Ibid., 359. 
 
76 Ibid. Tuvalu is a small-island state located in the southwestern Pacific, a bit northward of New 

Zealand.  
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actual territory itself is anticipated to disappear beneath the waves, “a version of the 

Lockean proviso applied to territorial rights” becomes activated.77 

Thus, Nine argues that the proviso should be relied upon to protect the interests of a 

people to enjoy self-determination, by means of their state’s claim to its territorial 

rights. Undoubtedly much more controversial is her contention that “ecological refugee 

states are candidates for sovereign [sic] over some territory, even if that territory is 

already under the jurisdiction of another state.”78 

Returning to the Tuvalu example, Nine asserts that this interpretation of the Lockean 

proviso would mean that the state—as a state—would then have a claim that could be 

enforceable upon, say, New Zealand or Australia, if Tuvaluans decided to immigrate en 

mass to one of those larger states. There, they should be entitled to set up an 

independent state, something of a “New Tuvalu.” And this is so even if one of the larger 

states were very welcoming and hospitable to Tuvaluans individually. But undoubtedly 

recognizing the (almost certain) hostility of the large state to this premise, Nine hastens 

to add, “All that I mean to capture in this assertion is that it is more natural for us to say 

that the Pacific Islanders have lost something of value in the loss of their unique self-

determining status, even if they are granted immigration into a state that treats them 
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justly than to adopt a concept of self-determination related to territorial rights . . . that 

doesn’t allow for this understanding.”79 

Another viewpoint from which to consider the environmental refugee problem is that 

espoused by Risse in his article, “The Right to Relocation: Disappearing Island Nations 

and Common Ownership of the Earth.”80 Like Nine, Risse considers the implications of a 

possible right to emigrate from an environmentally stressed region, and like Nine he 

uses the example of a small-island Pacific nation that becomes submerged due to sea-

level rise. However, rather than using Tuvalu as his exemplar he uses the almost 10-fold 

larger (in terms of population) island state of Kiribati. 

In a more significant distinction, Risse does not rely on philosophical foundations 

invoking group rights. However, he does rely on a particular notion of the collective, but 

with “collective” being used here in a very particularized sense. He contends that the 

earth originally belonged to humankind collectively, a view he terms “Egalitarian 

Ownership,”81 which he argues “is detached from the complex set of rights and duties 

that civil law delineates under the heading of property law.” Additionally, he argues that 

this type of ownership is subject to differing conceptions, important for present 

                                                
79

 Ibid., 363. 
 

80 Mathias Risse, “The Right to Relocation: Disappearing Island Nations and Common Ownership 
of the Earth,” Ethics & International Affairs 23 (2009):281. 
 

81 Ibid., 284-86. This sounds very reminiscent of Kant (as quoted earlier) but Risse nowhere cites 
him. He does, however, at least partially rely on Hugo Grotius and John Locke in this passage. 
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purposes being the interpretation he calls common ownership, which bears the 

connotation only that “the resource belongs equally to several individuals.”82 

Further, Risse asserts that the very concept of common ownership includes “liberty 

rights,” meaning that any co-owner is under no duty to refrain from using any of the 

resources of the earth. However it includes more; also included is a “’protective 

perimeter’ of claim rights,” (emphasis in original) i.e., it “must guarantee some minimal 

access to resources; that is, it must impose duties to refrain from interference with 

certain forms of resource use.”83 

Nonetheless, as Risse recognizes, observance of these fundamental rights is not enough, 

without more, for individuals to maintain their position as co-owners. More complex 

institutional arrangements, conceptions of property appropriation (a lá Locke), private 

property law, and other such arrangements spring up soon enough after the original 

position of common ownership. However, he maintains that for all this to come into 

being, one pre-condition for the acceptance of such arrangements remains, the 

condition being that, “. . . the core purpose of the original rights can still be met. That 

core purpose is to make sure co-owners have the opportunity to meet their basic 

needs.”84 

                                                
82 Ibid., 287. 
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What Risse has presented to that point is premised almost mostly upon his own 

arguments, and the traditional philosophy of international relations (Grotius), but he 

maintains that his argument contains a large moral component as well:  

Earlier I said that Egalitarian Ownership is the most plausible view of the original 
ownership status of the earth given the two starting points that (1) the original 
resources and spaces of the earth are no one’s accomplishment but (2) are 
needed by everyone. For the subsequent discussion that leads to Common 
Ownership we have to endorse two additional premises: first, a minimal notion 
of human solidarity in the form of an acknowledgment of a base-level, universal 
entitlement to external resources; and second—something we have been 
assuming implicitly but that also needs to be made explicit—that the satisfaction 
of basic needs matters morally. So, as I pointed out at the beginning, in this way 
an appeal to the moral significance of needs enters my approach . . . .85 

 

To bring all this philosophizing back to the very stark situation confronting the residents 

of Kiribati, Risse relates the “extraordinary plan” seized upon by the president of the 

island state, and announced at a debate at the UN General Assembly in Autumn 2008. It 

is “to scatter his people of about 100,000 throughout the nations of the world before 

the sea swallows up their native islands.”86 In this sense, it is very different from Nine’s 

recommended solution which would allow a people to maintain their unique identity. 

Perhaps the drastic resolution proposed is a reflection of resignation to the realities of 

the desperateness of the situation, as recognized by Kiribati’s President. 

For immediate purposes, however, concentration will be maintained upon the 

specifically ethical / distributive justice nature of the conundrum. In doing so, let us first 

accept Risse’s arguments. Let us also continue the discussion within the conceptual 
                                                

85 Ibid., 289. 
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context of a “human rights” problem, as he has framed it. If indeed the Kiribatians have 

these rights, who among the rest of the world’s populations should feel compelled to 

recognize them? (Risse himself termed these issues the “’moral logistics’ of relocating 

people.”87) In other words, who must bear the responsibility of receiving these people? 

Risse proposes a solution that appears reasonably equitable. He argues for compiling 

two separate ordinations of all states, one utilizing the principle of “polluter pays”; that 

is to say, those states that contributed most to greenhouse gas emissions would rank 

highest on the list. The second is the principle of “ability to pay.” Once these separate 

lists are generated, they would then be merged to arrive at an overall ranking. (Notice 

that developed states would bear the brunt of the responsibility on both counts.) 

However, even assuming something like this scheme would be accepted by developed 

states when the problem is presented by the apparently “content to be dispersed” one 

hundred thousand residents of the islands of Kiribati, how much more difficult of 

resolution might the issue be when the problem is an order of magnitude bigger? How 

about two orders of magnitude? And recall that informed opinion has estimated the size 

of the environmental refugee problem (from all causes, not just sea-level rise, e.g., 

drought, famine, etc.) at something like 200 million or more people by the middle 

decades of this century.  

One contemporary philosopher who has written extensively on immigration issues, 

though not usually in the context of environmental refuges, is Michael Walzer. One of 
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his earlier works on the subject is a chapter written by him entitled “The Distribution of 

Membership,” in a book published in 1981.88 It proves illustrative of his later writings on 

the subject. In it he maintains that a distinct culture is a moral value worthy of 

protection. That being the case, a state must—necessarily—have broad latitude about 

protecting its borders, and deciding questions of immigration (who, how many, etc.). 

Because of this and other writings along these same lines, he is usually characterized 

among ethics / distributive justice philosophers as a “communitarian.”89 (This as 

contradistinguished from “cosmopolitan,” which will be described shortly.) 

Walzer’s primary contention is that most problems revolving around distributive justice 

issues can only be decided within the context of a particular community, which 

necessarily has to be the mass of the people which will decide which benefits are to be 

distributed, and among whom. And he maintains that humankind is a very long step 

away from having anything which could be viewed, in any possible sense, as a global 

community. Anything smaller than that necessarily constitutes a “bounded world”:  

The idea of distributive justice presupposes a bounded world, a community 
within which distributions take place, a group of people committed to dividing, 
exchanging, and sharing, first of all among themselves. It is possible to imagine 
such a group extended to include the entire human race, but no such extension 
has yet been achieved. For the present, we live in smaller distributive 
communities. Were the extension ever attempted, its success would depend 
upon decisions made within these smaller communities and by their members—
who distribute decision-making power to one another and avoid, if they possibly 

                                                
88 Michael Walzer, “The Distribution of Membership,” in Boundaries: National Autonomy and Its 

Limits, eds. P. Brown and H. Shue (Rowman & Littlefield, 1981); reprinted in Global Justice: Seminal 
Essays, eds., T. Pogge and D. Moelendorf (St. Paul MN:Paragon House, 2008), 145. 
 

89 Richard Shapcott, International Ethics: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge UK: Polity Press, 
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can, sharing it with anyone else. When we think today about distributive justice, 
we think about independent states and commonwealths capable of arranging 
their own distributions, justly or unjustly. We assume an established group and a 
fixed population, and so we miss the first and most important distributive 
question: How is that group constituted?90 

 
Walzer recognized, however, that membership or non-membership in one state or 

another does not settle all relevant questions. Important for present purposes is one he 

explored as to whether theories of distributive justice impose any positive obligations 

(as opposed to negative obligations: not to kill, rob, defraud, etc.) only within 

established groups or whether any can extended beyond the group as well.  He 

concluded that, “It would appear that at least one positive moral principle—mutual aid 

or Good Samaritanism—extends across political frontiers.”91 But he appreciated that the 

principle of mutual aid was not sharply drawn, leaving much room for uncertainty of 

application. In fact, he offered a common wisdom that positive assistance is required in 

a relatively small percentage of cases. These include situations in which: “(1) it is needed 

or urgently needed by one of the parties, and (2) if the risks and cost of giving it are 

relatively low for the other party.”92 

In this sense, Walzer’s principle of mutual aid is functionally much like charity. Relating 

the whole concept back to a state’s ability to control its borders, he believed that 

because requirements of mutual aid are so indeterminate, and since a state’s policy 

regarding the openness or impermeability of its boundaries shared much of the non-

                                                
 90 Walzer, “The Distribution of Membership,” 145.  
 

91 Ibid., 147. 
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mandatory nature of mutual aid, “That’s why the admissions policies of countries are 

rarely criticized except in terms suggesting that the only relevant criteria are those of 

charity, not justice.”93 

Additionally, Walzer observed that principles of mutual aid and/or charity are generally 

drawn with individuals or small groups in mind. States also have other considerations; 

foremost among them, jurisdiction over territory. And as he recognized, “The link 

between people and land is a crucial feature of national identity.”94 But even here, 

where a state’s interest is at its strongest, there might be room to infer some duty to 

provide for immigration, or what he describes as a form of territorial or locational 

right.95 

Walzer discusses this potential right in the context of a person seeking asylum, a 

refugee, as that term is traditionally understood. That is, a person who is fleeing, say, 

political persecution in the sense of his possibly being murdered in his homeland, and 

who appears on the doorstep (as it were) of a different state, requesting entry into the 

new one. Walzer allows that under such circumstances, the expulsion of the newcomer 

would be unjust. In doing so, however, he relies at least partially upon a quote from 

Hobbes that I would contend has far greater application to my premise than to Walzer’s: 

Hobbes makes the argument in classical form when he lists those rights that are 
given up and those that are retained when the social contract is signed. The 

                                                
93 Ibid., 148. 

 
94 Ibid., 158. 
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retained rights include self-defense and then ‘the use of fire, water, free air, and 
a place to live in, and . . . all things necessary for life.’96 (emphasis in original) 

 

Walzer returns to this theme in a later part of the chapter termed “The Claim of 

Necessity.” Essentially, he adopts the view that control over discrete territory, i.e., land, 

means that a state is subject to a claim of necessity. “Territory is a social good in a  

double sense. It is living space, earth and water, mineral resources and potential wealth, 

a resource for the destitute and the hungry.”97 And since it is the state that has 

jurisdiction over territory, the duties of mutual aid—or if one prefers, charity—are 

qualitatively different for a state than any obligation imposed by charity upon an 

individual. It is in this sense that he relates that “mutual aid is more coercive for political 

communities,” and he goes further when he says: “And if this is true, might not 

admission be morally imperative, at least for these strangers.”98 (emphasis in original; in 

stressing “these,” the context makes clear he means the hungry and thirsty, as well as 

the persecuted, stateless, etc.) 

So here, in the words of one of the founders and leaders in intellectual thought of the 

school of communitarianism, a philosopher who one might have thought would be most 

antagonistic to the cosmopolitan school of thought (to be taken up shortly) there is 

again convergence on this one point, if nothing else. The point being that, at least when 

viewed from the standpoint of the state, the obligations of justice militate in favor of 
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making some provision for those who turn up at a state’s borders, bereft of land, a 

water supply, or any means by which to secure even the most fundamental resources 

with which to enable basic survival. 

Might justice demand more? Might the obligations extend beyond allowing admission 

to someone deprived, through no fault of their own, of one of life’s most fundamental 

and precious resources? In seeking to find an answer to that question, we must next 

turn to more contemporary thought in all of the main roots of the distributive justice 

“tree” (one is tempted  in this instance to say the tree of life), namely, utilitarianism, 

cosmopolitanism, and human rights. Additionally, we will sometimes pause, 

momentarily, to examine some of the branches and buds.  

Recall that the “modern” incarnation of distributive justice can be fairly said to have 

begun with Rawls’ A Theory of Justice in 1971. Thus far we have generally looked at the 

early spate of work, primarily in the 1970s and early 1980s, that followed in quick 

succession after its publication. The purpose in this section is to continue exploration of 

developments in the distributive justice field, concentrating primarily upon work within 

the last two decades, and even more narrowly, within the present century. In doing so, 

we will explore in some detail the new aspects of the school of thought known as 

cosmopolitanism.99 But I also wish to draw upon utilitarianism and human rights 

                                                
99 Cosmopolitanism “has been used to describe a wide variety of important views in moral and 

socio—political philosophy. The nebulous core shared by all cosmopolitan views is the idea that all human 
beings . . . do (or at least can) belong to a single community . . . . The philosophical interest in 
cosmopolitanism lies in its challenge to commonly recognized attachments to fellow-citizens, the local 
state, parochially shared cultures, and the like.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Cosmopolitanism” 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/cosmopolitanism/ (accessed 24 February 2011). 
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principles to inform contemporary conceptions. First, from the viewpoint of seeing how 

distributive justice study has developed overall. But also, specifically, to see if it has 

anything to say about how we ought to go about addressing those soon to be upon us 

and in fact already encroaching, i.e., land and water scarcity issues. 

To begin the inquiry, we must in some sense come full circle. This is because one of the 

most influential of what will hereafter be referred to as “contemporary” works (within 

the approximate two decade timeframe just mentioned), is by the instigator of the 

entire modern trend, namely Rawls himself. Reference is made to the last of his major 

publications, a book published not long before his death in 2002, entitled The Law of 

Peoples.100 

A Theory of Justice both inspired (or provoked) a great deal of critique, meaning both 

positive and negative treatment. Within a domestic political philosophy context, 

treatment was, for the most part, generally favorable:101 in the international or global 

distributive justice context, distinctly less so. We have already seen some of the latter in 

the form of the work of Beitz previously reviewed. Even more pointed criticism was 

leveled by Rawls’ former student and now probably the foremost cosmopolitan 

philosopher, Thomas Pogge. (More will be said both about the philosophy and the 

philosopher shortly.) 

                                                
100 John Rawls, The Law of Peoples, (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
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In any event, after seeing his masterwork interpreted to support almost every 

conceivable position adopted by anyone in the field, for nearly three decades, Rawls 

published his own work to elaborate and expound upon how it should be that the 

principles and concepts first enunciated in A Theory of Justice (TOJ) are applied in the 

international arena. The result was The Law of Peoples (TLP). As he notes in the 

introduction to the book, in his own conception Rawls was saying: 

By the ‘Law of Peoples’ I mean a particular political conception of right and 
justice that applies to the principles and norms of international law and practice. 
. . . In this book I consider how the content of the Law of Peoples might be 
developed out of a liberal idea of justice similar to, but more general than, the 
idea I called justice as fairness in A Theory of Justice (1971). This idea of justice is 
based on the idea of the social contract, and the procedure followed before the 
principles of right and justice are selected and agreed upon is in some ways the 
same in both the domestic and the international case.102 (emphasis in original) 
 
 

Contrary to this introductory note, however, some topics discussed in TLP are not 

mentioned at all in TOJ, among them boundaries, borders, or immigration in general. 

Not that this was due to any oversight by Rawls; by its very nature given the fact that 

TOJ concerned only domestic justice, no mention was to be expected. But here, in his 

“more general” (his phrasing) treatment of the subject, Rawls takes up—and spends a 

fair amount of time on—discussion related to those issues. 

The first time he broaches the subject, in a section titled the Role of Boundaries, Rawls 

informs us that at least one important role of government “is to be the representative 

and effective agent of a people as they take responsibility for their territory and its 
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environmental integrity, as well as for the size of their population.”103 In a way, as Rawls 

saw it, one point of the very institution of property rights was to enable the 

maintenance of assets, and one very obvious asset is “the people’s territory.” But 

besides the obvious, there are several additional requirements to this responsibility. 

One is that the territory must be maintained in “its capacity to support them [the 

people] in perpetuity . . . .” (emphasis in original). The condition of perpetuity is a crucial 

one, for the same reason that the people themselves must participate in the 

maintenance of the territory; because they must “recognize that they cannot make up 

for their irresponsibility in caring for their land and its natural resources by conquest in 

war or by migrating into other peoples’ territory without their consent.”104 

Rawls conceived that the Law of Peoples would be formulated in a kind of “Round Two” 

of the original position he posited in TOJ. That is, in a kind of stylized, thought-

experiment fashion (what Rawls called “ideal theory”) after a people chose rules of 

justice in a domestic context, their societies themselves (what Rawls termed the 

“Society of Peoples”) would meet in a type of second original position (veil of ignorance 

as to the strengths of their particular society, etc.) to select applicable rules of global 

justice. Also, according to Rawls’ ideal theory, the participants would be something 

                                                
103 Ibid., 38-9. 

 
104 Ibid., 39. In a footnote to this passage, Rawls states that his remark “implies that a people has 

at least a qualified right to limit immigration.” Disappointing for my project, however, he informs a reader 
that he is going to “leave aside what these qualifications might be.” But he does advise that one good 
reason for restriction on immigration “is to protect a people’s political culture and it constitutional 
principles.” He cites Walzer “for a good statement” and quotes him at some length on this point. Ibid., n. 
48.  
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resembling liberal or constitutional democracies, along with a few other types of 

societies.105 

Given these assumptions and assertions of the ideal theory, Rawls’ went on to point out 

one of the distinctions that prevented the second round of the original position from 

being exactly analogous to the first: 

If a reasonable pluralism of comprehensive doctrines is a basic feature of a 
constitutional democracy with its free institutions, we may assume that there is 
an even greater diversity in the comprehensive doctrines affirmed among the 
members of the Society of Peoples with its many different cultures and 
traditions. Hence a classical, or average, utilitarian principle would not be 
accepted by peoples, since no people organized by its government is prepared to 
count, as a first principle, the benefits for another people as outweighing the 
hardships imposed on itself. Well-ordered peoples insist on an equality among 
themselves as peoples, and this insistence rules out any form of the principle of 
utility.106 (emphasis in original) 

 

However, there is an exception to this exception; this is in the case of what Rawls 

recognized was a more “real-world” or practical circumstance, what he called “nonideal 

theory.” For present purposes, the only type of situation relevant is that of “societies 

burdened by unfavorable conditions (henceforth, burdened societies).” (emphasis in 

original).107 He explained that burdened societies often lacked political traditions, 

human capital, technology, material resources, etc., needed to be well-ordered. He then 

                                                
105 Ibid., 4. The liberal society together with another type of society worthy to participate, what 

Rawls called the “decent peoples.” Exactly what constitutes this other category is not significant for 
present purposes; note only that both types of societies went to make up the “Society of Peoples,” 
sometimes called  the “well-ordered peoples,” which would be the ones meeting in the second round of 
the original position 

 
106 Ibid., 40. 
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notes that, “Well-ordered peoples have a duty to assist burdened societies.” (emphasis 

in original).108 

Having said that much, Rawls then goes on to add that nonetheless “It does not follow, 

however, that the only way, or the best way, to carry out this duty of assistance is by 

following a principle of distributive justice to regulate economic and social inequalities 

among societies.”109 Thus there is to be nothing like the difference principle—one of the 

fundamental principles elaborated in TOJ as morally necessary between individuals in a 

domestic society—occurring among international societies. But Rawls does elaborate 

upon the duty of assistance to burdened societies, and in doing so proposes three 

“guidelines” for the duty. The first is that the duty to assist is very limited “the aim is to 

increase and preserve just (or decent) institutions, and not simply to increase . . . the 

average level of wealth.”110 

His second—and much more elaborated—guideline seems to intimate that the duty of 

assistance is limited because it is primarily the fault of the burdened society itself that 

                                                
108 Ibid., 106. However, Rawls never explains precisely why this duty should exist, or from whence 

such a duty arises. Further, he never explicitly elaborates the nature of the duty; that is to say, does it 
partake more of the characteristics of a duty of mutual aid / charity, or does it entail something more like 
the characteristics of an (at least theoretically) mandatory nature akin to some duty imposed by justice? 

 
109
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110 Ibid., Interestingly, and somewhat contradictorily to what he had previously said with regard 
to utilitarianism, Rawls relies here on some work by J.S. Mill, his (Rawls’) rationale contained in an 
approximately one half page long footnote devoted to the issue. To quote from it: “The thought that real 
savings and economic growth are to go on indefinitely, upwards and onwards, with no specified goal in 
sight, is the idea of the business class of a capitalist society. But what counts for Mill are just basic 
institutions and the well-being of what Mill would call ‘the laboring class.’” n. 33. Thus Rawls seems to 
recognize Mills’ adherence to the broader concepts of consequentialism, as opposed to Bentham 
utilitarianism. In any event, it appears that Rawls agrees with what has been said earlier here about 
relentlessly pursued economic growth being ultimately unsustainable. 
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causes it to be so poor that it is incapable attaining the status of a well-ordered peoples. 

To have Rawls say it in his own voice: 

I believe that the causes of the wealth of a people and the forms it takes lie in 
their political culture and in the religious, philosophical, and moral traditions that 
support the basic structure of their political and social institutions, as well as in 
the industriousness and cooperative talents of its members, all supported by 
their political virtues. I would further conjecture that there is no society 
anywhere in the world—except for marginal cases—with resources so scarce 
that it could not, were it reasonably and rationally organized and governed, 
become well-ordered . . . . Crucial also is the country’s population policy: it must 
take care that it does not overburden its lands and economy with a larger 
population than it can sustain.111  

 
Given this backdrop Rawls appears to suggest that there is a form of assistance that 

might be more effective than monetary aid, namely, an insistence on human rights 

directed to the rulers since “’famines are economic disasters, not just food crises.’ In 

other words, they are attributable to faults within the political and social structure” as 

well as a government’s “failure to institute policies to remedy the effects of shortfalls in 

food production.” That being the case, “Insisting on human rights will, it is to be hoped, 

help to prevent famines from developing.” And in any event “Respecting human rights 

could also relieve population pressure within a burdened society.”112 

Perhaps there is much truth in Rawls’ observations regarding one of the reasons well-

ordered states’ duties should be so circumscribed. But he appears to overplay the 

effects of social and cultural factors in bringing about famines, and to omit entirely any 

discussion of one of the major factors relevant to my project, namely, intense and 
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sustained drought. In any event his formulation seems to come surprisingly close to a 

“blame the victim” mechanism for escaping a more stringent requirement of duty.113 

Before moving on from LOP, one further observation on Rawls’ duties of assistance 

needs to be made. In a section discussing the possible reasons for reducing wealth 

inequalities, he opines that no such move is necessary among societies as opposed to a 

domestic situation, “In itself, it doesn’t matter how great the gap between rich and poor 

may be. What matters are the consequences.”114 This distinction is made after having 

rejected any of the principles of utilitarianism only some few pages before. Although 

this minor passage is unimportant standing alone, it illustrates a pattern; it is small 

wonder that some philosophers found the disconnect between Rawls’ conception of 

justice in the domestic versus global contexts arresting, as we shall see.  

                                                
113 His third guideline having no particular relevance to my project, I will omit any discussion of it. 
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CHAPTER 8.  CONTEMPORARY DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE ISSUES RAISED BY PROBLEMS  
 INVOLVING THE GLOBAL QUANTITY—AND DISTRIBUTION OF—WATER 
 
 

We are what suns and winds and waters make us. 
—Walter Savage Landor, Regeneration 

 
 

To review our definitional foundations for one moment, there are probably as many 

definitions of distributive justice as there are authors who have written upon the theme. 

Having reviewed a large number of them, this section will commence by quoting a 

particularly helpful one, “Principles of distributive justice are understood as those used 

to determine a defensible allocation of benefits and burdens within a specific set of 

individuals.”1  

Besides being a concise and easily comprehensible statement of the subject matter, this 

definition also has the extra added attraction of lending itself very readily to the 

particularized scope of my enquiry. For in speaking about a “specific set of individuals,” 

it leaves the designation of the “set” up to the extent of the investigation being 

undertaken. Here, that will be the set of all individuals, globally, who will populate the 

world when the dire consequences of the water dilemmas under consideration begin to 

more forcefully occur. (Again, just to place things within a temporal context, most of 

those will hit within a few decades. Not to put too fine a point on a plethora of 

compound, complex variables, but for argument’s sake, assume something like 20-40 

                                                
1 Luis Cabrera, “Poverty, Inequality and Global Distributive Justice,” in P. Hayden, ed., The 

Ashgate Research Companion to Ethics and International Relations (Farnham, England: Ashgate Publishing 
Limited, 2009): 296. 
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years. Obviously then, it will include some people now living as well as generations yet 

to be born.)  

Philosophical thought regarding the broadening of the geographic scope of moral 

concern, to encompass humans of the world as a whole, is not a new enterprise. As a 

recent book explains, it was explored by the Stoics of ancient Greece, and certain 

conceptions were introduced by the Enlightenment, most notably by certain of Kant’s 

writings.2 Within the last several decades, and particularly since the publication of 

Rawls’ A Theory of Justice, much attention has been directed to a global extension of the 

bounds of distributive justice from the state-constrained version which he exposited.3 

Very often, and particularly within the last twenty years or so, many of the ideas 

concerning such an extension have gathered within a branch of distributive justice that 

is known as cosmopolitanism. As Held defines it: 

Cosmopolitanism elaborates a concern with the equal moral status of each and 
every human being and creates a bedrock of interest in what it is that human 
beings have in common, independently of their particular familial, ethical, 
national and religious affiliations. It does not deny the historical, sociological and 
political significance of these kinds of identity, but argues that they can obscure 
what it is that all people share – the bundle of needs, desires, anxieties and 
passions that define us all as members of the same species.4 
 
 

A great many principles are aggregated under the cosmopolitanism tent, but essentially 

cosmopolitans tend to be moral universalists. For them, there are at least some 

                                                
2
 David Held, Cosmopolitanism: Ideals and Realities (Cambridge UK: Polity Press, 2010), 40-1. 

 
3 Cabrera, “Poverty, Inequality and Global Distributive Justice,” 294-98. 
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foundational rules which are applicable to all people: that people—wherever they might 

be—ought to be treated with equal moral concern and respect. At its most ambitious, 

cosmopolitanism claims we ought to recognize our moral responsibilities to people 

beyond our borders as fully and completely as to those within; in other words, we ought 

not “make moral distinctions between insiders and outsiders.”5 

As noted earlier, the modern relevance of a worldview on this issue has gained 

considerable weight with the rise of globalization in recent decades. But there were 

precursors, even within the modern period. One significant spur was the post-Second 

World War initiatives in governance. “. . . [T]he 1948 UN Declaration of Human Rights 

and the subsequent 1966 Covenants raised the principle of egalitarian individualism to a 

universal reference point: the requirement that each person be treated with equal 

concern and respect, irrespective of the state in which they were born or brought up, is 

the central plank of the human rights worldview.”6 (We will return to the intersection of 

human rights and cosmopolitanism later.) 

The publication of Rawls’ A Theory of Justice in 1971 certainly accelerated the process, 

but it is noteworthy that he himself was not a devotee of cosmopolitanism. As he 

explained in his later work, when he was attempting to extend his ideas of justice out to 

a broader sphere than that of a single society or state, there were still some 

preconditions which his thought experiment group of contracting parties had to satisfy. 

                                                
5 Shapcott, International Ethics, 15. 
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In fact, as he put it in his essay titled The Law of Peoples (written before his book with 

the same title), he “begins with the case of a hypothetically closed and self-sufficient 

liberal democratic society and covers only political values and not all of life.”7 He made 

clear that what he meant by the “Law of Peoples” was to formulate a system of justice 

within a single “closed,” “self-sufficient,” and ”liberal” society, and then have the system 

“worked up” to apply to international law. In other words, it was to supply the 

“concepts and principles by which that law is to be judged.”8 

Possibly the person most widely associated with being a proponent of the broad 

concept of cosmopolitanism is Thomas Pogge. Pogge, was a student of Rawls (and is 

now Professor of Philosophy and International Affairs at Yale). He has also written on 

the subject probably more extensively than any other single philosopher. A good portion 

of his texts seek to provide support for the proposition that there is nothing which 

would inherently prevent the extension of Rawlsian principles to a global setting.9 What 

is necessary is the acceptance of the fundamental tenets of cosmopolitanism.  

The foundations of how the doctrine applies in a resources context is premised at least 

partly upon Pogge’s conception of the strength of different ethical duties, depending on 

how it is that they arise. This takes the form of the often mentioned distinction between 

                                                
7 John Rawls, “The Law of Peoples,” in S. Shute and S. Hurley, eds., On Human Rights: The Oxford 

Amnesty Lectures (Basic Books, New York), reprinted in T. Pogge and D. Moellendorf eds., Global Justice: 
Seminal Essay (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2008). Note: It should be pointed out that Rawls published 
several articles with this or similar titles, before publishing a book with the same name which collected, 
and extended and  elaborated his thoughts on the subject.  

. 
8 Ibid., 428. 
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what are usually referred to as “positive” and “negative” duties. To state it a bit more 

formally, there is commonly thought to be a difference in normative responsibility, 

depending on the circumstances under which a particular obligation has arisen. The 

general proposition has been explained concisely: 

Within commonsense moral thought, two doctrines about normative 
responsibility play a central role. One is the doctrine that individuals have a 
special responsibility for what they themselves do, as opposed to what they 
merely fail to prevent. This doctrine is sometimes expressed in the principle that 
negative duties are stricter than positive duties, where this means, roughly, that 
it is more important to avoid doing certain sorts of things to people than it is to 
prevent unwelcome occurrences from befalling them or to provide them with 
positive benefits.10  (emphasis in original) 

 
Virtually all justice theorists would agree that there is some duty incumbent upon 

people to aid those in need. But this “duty” does not mean that there is a “rights claim” 

for the disadvantaged to call upon in order to obligate the better off to contribute to 

their aid.  In other words, while it would be a nice, good, and praiseworthy thing to do 

to contribute in some fashion to aid for the needy or destitute, whether the richer 

person or society chooses to do so is entirely a matter of choice. It cannot be viewed as 

immoral, unethical, or a violation of any principle of justice if the rich do not.  

However, this assertion is based on an understanding that the better off did not do 

anything to cause the plight of the poor. If that had happened, most justice theorists 

would agree that the dictates of justice require that the rich (whether person or society) 

has a “true duty,” an actual, enforceable, affirmative obligation to provide the aid. But 

                                                
10 S. Scheffler, “Individual Responsibility in a Global Age,” Social Philosophy and Policy 12 (2009): 

219.   
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in the case first stated it is a “mere” humanitarian duty: one not required, and no 

opprobrium attaches under justice theory if potential donors do not provide aid. It is an 

occasion for charitable or humanitarian assistance only.  

This is where Pogge departs from what I’ll call Rawlsian distributive justice theory. And 

the distinction from Rawls’ thought (or at least one facet of it), and Pogge’s analysis of 

global natural resource circumstances has particular relevance to the instant thesis. He 

believes that rich societies actually have inflicted (and continue to do so), harm upon 

poor ones by actions which have resulted in much of world poverty. 

Pogge has often stated that the present state of global poverty has come about due to 

political institutions and cultures foisted by the developed world upon the developing 

one. He invokes the “common and very violent history through which the present 

radical inequality accumulated.”11 This history includes such factors as colonialism, 

slavery, and exploitation of natural resources by appropriation, either through outright 

theft or imposed trade founded upon inequitable terms. Pogge argues that while people 

living in rich societies today are generally not personally responsible for much if any of 

this, they certainly enjoy the fruits of this radical inequality. But in addition, people alive 

today are responsible for some portion of the inequality, through “institutional rules” 

which sustain it. Thus he issues a “challenge” to conventional distributive justice 

thinking. His stated challenge: 

                                                
11 Thomas Pogge, “World Poverty and Human Rights,” in J. Rosensthal and C. Barry, eds., Ethics & 

International Affairs: A Reader, 3
rd

 ed. (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2008), 308. 
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. . . [A]ddressed to adherents of broadly consequentialist and contractualist 

conceptions of justice, is that we are preserving our great economic advantages 

by imposing a global economic order that is unjust in view of the massive and 

avoidable deprivations it foreseeably reproduces. . . . 

 The usual moral debates concern the stringency of our moral duties to 
help the poor abroad. Most of us believe that these duties are rather feeble, 
meaning that it isn’t very wrong for us to give no help at all. Against this popular 
view, some (Peter Singer [and several other consequentialists]) have argued that 
our duties are quite stringent  and quite demanding; and others . . . have 
defended an intermediate view according to which our positive duties, insofar as 
they are quite stringent, are not very demanding. Leaving this whole debate to 
one side, I focus on what it ignores: our moral duties not to harm. We do, of 
course, have positive duties to rescue people from life-threatening poverty. But 
it can be misleading to focus on them when more stringent negative duties are 
also in play: duties not to expose people to life-threatening poverty and duties to 
shield them from harms for which we would be actively responsible.12 (emphasis 
in original) 

 
 
In other words, the global economic order is unjust in two respects. First, it constitutes a 

drastic turnabout of Rawls’ difference principle, in effect standing it on its head, by 

imposing differences in well-being which are attributable to the rich having created an 

unjust societal order disadvantaging the poor; specifically, “There is a shared 

institutional order that is shaped by the better-off and imposed on the worse-off.”13 

Second, Pogge maintains that, to the extent that duties to the poor can be formulated 

by breaking them down into a dichotomy of two alternatives, i.e., positive versus 

negative, the current global order has resulted in those of the latter variety. Moral 

philosophers would generally agree that the transgression of these negative duties—

                                                
12 Ibid., 310-12. 
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ones counseling an individual or institution to do no harm—is a more serious moral 

offense than the non-observance of any positive responsibility. 

Arriving at almost precisely the same endpoint, though by means of an entirely different 

route, is the “response” by one of the utilitarians/cosmopolitans referenced by Pogge in 

his challenge, namely Singer. The word response is in quotes since, actually, Singer 

penned his thought on the inequities of the global economic order several years earlier 

than the date of Pogge’s article from which the above quote was taken. In One World: 

The Ethics of Globalization,14 Singer mounts a withering attack on the several decades 

old—but seemingly ever-accelerating pace—of the economic phenomenon which 

commonly occurs under that moniker. Though the book is far-ranging, one 55-page 

chapter is devoted solely to economic deprivation issues. 

The fundamental question Singer proposes is a straightforward one, “Is there a causal 

link between poverty and economic globalization?” The book is replete with empirical 

evidence—statistical, demographic, and trade data, seeking to make the case that it is. 

But this is not to suggest that Singer is in anyway a protectionist, anti-trade, or anything 

of the kind. Rather, his complaint is primarily with the institutions that have been 

formulated to bring about the present-day global economic situation, and most 

particularly the World Trade Organization (WTO). To elaborate all the various strands of 

evidence would carry us far beyond the point of the present enterprise. Suffice it to say 

that he aims to demonstrate the culpability of the WTO and other global economic 

                                                
14 Peter Singer, One World: The Ethics of Globalization, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 2004). 
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players (the World Bank, multi-national corporations, etc.) in being responsible for 

desperate and degrading poverty. 

Perhaps most important for present purposes is his argument about how the demands 

of globalization impact natural resource abundance and availability. In doing so, he 

explains how “standard economic models” work to create a state of affairs that is 

“Pareto efficient” (named after a famous economist), meaning a state “where no one’s 

welfare can be improved without reducing the welfare of at least one other person.”15  

At least that is what theory would dictate as long as one is looking at a single state, and 

the government has enacted legislation so that costs of production (example, pollution) 

are “internalized” so that private costs are accounted for with respects to the costs they 

impose upon society as a whole.  

However, according to Singer, the role played by the government of a well-regulated 

nation-state has no equivalent in the global economic order. The WTO plays no such 

role.16 So a multinational corporation will just move production to a state that has no 

social-costs legislation. (The same rationale holds for other than environment-impacting 

                                                
15 Ibid., 92. A fuller definition in given in an economics textbook as: “Condition which exists in a 

social organization when no change can be implemented which will make someone better off without 
making someone else worse off—each in his own estimation. Since an economic system is a type of social 
organization, Pareto optimality is a type of social organization, Pareto optimality is synonymous with 
economic efficiency.” Milton Spencer, Contemporary Economics, 3rd ed. (New York: Worth Publishers, Inc., 
1977), 761.  

 
16

 In fact, the WTO has often been viewed as overtly anti-environmental. As probably the most 
famous example, it ruled against the US when the US sought to ban the import of tuna caught by a 
technique that commonly kills dolphins in the process, by drowning them in purse seines deliberately 
encircling the dolphins in order to catch the tuna which form an associated traveling group underneath 
the dolphin “pods” (families of related individuals). The US had sought the ban—as enforcement of its 
Marine Mammal Protection Act—of tuna from Mexico, which its fishermen had caught utilizing the 
procedure.  



 

182 
 

issues, like child labor, worker safety, union rights, etc., but focus will be had here on 

resource related situations.) And Singer theorizes that many poor nations (or those 

governed by “ruling elites” who profit by such production) have no incentive to play 

such a role regarding its own companies, or as to multinationals operating within their 

jurisdiction: 

A national government may have little interest in forcing a producer to 
internalize damage done to the global environment, for example to the oceans 
or the atmosphere or to stocks of cetaceans [marine mammals], fish, or 
migrating birds. Even though all nations share the global environment the 
‘tragedy of the commons’ rules here, and a nation may benefit more by allowing 
its fishing fleet to catch as much as it can  than by restraining the fleet so that 
the fleets of other nations can catch more. Thus, judged strictly in economic 
terms, without global environmental protection there is no reason to expect free 
trade to be Pareto efficient, let alone to maximize overall welfare.17 

 

Singer does not deal with specifically water or land-scarcity related concerns. But a part 

of his book dealing with the atmosphere has several parallels with the issues under 

consideration. As he phrased it, “The aim of this chapter is to help us to see that there is 

no ethical basis for the present distribution of the atmosphere’s capacity to absorb 

greenhouse gases without drastic climate change”18 (emphasis in original). In trying to 

work out an equitable distribution, Singer synopsizes many of the foundational 

principles of justice. Among these are: a historical principle; a time-slice principle (with a 

nod to the libertarian philosopher Robert Nozick for this); an equal share for everyone; 

and, aiding the worst-off (this last specifically discussing John Rawls). 

                                                
17 Singer, One World: The Ethics of Globalization, 93. 

 
18

 Ibid., 49. 
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Within the historical principle context, Singer extensively discusses the Lockean proviso, 

and in doing so analogizes the atmosphere to a global sink, in which everyone deposits 

his wastes. As long as the sink has enough capacity, no problem arises; the proviso is 

fulfilled. But once capacity is reached, “when we continue to throw our usual wastes 

down the sink we are no longer leaving ‘enough and as good’ for others . . . . For the sink 

belongs to us all in common, and by using it without restriction now, we are depriving 

other of their right to use the sink in the same way . . . . The use of the sink is a limited 

resource that needs to be shared in some equitable way. But How? A problem of 

distributive justice has arisen.”19  

Singer recognizes that viewing the situation from a historical perspective places a heavy 

burden on developed states. Essentially it amounts to the well-known environmental 

perspective that the “polluter pays” for the cost of the degradation he has caused. This 

would mean that the developed states undergo an immediate and extremely draconian 

reduction of greenhouse gases; at the same time, they would also have to provide 

compensation to developing states for using up a valuable resource (atmospheric 

capacity).  

Recognizing the onerous obligation this would entail, he wonders if a time-slice principle 

might be more acceptable to developed states. In other words, “wipe the slate clean” to 

a time when rich states could have been expected to know when their emission might 

harm the world’s poor. He further imagines that developing states generously overlook 

                                                
19

 Ibid., 26. 
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the past and start “counting” in, say, 1990. There still must be some principle “to decide 

how much each nation should be allowed to emit.”20 One such principle might be that of 

equal shares. To make such a scheme work, the first question to be answered would be: 

equal shares of what? Using the level that the Kyoto Protocol was designed to achieve 

as a basis for his evaluation,21 and allocating equal per capita emissions, the US “would 

have to reduce its emissions to no more than one-fifth of present levels.”22 

A third principle might be that of “aiding the worst-off.” As one might expect, Singer 

engages in an extended discussion of Rawlsian theory in this section. It is conceivable 

that a Rawlsian argument would allow developed countries to continue with unequal 

per capita emissions. However, for it to be plausible, one would have to demonstrate 

that their continued production not only makes the world better off, but also 

advantages the least developed countries over and above where they would otherwise 

be. Singer finds both empirical and ethical flaws with this argument. Leaving aside the 

factual ones, he observes that the major ethical flaw is the primary recipients of benefits 

from production in wealthy states are the inhabitants of those states. Most inhabitants 

of poor countries cannot afford to buy goods produced in the US, for example. 

                                                
20 Ibid., 34. 

 
21

 Although these figures are now recognized to be hopelessly generous. They were formulated 
in the mid-1990s when the Protocol was in the drafting stage. Practically all climate scientists now 
recognize that the atmospheric capacity for additional greenhouse gases is much more constrained than 
was contemplated at the time. To elaborate  would take us far afield from present purposes; however, for 
an interested reader, a bit of further explanation may be found in the “science section” of this paper. 
 

22
 Singer, One World: The Ethics of Globalization, 35. 
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Lastly Singer comes to the “greatest happiness principle,” or utilitarianism. He goes on 

at some length about the distinctions between classical utilitarians and preference 

utilitarianism, a more contemporary version. Ultimately he states that the differences 

between the two, at least in this case, are not important. “What is much more of a 

problem, for either of these views, is to indicate how one might do such a calculation . . . 

. Perhaps it is because of the difficulty of answering such broad questions about utility 

that we have other principles . . . . They give you easier answers and are more likely to 

lead to an outcome that approximates the best consequences.”23 

Thus, perhaps somewhat surprisingly for a utilitarian, in the last section of the chapter in 

which all this is contained, he ends up endorsing the time-slice principle: 

Each of the four principles of fairness I have considered could be defended as the 
best one to take, or we could take some in combination. I propose, both because 
of its simplicity, and hence its suitability as a political compromise, and because 
it seems likely to increase global welfare, that we support the second principle, 
that of equal per capita future entitlements to a share of the capacity of the 
atmospheric sink, tied to the current United Nations projection of population 
growth per country in 2050.24 

 
Any such scheme would still entail a drastic reduction in greenhouse gas emissions in 

affluent states. It is exceedingly unlikely that rich, developed states would accede to 

anything remotely resembling the scale of cutbacks required. 

It seems evident that the challenge issued by Pogge to “adherents of broadly 

consequentialist and contractualist conceptions of justice” is not so challenging after all. 

                                                
23 Ibid., 41. 

 
24

 Ibid., 43. 
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It appears that the two modes of analysis have arrived, broadly speaking, at the same 

place. To see why, keep in mind Singer’s “response,” (economic hardship borne by 

affluent states in order to advantage poor ones), while turning to consideration of 

contractualism (and its offshoot cosmopolitanism), and review its application to natural 

resources more broadly. 

In an ironic sense, Pogge’s “ultramodern” cosmopolitan theories require a return to one 

of the principles first enunciated by Locke, specifically the Lockean provisio.  But of 

course, this is explicitly a contractualist formulation arising from Locke’s hypothesized 

state of nature. As noted earlier, the proviso stipulates that a person may engage in 

unilateral appropriation, even at a time when society has passed beyond a state of 

nature, as long as after the appropriation there is “enough, and as good left” for others. 

According to Pogge, Locke thought of the duty imposed by the proviso not as a positive 

duty, “but as an enforceable negative duty strictly owed to others.”25 

He also enlists Kant in making his point, saying that Kant’s discussion of “perfect duties” 

also provides support for the argument.26 He characterizes Kant’s “basic idea” on the 

point as “persons are entitled to equal freedom and should therefore constrain their 

freedom so that the freedom of each is consistent with the equal freedom of all.”27 If 

                                                
25 Thomas Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights: Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and Reforms, 

2nd ed. (Cambridge UK: Polity Press, 2008), 143. 
 

26 Although from the context which is under discussion in Kant’s work (the one from which Pogge 
derives his statements regarding Kant’s “justification” of perfect duties), the points made have nothing to 
do with resources, natural or otherwise. 
 

27
 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights: Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and Reforms, 141. 
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one goes beyond this point in the exercise of his freedom he is, in effect, impinging 

upon the freedom of everyone else. So in acting in such a fashion, and limiting the 

freedom of others, such a person is doing more than merely violating some version of a 

positive duty, whether that positive duty is classified as a weak one (such as charity) or 

something stronger. When the outcome of his conduct is such as to constrain the 

conduct of someone else, he is actually engaged in a clear violation of a negative duty. 

Thus Pogge is able to call upon both the contractualist framework of Locke and the 

deontological reasoning of Kant to buttress his view that consuming too much of limited 

resources violates negative duties: 

. . . [T]aking while leaving enough and as good for others is compatible with their 
freedom to do the same and thus does not harm them unduly. But taking more 
than this can succeed only if other’s freedom to do so as well is constrained. 
Quite apart from whether Locke or Kant would have appreciated it, this affinity is 
welcome, because it shows that, insofar as our duty of justice is a negative one, 
its two aspects – compliance with, and promotion of, just institutions – can be 
grounded in one fundamental moral principle.28 

 
 
All of this constitutes a fairly circuitous justification for Pogge’s corrective measures to 

be applied to Rawls’ flawed (as Pogge contends) classification scheme concerning 

positive versus negative duties. Rawls had written that the “natural duty” of justice is an 

entirely positive one. He had defined that duty of justice as consisting of two related 

aspects: we have a positive duty “to comply with just institutions” and, in addition, a 

positive duty “to further just arrangements not yet established.”29 Taking off from 

                                                
28 Ibid., 132. 
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Rawls’ discussion of this issue, Pogge maintains that his (Rawls’) reasoning almost 

necessarily implies the converse, i.e., the complementary alternative condition. Thus he 

says that Rawls’ position simply must mean “in some cases at least, significant and 

continuing participants in an unjust institutional order have weighty negative duties to 

promote its reform and/or to protect its victims (while any corresponding duties of non-

participants would indeed be positive.”30 (emphasis supplied) 

Pogge contends that Locke would not find the world’s present institutional order 

morally acceptable or just, in any conceivable sense of the words. In doing so, he adopts 

Locke’s assumption that in a state of nature, there would be equal ownership or right of 

use of all of the earth’s natural resources. In other words, Locke said (as had Kant), the 

earth and all its resources “belong to mankind in common.” With this as a background 

premise, Pogge is able to observe that “For Locke, the justice of any institutional order 

thus depends on whether the worst-off under it are at least as well off as people would 

be in a state of nature with a proportional resource share.”31 He admits that this 

provides an imprecise baseline. Nonetheless, he is quite sure that no one can reasonably 

contend that it would involve anything like the scale of horrendous suffering and death 

presently existing on the planet. He provides reams of empirical data (derived largely 

from UN organization sources) to buttress his factual point: while the relative 

                                                                                                                                            
29 Ibid., 142. Pogge’s citations for Rawls’ general discussion of this material is from the first 

edition of A Theory of Justice. As noted in an earlier footnote, all references to that work here will cite 
page numbers from the revised edition. A bit of searching in the revised edition locates the discussion 
there at 81-86.  
 

30 Ibid., 140. 
 

31
 Ibid., 309. 
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proportion of world population living in abject poverty (defined in some sources as $1 

day or less, in some $2, in some an intermediate amount; but in common meaning the 

total amount one has for all needs, e.g., water, food, shelter, clothing—in other words—

all of life’s needs32) the absolute numbers of persons have remained fairly consistent for 

several decades. Thus, there is an “enduring poverty death toll of 18 million annually.”33 

So what is the “shared institutional order” referred to earlier, which continues to inflict 

this set of circumstances on the world’s poor? According to Pogge, “once we break free 

from explanatory nationalism, global factors relevant to the persistence of severe 

poverty are easy to find.”34 Very reminiscent of Singer, he is critical of the World Bank, 

the International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organization (WTO). In the 

negotiations leading to the later organization, Pogge recounts that developed states 

insisted on “continued and asymmetrical protections of their markets,” through well-

known mechanisms of quotas, antidumping duties, export credits, etc., which advantage 

the rich states at the expense of the poor.35  

                                                
32 Those living on less than $1 a day are classed as the extreme poor, those on less than $2 as the 

severe poor. Note that these figures are related (by UN definitions) to purchasing power in the US in 
1993. So even taking the $2 figure, and using all the necessary conversion factors, by analogy to count as 
severely poor in the US today, one would have to live on less than $98 per person per month to qualify for 
even this lesser (i.e., not as bad off) category. US Dept. of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics U.S. Census 
Bureau, “Consumer Price Index.” www.bls.gov/cpi (accessed 12 December 2010). 
 

33
 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights: Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and Reforms, 2. To 

account for these numbers in a perhaps more easily graspable human scale, this also means that 
approximately 30,000 children under five years of age perish per day, every day of every year, from 
poverty-related causes.  
 

34 Ibid., 312. 
 

35
 Ibid.  
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He is also critical of intellectual property rights regimes where they inflate the cost of 

medicine, seeds, production processes, etc., that the poor cannot afford to pay, and so 

can’t access. Multinational corporations come in for much criticism as shapers of a 

global order which disfavors the poor in developing nations; in fact he devotes a whole 

chapter just to the pharmaceutical industry in the second edition of World Poverty and 

Human Rights. Speaking of institutional order in the domestic context, and then going 

further to apply it to the international scene, he says: 

 When groups competitively pursue their interests within a framework of 
rules, these rules themselves . . . typically become objects of the competition 
and may then be deformed by stronger parties to the point where the 
framework becomes . . . unfair. 
 Implicit in our moral thinking and practice, there is then an important 
distinction . . . between matters legitimately subject to change through 
competing group interests . . . and certain basic features of the institutional 
order requisite to preserve the fairness of the competition . . . . I extend and 
apply this fundamental distinction to the global plane, arguing that any coercive 
institutional order must meet certain minimal conditions . . . in terms of human 
rights. The existing global institutional order falls short of meeting these 
conditions, on account of the excessive inequalities in bargaining power and the 
immense poverty and economic inequality it avoidably reproduces.36 

 

Thus, it appears that, not only have utilitarianism/consequentialism converged with 

contractualism/cosmpolitanism on the majority of the most fundamental questions and 

concerns of global ethics—but that both have “co-opted” the language and views of a 

human rights perspective. In order to assess the veracity of that statement, let us pause 

to more fully consider the subject from the viewpoint only briefly touched upon 

previously, and examine some contemporary human rights’ thought on the matter.

                                                
36

 Pogge, 15-6. 
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CHAPTER 9.  HUMAN RIGHTS 

You could write the story of man’s growth in terms of his epic concerns with water. 
—Bernard Frank 

 
To begin an examination of human rights, let us return to a writer whose work we have 

examined previously. Terms coined by Charles Beitz have recently come into favor and 

are much used in the literature: those of “subsistence interests” or “anti-poverty rights” 

being examples. To have Beitz speak on them: 

Contemporary human rights doctrine contains a series of protections against the 
most devastating of the consequences of poverty—malnutrition, lack of clothing 
and shelter, disease, and ignorance. We might call the interests in these 
protections ‘subsistence interests.’ The protections are summarized in the 
Universal Declaration’s guarantee of a standard of living ‘adequate for the health 
and well-being of [oneself and one’s family, including food, clothing, housing, 
and medical care and necessary social services’1 
 
 

Many of these basic principles (and much of this language) had its origin in the 1948 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). As briefly touched upon, the UDHR has 

been further elaborated in the more than 60 years since its inception, most notably for 

present purposes by the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 

adopted in 1976. Mention has been made of this human rights document before, but 

the time has come to examine several of its provisions in a more detailed light.  

                                                
1
 Charles Beitz, The Idea of Human Rights (Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2009), 160-161. 

Beitz’s quotes are from the Universal Declaration of Human Right (UDHR), specifically  Articles 25(1) and 
26. Note that his recitation, and the UDHR itself, make no mention of what I have argued is the second 
most fundamental (after air) subsistence right of all, namely water. It seems that the issue is not “on the 
radar screen” of most commentators, even one now primarily focused on the issues of human rights, as is 
Beitz. Nonetheless, inclusion of water would seem to be necessarily encompassed, for reasons previously 
stated, in any discussion of food or malnutrition. 
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The high ideals of the Convention start with its Preamble, which begins with a 

recognition of: 

 . . .[T]the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all 
members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in 
the world . . . . 
 . . . [T]he ideal of free human beings enjoying freedom from fear and 
want can only be achieved if conditions are created whereby everyone may 
enjoy his economic, social and cultural rights . . . .2 

  
The concrete framing of this, in terms of a right to “subsistence,” and the place where 

many of the later writers subsequently invoking that terminology obtained it, is from 

Article 1 of the ICESCR, which provides in pertinent part: 

 In no case may a people be deprived of its own means of subsistence.3 

Most relevant for current purposes are certain parts of Article 11 of the Convention. 

Because it forms the core of the human rights argument regarding food, water, and 

other means of subsistence, it will be set out in its entirety: 

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to 
an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate 
food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living 
conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure the 
realization of this right, recognizing to this effect the essential importance of 
international cooperation based on free consent. 

2. The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognizing the fundamental 
right of everyone to be free from hunger, shall take, individually and through 
international co-operation, the measures, including specific programmes, 
which are needed: 

(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of food 
by making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, by disseminating 

                                                
2 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, United Nations, Treaty Series, 

vol. 993, p. 3; depositary notification C.N.781.2001. 
 
3
 Ibid.  



 

193 
 

knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by developing or reforming 
agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve the most efficient 
development and utilization of natural resources; 

(b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and food-
exporting countries, to ensure an equitable distribution of world food 
supplies in relation to need.4 
 

As will be recognized, the foregoing is essentially the aspirations stated in the UDHR; 

somewhat elaborated and which now, since contained in a Covenant, are (theoretically 

at least) enforceable as to any state which has ratified the instrument. It probably goes 

without saying, but no ratifying state has ever been “called on the carpet” for any 

derogation of duty, or non-compliance or non-enforcement of the ICESCR. And even 

such a sympathetic interpreter of the provision as Beitz, could state, when reflecting 

upon the strength of the obligation as to outside states with respect to 2(b): 

Perhaps there is also a responsibility to contribute to a system of international 
transfers, but it would be a mistake to interpret anti-poverty rights as if such a 
requirement were straightforwardly implied . . . . To reach the conclusion that 
resource transfers are required, we would need reason to believe that the 
resources could be delivered in ways likely to produce a greater sustainable 
improvement in living standards for those below a threshold of ‘adequacy’ . . . .5  
 

In other words, while some kind of disaster or one-off emergency-type relief may be 

called for, continued and sustained relief or supplementation to those that continually 

fall below adequacy is arguably not mandated. 

                                                
4 Ibid. 

 
5
 Beitz, The Idea of Human Rights, 162-3. 
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However, Beitz does allow that such a “non-stringency” of obligations interpretation (his 

term) is inappropriate if there are other factors present. These might include “harmful 

interaction, historical injustice . . . political dependence . . .” and other such factors 

(each of which he provides examples for, but the details need not detain us). In this 

regard he appears to more closely parallel principles enunciated by Pogge, and in 

particular those founded upon Pogge’s historical “exploitive dealings” rationale 

examined earlier.6  

In other words, Beitz holds that the duties implied by the ICESCR are fairly weak, unless 

they can be premised on some kind of prior harm inflicted upon the poverty-stricken 

i.e., something viewed as a violation of a negative duty. Even more strongly reminiscent 

of Pogge, Beitz recognizes that a developed and a developing state need not necessarily 

have engaged in one-to-one dealings for some variety of these considerations to have 

force. “To the extent that features of the international structure enable or facilitate 

patterns of interaction that are objectionable in one of the ways we have distinguished, 

those in a position to benefit may come under pressure from an additional kind of 

reason for action, one requiring them to reform or compensate for its undesirable 

effects on those who cannot avoid them at reasonable cost.”7 

Other commentators evaluating the Convention have not been so hesitant in discerning 

a human right to some kind of distributive justice involving subsistence resources. 

                                                
6 Ibid., 171. 

 
7
 Ibid., 172. 
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Reference is made to Oxford philosopher Simon Caney, whose work particularly focuses 

on the ethical issues surrounding climate change. An essay of his dealing with the UN 

instruments under consideration proves illustrative. Appropriately enough, the work is 

contained as a chapter in a volume edited by Beitz the same year his own recent book 

appeared.8 

Taking account of the aspirational rights announced by the UDHR, and the ostensibly 

mandatory (though largely non-enforceable) language of the ICESCR, (and one other UN 

instrument; to be described) Caney finds no less than four human rights violated by 

those states most responsible for climate change. These include: (i) the human right to 

life; (ii) the human right to health; (iii) the right to subsistence; and, (iv) the human right 

not to be subject to enforced relocation.9 His treatment of all prove interesting, but for 

reasons of brevity (and consistency with the above section on Beitz), I wish to focus 

solely on the last two.  

Besides the UN instruments, Caney relies heavily on Shue’s Basic Rights, published some 

30 years earlier. As support for his view of the right to subsistence, Caney invokes, 

Shue’s “minimal economic security,” and points out that Shue interpreted it as not 

simply a negative-duty right, but that the holders “have a right that others provide them 

with food and water if their ability to subsist is undermined by wholly natural causes.”10 

                                                
8 Simon Caney, “Human Rights, Responsibilities, and Climate Change,” in Charles Beitz and 

Robert Goodin, eds., Global Basic Right, (Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2009).  
 
9 Ibid., 229-33. 

 
10

 Ibid., 232. 
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Caney acknowledges that many would consider this claim controversial if expressed in 

terms of natural causes (as opposed to negative duties arising from human causes). 

Non-controversially, in his mind, he posits what he terms as a “minimalist” statement of 

the human right to subsistence, that “all persons have a human right that other people 

do not act so as to deprive them of the means of subsistence.”11 

A similar sort of rationale is used to discuss the right related to enforced relocation. 

Caney derives the basis from a UN document, the “Guiding Principles on Internal 

Displacement (1997),”12 but formulates the principle slightly differently. “The thought is 

that persons are entitled not to be forcibly evicted from their place of residence because 

of the actions of others.”13 Although he frames his empirical examples to illustrate his 

arguments solely in terms of climate change effects wrought by developed states, there 

is no reason why his rationale would not apply to purely economic-type effects as well. 

As for example those brought about by corporate, trade, and/or institutional forces 

similar to those posited by Singer and Pogge. 

                                                
11 Ibid. 

 
12 Office of Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, http://www.reliefweb.int/ocha_ol/ 

pub/idp_gp/idp.html. (accessed  5 August 2010). 
 

13
 Caney, “Human Rights, Responsibilities, and Climate Change,” 233. 
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Human beings were invented by water as a device for  
transporting Itself from one place to another. 

—Tom Robbins, Another Roadside Attraction 

 
We have now reviewed a number of theoretical and applied ethical viewpoints and 

traditions which provide framework for the bundle of issues surrounding the scarcity (or 

surfeit) of water. Somewhat comfortingly, all of the perspectives examined seemingly 

point in the same general direction regarding the subject matter that has been termed 

“global justice” or “international justice.” Again, this is the idea that such justice implies 

that affluent states possess at least some duties of some sort to attempt to prevent the 

probable deaths of scores of millions of people. But now to the hard part: How should 

states or individuals go about trying to accomplish this humanitarian feat?  

One answer may be to allow for “open border” immigration. The contemporary 

philosopher who is most associated with that viewpoint is undoubtedly Joseph Carens. 

He has been publishing on the concept for almost 25 years. One of his earliest papers on 

the subject is one relevant for present purposes. Published in 1987, it is entitled “Aliens 

and Citizens: The Case for Open Borders.”1 In it, Carens draws upon three approaches to 

political philosophy and justice: first, that of the libertarian view (as per Robert Nozick); 

second, that of utilitarianism; and third, principles that could be classed as 

contractualist, and explicitly the work by John Rawls to that time.  

                                                
 1 Joseph Carens, “Aliens and Citizens: The Case for Open Borders,” The Review of Politics, 49 
(1987): 251. 
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Carens relates that he finds Rawls’ approach the “most illuminating” and spends the 

biggest part of his article discussing it, before modifying some of its particular 

formulations. But the most pertinent conclusions to be drawn for my project is what 

Carens sets out right at the outset: 

My strategy is to take advantage of three well-articulated theoretical approaches 
that many people find persuasive to construct a variety of arguments for 
(relatively) open borders. I will argue that all three approaches lead to the same 
basic conclusion: there is little justification for restricting immigration . . . .The 
fact that all three theories converge upon the same basic result with regard to 
immigration despite their significant differences in other areas strengthens the 
case for open borders.2 

 
In other words, Carens finds persuasive the same sort of “convergence” from different 

philosophical starting points—when applied to the subject matter of immigration—that 

I likewise found persuasive when applied to the issues surrounding distributive justice 

principles. I will not spend any time reviewing Carens’ theories as exposited in the above 

mentioned article, since he later explicitly modified his views, although generally 

adhering to the same broad conclusions. A better guide to his more mature reflections is 

contained in a later paper that was published in 1999.3 

In “Reconsidering Open Borders,” Carens came to recognize an eminently practical 

political reality: “I have been concerned for a long time with the relationship between 

theory and practice, and specifically with the way in which the radical character of the 

open borders argument limits its usefulness as a guide to public policy.” But he points 

                                                
 2 Ibid., 252. 
 
 3 Joseph Carens, “Reconsidering Open Borders,” The International Migration Review 33 (1999): 
1082. 
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out that any consideration of issues relating to justice necessarily involves 

presuppositions, and that in investigating one particular issue, other factors have to be 

taken as a given; “the meaning of words, moral norms, facts about the world, and so 

on.” Thus, Carens characterizes considerations of what justice might require as 

occurring along a continuum. At one end of it is what justice might require in some sort 

of absolute sense, though accepting that “what justice requires must be humanly 

possible, under ideal circumstances. . . . This is a familiar sort of presupposition for 

philosophers.” And he explains that what is meant by his invocation of ideal theory is 

much along the lines utilized by Rawls in A Theory of Justice, or for that matter by 

Aristotle in the Politics. The difference is that both these philosophers considered justice 

within a single society as a focus, “saying little about what justice entails for the claims 

of outsiders.”4 

At the other end of the continuum from ideal theory, the inquiry is what justice requires 

in the here and now. “This situates our inquiry in a context where we must take into 

account all of the factors we excluded with the just world presupposition, because we 

want to know how we should act in the world as it is.”5 He points out that this mode of 

thought is also familiar, though it is more often the province of policymakers than 

philosophers. This end of the continuum is labeled the “real world presupposition,” 

although Carens is quick to note that this does not preclude criticism of the status quo. 

                                                
 4 Ibid., 1084-5. 
 
 

5
 Ibid., 1086. 
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The point of laying all this out is because the presuppositions have a large bearing on 

the kinds of questions asked, evidence considered, and arguments put forward. As 

Carens summarizes the point, “moral reflection requires more than simply constructing 

a just ideal and then seeing how closely we can approximate it in the real world.”6 So he 

begins inquiry by adopting what he perceives as the conventional moral view that 

justice permits states to pursue their own interests within broad limits, and considers 

what this might imply regarding open border policy. But to concede that the limits are 

broad does not entail that they are completely unlimited. For instance, even adopting 

such a presupposition does not imply that justice under such a view would entitle a 

state to adopt an explicitly racist admission policy. 

Having established the backdrop, Carens reformulates his original open borders 

principle: 

 
If I were restating the argument today . . . I would acknowledge more clearly that 
there can be justifiable reasons for restricting free movement that would be 
compatible with a commitment to equal moral worth . . . . The right to move 
freely across state borders is an important human freedom, but that does not 
make it absolute. Nevertheless, I still think that if we took the principle of equal 
moral worth seriously, it would dramatically constrain the sorts of considerations 
that now drive immigration policy and would make borders much more open.7 

  
 
Carens recognizes that this position places him at approximately the halfway point along 

the continuum. He acknowledges that it places him at odds with those who argue for 

primacy of state sovereignty. But he points out that in the “real world,” sovereignty is 

                                                
 6 Ibid., 1087. 
 
 

7
 Ibid., 1088-9. 
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often divided. Turning to empirical political arrangements, he makes his point by 

referring to federal systems. One such would be the US; although each State8 is 

sovereign in some aspects, as recognized in constitutional and statutory law, each gave 

up other aspects of sovereignty when it joined the Union. Thus—for instance—Virginia 

cannot prohibit a resident of Maryland from moving into its territory. 

Perhaps more relevant for present purposes is the newer and less integrated example of 

the EU. Carens observes that it did not adopt its internal open border policy for reasons 

of justice or because of a commitment to human rights; rather, it was due to concern for 

economic efficiency. And the open border policy wasn’t implemented until some of the 

poorer states achieved an economic level that made wholesale migration implausible. 

For Carens, these facts confirm one of his fundamental contentions; border control is 

essentially to “protect a community,” as is argued by communitarians, such as Walzer, 

mentioned above.  This occurs when the community is relatively better off than other 

nearby communities, such that it is attractive to many to relocate there. So upon this 

view, “restriction on migration usually serves as a protection for economic and political 

privilege.” This kind of calling-it-like-it-is can serve to “unmask the pretensions to moral 

legitimacy that are supplied by the conventional view that every state has an inherent 

right to control its own borders.”9 

                                                
 8 Only in this instance—where one State of those comprising the United States is referred to—
has capitalization of the term “state” been utilized. 
 
 

9
 Carens, “Reconsidering Open Borders,” 1090. 
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Thus Carens attempts to expose a bit of hypocrisy among liberals in Europe and North 

America who lay claim to the high ground in promoting human rights. He states that if 

the right to freedom of movement is regarded as a human right, as he believes it should 

be, it is affluent “Western” states that are the worst violators of these rights. But in 

regarding this as a human right, Carens claims that all states are obliged to open (or at 

least loosen) their borders regardless of whether a state’s population accepts the 

premises of his argument or not. “The reach of the claim is universal even if the source 

of the argument is particularistic (in the sense that it is rooted in the liberal tradition).”10 

Near his conclusion, Carens—like Pogge—issues a sort of challenge to liberalism. He 

claims that “most versions of liberalism that reject the idea of open borders do so 

almost as an aside.”11 He feels the reason is that they start out from presuppositions 

that are not made explicit, or that even if they are, they evade the real issues, the ones 

his arguments are designed to confront. One liberal (though communitarian) writer who 

he does give credit to is Walzer. But apart from him Carens can state: 

I know of no attempt to lay out in a systematic way a fundamental moral 
justification for the right of states to exclude migrants in the world as it is, nor 
any to justify a general right of exclusion on the world as it ought to be. Liberals 
aspire to justify their institutions and practices by offering reasons for them that 
no one can reasonably reject. What reasons justify closure? How much do these 
reasons rest upon unexamined and highly contestable presuppositions about the 
entitlement of existing communities to preserve what they have regardless of 
what others do not have? What sorts of reasons can be offered to those who are 

                                                
 10 Ibid., 1096. Note that Carens utilizes (and often switches between) both meanings of the word 
liberal. One sense being the contemporary context of liberals versus conservatives; the other being the 
meaning of “liberal tradition” in the sense of Western liberal thought as per the Enlightenment. 
 
 

11
 And he specifically mentions Rawls as one example. 
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excluded that it would be unreasonable for them to reject as a justification for 
their exclusion?12 

 
 
One writer who has taken up the call regarding what Carens’ bemoans as his critics’ lack 

of a “fundamental moral justification” is Christopher Wellman. In a recent article in the 

journal Ethics, Wellman extends Walzer’s original thoughts, substantially adds to them, 

and also advances his own rationalization.13 In penning what is probably the single most 

“reasoned” refutation of Carens, Wellman cites both Carens’ and Walzer’s work 

extensively. But he adds a new premise for rejecting Carens and siding with the 

communitarians on the right of a state to close its doors to all potential immigrants. He 

even goes beyond Walzer in holding that a state may do so when faced by a “refugee” in 

the conventional sense, i.e., one seeking asylum from a corrupt political regime. 

Wellman begins by acknowledging that wealthy states have some kind of duty of 

distributive justice. He categorizes the duty as envisaged by Carens as the “luck 

egalitarian case for open borders.” Wellman also notes that the moral premises for that 

case appear to him to be “unexceptionable.” He summarizes those premises as:  

How could one plausibly deny either that all humans are in some fundamental 
sense equally deserving of moral consideration or that the staggering 
inequalities across the globe dramatically affect people’s prospects for a decent 
life? Indeed, looked at from this perspective, sorting humans according to the 
countries in which they were born appears tantamount to a geographical caste 
system. As Joseph Carens famously argues: ‘Citizenship in Western liberal 

                                                
 12 Carens, “Reconsidering Open Borders,” 1097. 
 

 13 Christopher Wellman, “Immigration and Freedom of Association,” Ethics 119 (October 2008): 
109. 
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democracies is the modern equivalent to feudal privilege—an inherited status 
that greatly enhances one’s life chances.’14 

But even given the acknowledgment of this premise as a valid analytical starting point, 

Wellman relates that “no matter how substantial their duties of distributive justice, 

wealthier countries need not open their borders.”15 

He reaches that conclusion because he feels that any duty of distributive justice on the 

part of affluent states is outweighed by the right of its people to freedom of association. 

And of course, such a right includes the freedom to reject any potential association. As 

regards individuals, Wellman makes the point by referencing a person’s freedom to 

choose whom to marry, which religion (if any) to join, etc. He then “scales up” (my term) 

this individual right to groups, as for example, the Boy Scouts, who should have the right 

to exclude homosexuals or atheists. Another scaling up brings the analysis to the level of 

states who also enjoy this freedom. Illustratively, he observes that it would be 

impermissible for the United States to forcibly annex Canada, even if this could be done 

without violating the rights of individual Canadians: “The crucial point for our purposes 

is that one cannot explain the wrongness of unilateral annexations like this unless one 

supposes that countries like Canada enjoy a right to autonomy, a right which accords 

Canadians the freedom to associate with others as they see fit.”16 Premising a state’s 

right to exclude immigrants on a state’s (and its peoples) right to freedom of association 

                                                
 14Ibid., 120. 
  
 15Ibid., 127. 
 
 

16
Ibid., 113. 
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is what separates Wellman from Walzer, since in the former’s view the right does not 

turn exclusively, or even largely, upon questions of a political community’s distinctive 

character or culture.  

Wellman emphasizes that: 
 

. . .  [W]hile I conceive of freedom of association in deontological terms, I do not 
thereby suppose that it is necessarily absolute. I consider freedom of association 
a deontological matter because it is something to which a party can be entitled 
(it is something to which people can have a moral right), and I do not believe 
that matters of entitlement can be adequately cashed out in exclusively 
consequentialist terms. In saying this, however, I do not thereby commit myself 
to the view that such a right must be perfectly general and absolute. A right can 
be independent of, and largely immune from, consequentialist calculus without 
being entirely invulnerable to being outweighed by all competing 
considerations.17 
 
 

He can say this and be consistent because it is clear from context that in almost all 

situations with which he deals, he is talking about circumstances of relative economic 

equality, not ones of absolute scarcity of a resource that constitutes a fundamental for 

life. One clue to this is the fact that he notes that a wealthy state may discharge its 

“duties of distributive justice” not by opening its borders, but by “sending some of their 

wealth to those less fortunate.”18 

In fact, one readily picks up clues that—were he to squarely confront the situation of 

water-starved people needing entry into a well-watered state, failing which death 

looms—his right to association would be vulnerable to a “consequentialist calculus” 

                                                
 17Ibid., 117. 
 
 

18
Ibid., 127. 
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which would outweigh “all competing considerations.” But reminiscent of Singer, 

Wellman notes the fact “that the world’s poor are so desperately needy and the world’s 

wealthy are so spectacularly well off that they could effectively help the impoverished 

without sacrificing anything of real consequence is unquestionably morally significant, 

but in my mind these facts indicate that the real issue is not about equality.” Rather, a 

duty of distributive justice “stems most straightforwardly from samaritanism.”19 But 

regardless of the philosophical categorization schemata utilized, a few pages after these 

statements occur, in a footnote, Wellman explicitly distinguishes the situation where 

equality is at stake from one of Singer’s scenarios “which compares refugees to people 

desperately clamoring for shelter from the fallout of a nuclear bomb.”20 

The failure to distinguish natural resource deprivation, as opposed to economic 

inequality, as a factor driving movement across borders appears to be a widespread 

tendency among philosophers who pen articles in this area. Similarly, authors often get 

excessively caught up in the categorizing of one another’s arguments and draw ever-

finer distinctions between various shades of egalitarian/cosmopolitan, Rawlsian 

theory,21 utilitarian, and libertarian positions. One writer who has noted the fact is David 

Bartram. In an article published last year Bartram mentioned the distinctions, drawing 

                                                
 19 Ibid., 123. 
 
 

20
 Ibid.,127. 

 
 21 This distinguished from egalitarianism since, as Bartram noted “Rawls himself can hardly be 
described as a liberal egalitarian in relation to migration, particularly give his brief comments on migration 
in The Law of Peoples . . . . Rawls’ core arguments treat borders/membership as fixed and refrain from 
addressing justice at a global level.” David Bartram, “International Migration, Open Borders Debates, and 
Happiness,” International Studies Review 12 (2010): 339. 
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attention to the first by means of observing (though pursuing it no further) that 

sometimes migration is triggered by “’lumpy’ distribution of resources across arbitrary 

borders.”22 He is also complementary of Carens for basing his open border argument on 

several different principles: egalitarianism, Rawlsian (to the extent based on the “veil of 

ignorance”), utilitarian, and libertarian i.e., “‘Nozickean’ grounds.”23 Additionally, (and 

as an aside, since the main thrust of his article lies in other directions), he is critical of 

the fact of non-empiricism in the field; “that the assumption that migration generally 

makes immigrants better off is more an article of faith than an established empirical 

proposition, a likely consequence of reducing ‘better off’ to its narrowest economic 

connotation.”24 

Another writer, Peter Higgins, has bemoaned the methodological way in which 

“Cosmopolitans have defended, for a variety of reasons, the elimination of most 

restrictions on immigration.”25 Professor Higgins, observes that cosmopolitans begin 

with three basic assumptions: that the ultimate units of moral concern are individual 

human beings; that that status attaches to every person equally; that this status is 

relevant to everyone. According to Higgins, cosmopolitans combine these three moral 

assumptions with “empirical observations regarding global poverty and economic 

inequality to argue that affluent liberal states should eliminate restrictions on 

                                                
 22 Ibid. 341. 
 
 23 Ibid., 342. 
 
 24 Ibid., 339. 
 
 25 Peter Higgins, “Open Borders and the Right to Immigration,” Human Rights Review 9 (2008): 
530. 
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immigration as one way of (partially) discharging their obligation (whatever Its specific 

nature) to the global poor.”26 He coins a new category to characterize this view as 

“consequentialist cosmopolitanism.” Higgins places Carens in this camp, although he 

acknowledges that Carens himself does not characterize his defense of open borders as 

either consequentialist or cosmopolitan. In any event, Higgins argues that he (Higgins) 

takes no substantive position on state immigration policy. His concern is twofold: that 

consequentialist cosmopolitans start from the wrong unit of analysis, individuals, as 

opposed to “the socially-situated individual”27; also, they neglect “certain empirical 

considerations that bear on the validity of their arguments.”28 

Thus, taken together as a whole, Wellman’s, Bartram’s and Higgins’ arguments 

constitute the most forceful counter-argument in the extant literature against Carens’ 

policy/legal/ethical position. However, it is noted that each of those mentioned, 

including Carens, either fails to consider the question within an absolute resource 

deprivation context, (as opposed to a relative economic inequality one), or mentions the 

former context only in passing, with no real analysis or thought given to such a situation. 

If Carens’ arguments have any sway whatsoever as relating to problems of economic 

inequality, how much greater force must they possess when applied to natural resource 

concerns, especially ones like those related to water scarcity? Or land scarcity, in the 

                                                
 26 Ibid., 527. 
 
 27 Ibid., 526. 
 
 

28
 Ibid., 532. 
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probably less significant context (only in terms of the numbers of people involved), of 

inundated islands and coastlands? Such scarcities touch upon the most foundational 

bedrock of any conception of justice—or of morality or ethics in the larger sense for that 

matter—the very survival of human beings. What conception of justice would 

countenance the exclusion of refugees fleeing from such conditions of scarcity, if by 

doing so, a refusing state practically ensures their demise? 

Seemingly, one of the very few writers to have considered the arguments surrounding 

“open borders” with a view encompassing anything like an environmental (i.e., natural 

resource), context, is Jonathan Seglow, although even in the paper cited he makes clear 

that his main concern is economic migration.29 Seglow begins by dividing up the authors 

that have written on the subject into those who argue for open borders (pro), versus 

those who argue against (anti). Of those whose work has been examined in this thesis, 

he places Carens in the former camp; Rawls and Walzer in the latter.  

Seglow contends that both the pro’s and anti’s arguments are, to a greater or lesser 

extent, flawed. He considers the position of the first as unrealistic, indeed utopian, in a 

world of sovereign states; the second he views as “a convenient theoretical backdrop 

for rich western states to keep out millions of poorer peoples of the world who would 

benefit from moving there.”30 His stated purpose in the article is to explore a middle 

way. 

                                                
 29 Jonathan Seglow, “Immigration justice and borders: towards a global agreement,” 
Contemporary Politics 12, no. 3-4 (September-October 2006): 233. 
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Seglow’s “via media” is, he believes: 

 . . . [M]ore philosophically reasonable and politically feasible than open borders 
 or states’ right to exclude. Its core idea is that each state would in principle have 
 a duty to admit a certain quote of migrants arrived at using impartial, publicly 
 justifiable criteria. It can be encapsulated in the following principle: 

P(1) Every state has a prima facie duty to admit some migrants from 
other states where both (a) the numbers of migrants admitted and (b) 
the categories of migrants admitted are determined by fair criteria.31  

 
As to P(1)(a) Seglow suggests that it be governed by three criteria: the receiving state’s 

GDP, population density, and the quality of a state’s environmental infrastructure. As to 

the P(1)(b) criterion, Seglow recognizes that it will be difficult to formulate a measure, 

but he gives some idea as to the factors which it should take into account: 

The better the condition of a state’s environmental infrastructure, the greater its 
ability to maintain the same quality of life (as measured by appropriate goods 
and resources) for its residents as numbers increase. A state with an 
environmental infrastructure in good condition has low levels of pollution and 
limited human-made environmental degradation. The cost to its natural 
environment of admitting more people would be limited. A poor infrastructure 
means the environmental (as opposed to monetary) wealth of a state would be 
significantly depleted by increases in numbers.32 

 

Finally we come across some recognition of environmental matters when considering 

questions of immigration, as contradistinguished from matters exclusively economic. 

However, Seglow nowhere considers the environmental condition of the sending state, 

as might be expected under his principle P(1)(b); all the factors listed for consideration 

under it are of the receiving state. In my view, something like Seglow’s criteria should be 

                                                                                                                                            
 30 Ibid., 233. 
 
 31 Ibid., 237. 
 
 

32
 Ibid., 238. 
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extended to (b) to make one of the primary factors under consideration the 

“environmental infrastructure” of the state from which migration is to originate. That is 

to say, the worse off the environmental infrastructure (used here to mean, specifically, 

water or land scarcities) of the sending state, the greater claim its inhabitants have to 

migrate—a kind of “preferred” refugee status.  

In essence, such a scheme would substantially combine and align Seglow’s approach 

with that of Risse, discussed above. Focus should be had on the environmental 

capacities, as well as the historical environmental “track records” of both the sending 

and the receiving states, as well as a potential receiving state’s economic capacity to 

absorb immigration. Would the duties of a state, as well as the individuals comprising its 

populace, encompass more than merely ensuring open (or at least more open) borders? 

Might such duties include providing transport to destitute peoples who otherwise would 

surely perish for lack of the price of a ticket with which to arrive at the border? These 

questions, and similar related ones, will occupy the final Parts of this thesis.   
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I will give unto him that is athirst of the fountain of the water of life freely. 
—Revelation xxi: 4 

 
 

If one grants as a starting premise, the soon to become un-ignorable scarcity of land and 

particularly water, for all of the reasons examined previously—does this lead to any 

persuasive ethical or moral conclusions? If the answer to that question is yes (and 

presuming for the moment that that is the answer), do these conclusions lend 

themselves to any implementable policy determinations? 

As to the first question, to merely pose it is practically to answer it. If the field of moral 

philosophy contains any substantive content whatsoever, one of its primary principles 

must surely be that if one agent (whether that agent be an individual or a collective such 

as a state) can save the life of another human being, at no great cost to itself, the agent 

is obligated to do so. This is so regardless of whether this hypothetical agent did 

anything to bring about the circumstances of the imperiled person’s predicament. Think 

of Singer’s contrast of a drowning child in a shallow pond versus muddy clothes 

scenario. There would be near universal moral condemnation if someone stood by and 

idly watched the child drown. And if the person actively did something to cause (or at 

least contribute to) the predicament—think here of someone who tripped, even if 

unintentionally, the child causing it to fall in the pond—would not there be absolute 
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unanimity of condemnation if the actor stood by impassively, making no attempt 

whatever at rescue?1 

The hypothetical shares a great many of the features and characteristics of the 

forthcoming climate change scenario. For the “agent,” substitute in the developed (or if 

you prefer, the rich or affluent) world. For the child, substitute in the poverty-stricken 

inhabitants of the developing world. And the analogy is apposite, even under the 

harsher of Singer’s two hypotheticals. For the affluent states and their citizens certainly 

caused the very great majority of greenhouse gas emissions, even if the majority of the 

time they were doing so, they were oblivious to the eventual consequences. Meanwhile, 

the part of the innocent child is aptly portrayed by individuals in the developing world 

whose only contribution might be some share of responsibility for a familial cooking fire. 

Stated directly, the issue of climate change is a moral issue. Concern to that effect has 

recently been expressed by both political and religious leaders. As a new book puts it: 

Al Gore, the archbishop of Canterbury, and many other political and religious 
leaders have argued that climate change is at bottom a moral issue, and nothing 
illustrates the point better than how differently the world’s rich and poor are 
connected to the problem. At the moment, the blameless of the world are 
suffering first and worst from climate change, while the rich avert their eyes and 
guard their bank accounts.2 

 

Let us assume for the moment that citizens of affluent countries will not be sufficiently 

morally aroused to be much concerned about the spatial implications of climate change, 

                                                
 1 To preclude any argument containing hypotheticals within hypotheticals, let us assume an actor 
of ordinary, non-impaired intellectual capacity. 
 
 2 Mark Hertsgaard, Hot: Living Through The Next Fifty Years On Earth (New York: Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 2011), 246. 



 

216 
 

i.e., its effects upon peoples in far-away places. Does it follow that they will show no 

concern for its temporal effects, that is to say, its effects on the future, and specifically 

upon their own children? Henry Shue considered that circumstance, even casting it in 

terms of the violation of an explicitly negative duty: 

Suppose that either out of greed and corruption, or simply our of indifference 
and self-centeredness, we cannot be bothered to move aggressively to replace 
fossil fuels with alternative sources of energy before scarcity and price rises force 
later generations to do it . . . . Our moral offense, it seems to me, goes well 
beyond unfairness. It constitutes the infliction of harm, a violation of what is 
arguably the most fundamental moral principle of all: Do no harm.3 

 
For purposes of this present exercise and to keep things fairly straightforward, let us put 

to one side for the moment the somewhat more intangible economic harm that Pogge 

and other cosmopolitans contend has been inflicted by the affluent upon the destitute. 

Such arguments are slightly more tenuous when it comes to being able to demonstrate 

them by means of empirical evidence. There is probably not much disagreement that 

policies and an “institutional order” that result in people remaining poor and 

uneducated have contributed to the poor’s population problems—especially in 

developing agricultural countries where one’s labor and that of one’s children is the 

main means of wealth creation. But to maintain focus, let us concentrate for the 

moment on environmental scarcity, whether of land or water, and the “forced” human 

migration that will ensue. 

                                                
 3 Henry Shue, “Responsibility to Future Generations and the Technological Transition,” in 
Perspectives on Climate Change: Science, Economics, Politics, Ethics,” eds. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong and 
Richard Howarth (Oxford, UK: Elsevier Ltd, 2007), 276. 
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Perhaps there are some lessons to be garnered from responses to deal with the 

situation of more “traditionally” forced migrants. That is to say, people who would 

qualify as refugees under the 1951 Refugee Convention, or in other words people forced 

to flee a location because of fears of persecution or other political reasons. Within the 

foregoing context, the holder of the Boston College chair in Human Rights and 

International Justice has recently written that: 

  The plight of forced migrants is one of the main reasons for the recent 
 development of an approach to ethical and legal responsibilities across national 
 borders known as the ‘responsibility to protect’ . . . . The ‘responsibility to 
 protect’ is a form of ethical globalization—the recognition that our ethical duties 
 reach across national borders when other people are in extreme need or when 
 their fundamental human rights are being violated.4  
 
And the “responsibility to protect” concept was endorsed at the 2005 World Summit 

Session, attended by most heads of state at that year’s session of the UN General 

Assembly.5 

Although the concept of this responsibility was formulated in terms of political refugees, 

there is no readily apparent reason why it should not apply to environmental refugees 

as well. Perhaps it could be argued that the duties are heightened in the former instance 

since they arise from a violation of a negative duty. But that is to entirely overlook the 

duty imposed on a bystander to such a violation. After all, if there is some “responsibility 

to protect,” in a political refugee context, it will almost certainly be the case that the 

                                                
 4 David Hollenbach, The Rights of Refugees in a Globalizing World (Dayton OH: The University of 
Dayton Press, 2009).  
 
 5 United Nations General Assembly. 2005 World Summit  Outcome, http://www.who.int/hiv/ 
universalaccess2010/worldsummit.pdf; 138-139 (accessed 16 September 2005), . 



 

218 
 

renderer of the protection is not going to be the state which violated the duty not to 

persecute in the first place. Certainly in an environmental refugee situation, a developed 

state would have some sort of enhanced duty precisely because it and its citizens are 

responsible for the climate change that forced the migration. 

A relevant new volume, Environmental Justice & The Rights of Ecological Refugees,6 by 

philosophy professor and international lawyer Laura Westra emphasizes the point just 

made. After bemoaning “careless extension of [the] Western ecological footprint,” and 

reflecting on one of the provisions of the ICESCR which talks about subsistence (quoted 

previously), Westra goes on to say:   

Hence, it is clear that all activities, whether by states or non-state actors, that 
result in environmental degradation leading to the elimination of a people’s 
‘means of subsistence’, commit a breach of the civil rights of these peoples, 
especially when the affected community is a traditional one, living on the land. It 
is then, almost by definition, a poor one, one that cannot provide for its needs by 
importing water and food from abroad . . . .7 

 
 
Particularly useful for this thesis, Westra’s book deals with water and water-related 

refugee issues more explicitly than many books taking up the problem of environmental 

justice. One subchapter is even titled “The Water Conflict in the Middle East and the 

Question of Palestinian Refugees.” The section deals with the particularities of Israeli 

law, and the Ottoman Civil Code, governing the status and use of water. But importantly 

for present purposes, in introducing the topic Westra examines the interpretation given 

                                                
 6 Laura Westra, Environmental Justice &The Rights of Ecological Refugees (London: Earthscan, 
2009). 
 
 

7
 Ibid., 85. 
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some of the ICESCR articles set out earlier, especially Article 11. She notes that the UN 

committee charged with implementing the Convention has written that, “The right to 

water has been recognized in a wide range of international documents including 

treaties, declarations and other standards.”8 Westra is dubious of the validity of the 

committee’s interpretation, noting that the human right to water is largely inferred, 

“although it is not explicitly articulated in those instruments.”9 She may very well be 

correct from a purely legal interpretation perspective; nonetheless it is heartening to 

have the committee charged with implementing the single most applicable instrument 

noting that “Water is required for a range of different purposes, besides personal and 

domestic uses, to realize many of the Covenant rights. For instance, water is necessary 

to produce food (right to adequate food) and ensure environmental hygiene (right to 

health). Water is essential for securing livelihoods (right to gain a living by work) and 

enjoying certain cultural practices (right to take part in cultural life).10 

Westra herself is not above “stretching” a document’s language in an attempt to find an 

incontrovertible right to water. One such use is in her attempt to extend the provisions 

of the Convention for the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage. She 

does so through a fairly creative interpretation of the term “natural heritage,” to include 

formerly well-watered areas, but whose “populations . . . are facing increasing water 

                                                
 

8
 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Twenty-ninth session, Geneva, General 

Comment 15, The Right to Water,11-29 November 2002,  Agenda item 3. E/C.12/2002/11; 20 January 
2003. 
 
 9 Westra, Environmental Justice & The Rights of Ecological Refugees, 156. 
 
 

10
 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment 15. 
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scarcity.” She goes on to state that the “‘right to water’ is a hotly debated issue,” and 

quotes the UN Secretary General, in referring to Darfur as a situation with its origins at 

least partially found in climate change consequences, “with increasing food insecurity 

and lack of rainfall . . . leading to conflict.”11 And self-evidently in her view, in the face of 

conflict there is little chance for preserving either cultural or natural heritage. 

However, Westra is at her most reaching when she quotes another UN official in Brazil 

who (almost surely offhandedly) called the use of food for fuel there “a crime against 

humanity.” With this as a starting point she states: 

   This ‘crime’ should be added to the use of grains to feed animals for the 
 meat industry, an equally unconscionable choice in a globalized world, where 
 hunger either kills outright or renders living conditions unacceptable, especially 
 in developing countries, thus forcing migrations and internal displacements.  
  Similarly, continuing to treat water as endlessly available fits in the same 
 category of crimes against humanity when this approach is applied to industrial 
 agriculture, to careless irrigation for both farming and optional use for lawns or 
 golfing greens, or, once again, to the meat industry.12 
 

Perhaps with a lawyer’s faith in the efficacy of a written code, Westra calls for the 

enactment of a Convention on the Protection of Environmentally Displaced Persons. The 

draft of such a proposed Convention is even attached as an appendix to her book. 

Perhaps the stridency of the proposal is communicated by mention of the fact that it is 

closely modeled on the Convention against Torture. 

                                                
 11 Westra, Environmental Justice & The Rights of Ecological Refugees, 188. 
 
 

12
Ibid., 176. 
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In her draft Convention, states parties would have responsibilities to prevent 

environmental degradation in the first place. But obviously much degradation already 

has, and will continue to take place, and the most interesting aspect of the draft from 

the perspective of the instant project is what it provides in the case of environmental 

refugees. They would be entitled to receive temporary refugee status, but not accorded 

any permanent rights to residency. But Westra is clear-eyed in realizing that even with 

this limitation, the draft is almost surely a “bridge too far.” And as a professor of both 

philosophy and law, she paints both disciplines in a harsh light in giving the reasons why 

she harbors little hope for the proposed Convention’s passage: 

 However, there are powerful blocks in place to halt the emergence of such a 
 document, let alone its ratification: the main one is the inability of legislators 
 and judges to fully appreciate the grave human impact of environmental harms. 
 The environment is still perceived – for the most part – as ‘out there’, or as 
 separate from human beings, hence unconnected to human rights. Law schools 
 do not provide any training or information on the interface between 
 environment and humanity. Even environmental ethicists at universities 
 concentrate on the moral principles that may be either anthropocentric or eco-
 biocentric; but when the latter are presented, the relation between such 
 principles and human survival is seldom discussed.13 

 

                                                
 

13
 Ibid, at 187. 
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In an age when man has forgotten his origins and is blind even 
to his most essential needs for survival, water along with 

other resources has become the victim of his indifference. 
—Rachel Carson, Silent Spring 

 
Appeals to morality will likely play but small part in ameliorating the scarcity 

circumstances that have been under discussion. As Carens astutely noted in his article, “I 

do not imagine that moral criticism moves the world, at least not often.”1 

Recent histories from both the environmental field and the economic one (multinational 

corporations, institutional order, etc.) appear to bear out his cautionary tale. Pogge and 

Singer seem to echo his caution, if not to reflect outright pessimism. The human rights 

approach would look to be promising. But even if there were any real hope of enacting 

some sort of UN sponsored “applied ethics code,” or in other words a Convention along 

something along the lines proposed by Westra (and several others) that provides little 

solace. A great many states would simply choose not to ratify, and even for those that 

did, within the UN system there is precious little mechanism for any kind of 

enforcement; at least for non-compliance with environmental or humanitarian-type 

treaties or conventions (as opposed to, say, WTO agreements for which retaliatory trade 

measures are utilized as a “stick”.) 

What then is to be done? Is the situation much as that which a new book on human 

rights and multiple, looming, environmental crises seem to portend? There it is stated 

that: 

                                                
 

1
 Carens, “Reconsidering Open Borders,”1090. 
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  If gold drove the dreams that led to far flung migration in the 1800s, and 
 oil was the ‘black gold’ driving wealth and war in the 20th century, is water the 
 new ‘blue gold’ of the 21st? With growing population, climate change, and other 
 demands on fresh water supplies, will scarcity generate a new era of water 
 wars?  
  Scarcity is relative. Water demand is also a relative construct. Demand is 
 sometimes a simple question of numbers—more people require greater 
 amounts of water to meet basic needs. However, even as population increases, 
 changes in water use behavior and technology can decrease total water 
 consumption . . . . 
  Thus scarcity might reflect the economic ability to pay for water or the 
 customs, social conditions, and relationships that privilege access for some and 
 not others. The insight that an environmental resource must be understood in 
 terms of culture and power is nothing new.2 
 
 
Conservation of a scarce resource is an exceedingly good thing. It is unlikely that it can 

handle the problem. For one thing, the direst shortage will be in those areas that 

already practice (and have for centuries) the utmost conservation measures: the Mid-

East, North Africa, etc., being cases in point. And areas where water use is most 

profligate, and thus the most could be saved by conservation measures—such as most 

of North America and Europe for example—will not be the subject of any wide-spread 

or long-lasting scarcities within the next few decades.3 

So is the world doomed to an “era of water wars” as the author quoted immediately 

above has speculated? To follow her reasoning a bit further: 

 Water is a human need and economic good. We have a societal imperative to 
 provide designed to sustain industry, the economy, and the nation . . . At the 
 other [end of a continuum] is a notion of water as a commons resource, a 
                                                
 2 Barbara R. Johnston, “Water and Human Rights,” in Life and Death Matters: Human Rights, 
Environment, and Social Justice, 2nd ed., Barbara Johnston, ed. (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, Inc., 
2010). 
 
 3 Speaking broadly for the moment; certainly there will be geographic exceptions. Notable 
among them will likely be the US Southwest and the southernmost reaches of Europe. 
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 sustaining element in cultural diversity and biodiversity. It is a fundamental 
 human right for individuals and cultural groups and it has inherent 
 environmental rights that support and sustain the world and that supersede the 
 short-term needs of the state and its economy.4 (emphasis in original)  
 
 
It has been opined in the pages of this thesis that the only realistic way to save millions 

of lives is to allow greater immigration into the developed world to those fleeing the 

potential deaths caused by dehydration. Actually, most deaths will occur by famine. 

People will probably retain enough water for personal consumption as opposed to 

utilizing it for the irrigation of food crops; parched mouths and throats weigh more 

heavily in the immediacy of survival calculus than the (to those suffering those effects) 

infinitely more remote prospect of the withering of crops weeks or months into the 

future. 

Well alright, a reader might well conclude, but what is it that will persuade states 

(and/or the individuals which inhabit them) without water shortages to welcome people 

from water-deprived ones?5 After all, developed states’ track records toward 

economically-induced migrants, even those from poverty-stricken states, does not bode 

well as an omen. But here is one instance in which developed states’ economic self-

interest might well weigh in on the side of the environmental refugees. 

                                                
 4 Johnston, “Water and Human Rights,” 450. 
 
 5 Again, everything said with regard to water shortages applies with equal force to those faced 
with land shortages, or land non-existence, in the case of total island inundation. However, to have the 
text flow more readily, concentration will focus—or at least be expressed—solely with regard to the more 
serious of the two environmental dilemmas. 
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It will almost surely not be enough to rely on humanitarian appeals revolving around the 

survival of these millions. If such could staunch the waves of death of people from easily 

economically preventable causes, the many millions who annually die from them would 

not be doing so already. Recall Carens’ observation about moral suasion—I concur with 

the observation; it is borne out every day, in every society. The sentiment only applies 

with heightened and additional force in the typical international situation.  

As this is written a couple of contemporary examples might suffice to illustrate the 

above propositions. A proportion of the developed world apparently found intervention 

into the conflict in Libya and the Ivory Coast to be warranted—indeed compelled by—

humanitarian motivations, ostensibly to prevent a government from slaughtering its 

own citizens. But, of course, those states are possessed of a not insignificant amount of 

oil. Yet developed states did not find compelling reasons for intervention in Zimbabwe, 

Sri Lanka, Sudan, Burma, Rwanda, Syria, Kenya; any such list of relatively resource-poor 

states not felt to warrant intervention could be a long one indeed. One need scarcely be 

a cynic to appreciate the difference.  

Yet these types of humanitarian only (or at least mostly) interventions are not entirely 

unknown within the recent past. Witness the Bosnian and the Kosovo wars through 

middle and later portions of the decade of the 1990s. What might account for the 

difference between those circumstances and the several other events just related? 

Might it just be that in the latter case, the developed states intervened to protect, 
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essentially, people “just like us”? That is to say, Europeans? (Recall that the 

interventions in these latter cases were conducted under the auspices of NATO.) 

Can it be that we in the developed world are not so far from our own tribal and other 

“in-group” instinctual roots that such considerations come into play—when access to 

needed resources does not—even if only subconsciously?6 Placing this observation back 

into the context of the open border ethical dilemma yields some profound insights.   

One is that it stands on its head “a presupposition . . . widely accepted among liberals - 

that we are obliged to regard individuals as being of equal moral worth and to ask what 

taking that commitment seriously would entail for the right of states to admit or exclude 

whomever they want.”7 

The people who will need to be “on the move” within the next few decades will not be 

Europeans or westerners. Rather, they will be largely North African and Middle Eastern 

Arabs, along with South Asians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, etc. Surely, today, the ranks 

are slim of those who would—at least in public—contend that these are not individuals 

of “equal moral worth.” The possibility of any rationale for arguing that admission of 

these peoples into the states of the developed world could be premised upon economic 

foundations would appear slight. But there might be one exception for an issue with 

particular relevance in today’s world; the issue, of course, is that of terrorism. In states 

that have in recent years been already prone to spawning that curse, people will 

                                                
 6 Nicolas Wade, The Faith Instinct (New York: The Penguin Press, 2009); see also, Matt Rossano, 
Supernatural Selection (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010)..  
 
 

7
 Carens, “Reconsidering Open Borders,” 1088. 
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become even more desperate, abandoning all hope for a better future. The result is 

potent breeding grounds and incubators for the production of terrorists. As one recent 

book prognosticating on the consequences of accelerating environmental degradation 

relates: 

 Sadly it also seems inevitable that some of this will play out in acts of 
terrorism against countries and companies. Whether or not you believe 
terrorism is caused by injustice, it is certainly fueled by it. Many long conflicts 
throughout history have been created by the loss of land or the sense of injustice 
at damage done to a culture or group of people. 
 There is surely no greater injustice than the elimination of your country’s 

existence or the death of many of its people—especially when it’s done for the 
sake of more cup holders in your car or a larger television for the spare room.8 

 
This is unlikely to be just a case of people from developing states taking revenge (or 

seeking justice, if acts of terrorism can ever be defined as such) against the institutions 

of the developed world which they might be given to believe are the “bad players” in 

the scenario. Other developing countries will likely also be victims: if not because of 

direct manifestations of terrorism, then certainly because of immigration pressures. This 

is the reason that India has already begun construction of a 2.5 meter fence along the 

length of its three-thousand kilometer border with Bangladesh.9 

It is distasteful to plan for the well-being of civilization based upon other actors’ 

despicable acts. But what might be the alternative options to making plans based upon 

such loathsome but probable consequences?  

                                                
 8 Paul Gilding, The Great Disruption: Why the Climate Crisis Will Bring On the End of Shopping and 
the Birth of a New World (New York: Bloombury Press, 2011), 183. 
 
 9 Gwynne Dyer, Climate Wars: The Fight for Survival as the World Overheats (Oxford, UK: 
Oneworld Publications, 2010), 14; see also, Scott Carney, Jason Miklian and Kristian Hoelscher, “Fortress 
India,” Foreign Policy 187 (July/August 2011): 29-31. 
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Otherwise, and beyond such consequences, those concerned with the plight of 

displaced people might have little choice but to rely solely upon the call of “equal moral 

worth” conceptions. The principle is at least nominally recognized in the majority of all 

modern moral traditions. But translating that principle into implementable policy 

presents a bit more of a challenge. The discipline of applied global ethics has at least 

taken a tentative step. No better and more concise statement of the bedrock moral 

principle could be found than that in the first article of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights. “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 

endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of 

brotherhood.”10 

The next few decades might well determine how much motivating force those high-

sounding words actually contain. If they are unable to impel a kind of moral expansion 

such as to encompass the globe, to overcome the inculcation of millennia of individual 

and tribal self-interest, millions of innocents will simply perish. Concepts of morality, 

and its components—including justice—change only incrementally and over time. As a 

pair of authors writing about “ethics and politics in the age of global warming” recently 

put it: 

Ethical progress has been slow in coming, often to the despair of great thinkers. 
Contemplating yet another outbreak of mayhem in Europe in the late eighteenth 
century, Immanuel Kant chafed at the seeming uselessness of philosophy—his 
life’s work—in the face of advances in chemistry, physics, and metallurgy that 
made warfare all the more brutal. ‘It seems ridiculous,’ Kant lamented, ‘that 
while every science moves forward ceaselessly, metaphysics, claiming to be 

                                                
 10 UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, http://www.un.org/en/documents 
/udhr/index.shtml (accessed 8 April 2011). 
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wisdom itself, whose oracular pronouncements everyone consults, is continually 
revolving in one spot, without advancing a step.’11 

 
 
Paying all due deference to Kant, and even acknowledging his basic point that change in 

ethical progress proceeds much more slowly than change in science and technology—

change it surely can. An episode drawn from recent American history should provide 

some grounds for optimism. Reference is made to the words of—at the time Senator—

now President Obama from a speech commemorating the fortieth anniversary of the 

assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “Dr. King once said that the arc of the moral 

universe is long but it bends towards justice. It bends towards justice, but here is the 

thing: it does not bend on its own. It bends because each of us in our own ways put our 

hand on that arc and we bend it in the direction of justice . . . . "12 

There is a great deal of bending to be done. It is to be hoped that the trajectory of the 

arc can be reshaped in time to cope with the consequences of present day global 

trends: not only climatic, but even more dire, demographic and economic ones. It will 

take individual action to be sure. More important is the need for collective 

responsibility, in the form of immigration policy in the developed states—not merely 

some principle espoused, but that actually implemented in practice. To be sure, this will 

probably entail that the standard of living of those in the developed world will be 

                                                
 

11
 William Antholis and Strobe Talbot, Fast Forward: Ethics and Politics in the Age of Global 

Warming, (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2010), 1, quoting Kant from: Immanuel Kant, 
Kant’s Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, trans. by Paul Carus (Chicago: The Open Court Pub. Co., 
1902). 
 
 12 President Barak Obama speech, http://open.salon.com/blog/arthur_howe/2009/01/18/ 
the_arc_of_the_universe_is_long_but_it_bends_towards_justice (accessed 8 April 2011). 
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adversely affected, at least for some extended period. To pretend otherwise is to be 

disingenuous or to shy away from the stark realities inherent in upcoming 

circumstances. But consider the options: place in the scales of goddess of justice the 

choice of mass human death balanced against the necessity for the developed world to 

have to forgo some increment of economic growth. The imperative is clear—and it is a 

moral one. Only with the implementation of that imperative can the soaring rhetoric of 

the first article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights begin to be even remotely 

realized. Before closing, acknowledgment must be made that there are some 

circumstances which could conceivably come into play which would make everything 

said here superfluous. Indeed, they would make the entire subject of this thesis an 

exercise beyond futility. But I hope it goes without saying that such a turn of events is a 

situation which would be greatly desired. Reference is made to the possibility of certain 

technological “fixes.” Anti-Malthusians would say it has happened before; perhaps it can 

happen again. 

One such circumstance would be the development of a virtually unlimited supply of 

non-polluting energy. As far-fetched as that appears at first glance, it can be readily 

envisaged. If, tomorrow, scientists should announce the perfection of the fusion process 

as a means of electrical generation—to use the vernacular—“problem solved.” 

Harnessing fusion-generated electricity could solve the problems inherent in being able 

to count on desalination as anything more than a niche supply of freshwater. Energy 
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would become so plentiful as to be virtually infinite. And infinite energy solves almost 

any problem conceived by the mind of man. 

Similarly, the advent of genetically modified crops that could produce fruit, seed, grain, 

etc., even though irrigated with seawater, would be another development that would 

likely relegate all the hand-wringing contained in this thesis permanently to the 

wastebasket file, under the category of “unwarranted worry.” But even though these 

and other undreamt scientific and technological marvels may yet ride in to save the day 

at the last minute, just like the Calvary in the cinemas of yore, a substantial moral 

question remains. Is it ethical to continue apace on our present trajectory, pinning all 

our hopes on such an intervention? Even leaving moral considerations to one side for 

the moment, is it at all prudent to count on the unpredictable, to (not) coin a phrase, on 

“unknown, unknowns” to save us from our profligacy? Absent some to be hoped for, 

but perhaps never-occurring techo-fix, will it be enough to rely on moral suasion to save 

the day? 

Hear a quote from a recent book entitled Moral Clarity by the moral philosopher (and 

student of Rawls) Susan Neiman. The book covers much territory; one focus in particular 

is that upon “Enlightenment Values.” In this passage, Neiman makes reference to those 

values, using as her exemplar Kant’s writings, in this instance some of his more 

“idealistic” writings: 

 The desire to change the present world according to an idea of 
something better was never confined to the Enlightenment. Fundamentalists, 
too, believe the present experience should be changed by ideas that go beyond 
experience. What’s derided as Enlightenment fundamentalism is often just this 
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commitment to idealism. I have argued that derision itself is metaphysically 
loaded, for it assumes that only material impulses are sane and mature. Get rid 
of idealism, in this view, and you get rid of all the dangers fanatics may bring . . . . 
But there is another option. If the yearning for idealism drives people to 
fundamentalism, they could be satisfied by other kinds of idealism as well. Part 
of offering an alternative to fundamentalism means providing a robust defense 
of the moral language of the Enlightenment—the foundation on which Western 
culture rests . . . . 
 The call for realism is a way to prepare us, metaphysically, to give up 

[what] we have lost. But the idea of human rights, for example, is not invalidated 
just because it’s unfulfilled, or even abused; that’s not how ideas work. Their 
validity doesn’t come from their being realized, but this doesn’t make them 
illusory. Not yet real, they could become so, if they are themselves kept alive . . . 
Kant’s kind of idealism urges you to hope, and act, for more than you can ever 
attain. Worse than that: It promises that you cannot even guide that urge with 
absolutely certain knowledge. Seeking certain knowledge to guide our moral and 
political judgments is always a mistake, for knowledge is always knowledge of 
what is, whereas moral judgment is about what ought to be.13  

 
Neiman is undoubtedly “on to” something; an inspirational moral precept perhaps. 

Alone, however, it is unlikely to be persuasive given the magnitude of the shift in 

thinking necessary to cope with the environmental, sociological, economic and legal 

issues presented here. As evidence, all one need do is witness the current (as this is 

written) situation in Somalia. As a newspaper article titled “Famine Ravages Somalia in a 

World Less Likely to Intervene” has recently stated “The United Nations warning could 

not be clearer. A drought-induced famine is steadily creeping across Somalia and tens of 

thousands of people have already died.”14 Despite aid having been provided, given the 

scope of the disaster, it has proven a pittance. The piece questions whether the world is 

                                                
 13 Susan Neiman, Moral Clarity: A Guide for Grown-up Idealists (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 2010), 
114 and 146. 
  
 14 Jeffery Gettleman, “Famine Ravages Somalia in a World Less Likely to Intervene,” New York 
Times, 16 September 2011. A5. 
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“about to watch 750,000 Somalis starve to death?” The stark, tragic, but true answer 

is—probably. 

The only real solution to such moral dilemmas would seem to be to combine appeals to 

morality with that most powerful of human motivators—self-interest. More open 

borders are not a policy that is likely to have persuasive moral weight with inhabitants 

of developed states. But if a case can be made that appeals to conceptions of morality, 

as well enlightened self-interest—as in avoiding failed states, mass migration, and 

attendant social dystopia including terrorism—it may just stand a chance. 

It is to be fervently hoped that the moral ought might, within the very near future, be 

transformed into the real world is. The lives of millions almost surely depend on it. And 

an exceedingly broad-based, interdisciplinary approach to the underlying philosophical 

issues involved would appear to be the only realistic prospect of having such a world 

ever see the light of day. 
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