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Factsheet 18: Controversies – global north and south 

 

This factsheet explains some of the controversies 
about the different responsibilities of rich and poor 
countries for doing something about climate change. 
  
The 'Global North' means the rich industrialised 
countries: the USA, Canada, Europe, Japan, Australia, 
New Zealand, and sometimes South Korea. The 
'Global South' means the poorer countries of the 
Americas, Africa, and most of Asia. 
  
To understand the debate, we have to start with two 
sets of statistics. First, in 2008 ten countries 
produced two-thirds (67%) of global emissions of CO2 
from burning fossil fuels: 
 
Global   29.4 billion tonnes of CO2 
  
China  6.6 billion tonnes  
USA  5.6    
Russia  1.6 
India  1.4    
Japan  1.2    
Germany 0.8    
Canada  0.5     
Iran  0.5     
UK  0.5     
South Korea 0.5     
Mexico  0.5     
 
The list looks different if we rank those countries by 
tonnes of CO2 per person: 
 
Global average 4 tonnes of CO2 per person 
 
USA  18 tonnes per person 
Canada  16 
Russia  11 
Germany 10 
South Korea 10 
Japan  9 
UK  8 
Iran  7 
China  5 
Mexico  4 
India  1.3 
 

And here are some countries with very low emissions 
per person: 
Cambodia  0.3 tonnes per person 
Bangladesh 0.3  
Kenya  0.3  
Haiti  0.2 
Liberia  0.2 
Zambia  0.2 
Ethiopia 0.1 
Madagascar 0.1 
Nepal  0.1 
 
In other words, the average American has 60 times 
the emissions of the average Bangladeshi, and 180 
times the emissions of the average Nepali. 
  
The 'Global South' position 
 
These numbers can be read in two ways. One way 
emphasizes the gap between rich and poor countries 
in emissions per person. We can call this the 'Global 
South' position. Many governments and activists in 
poor countries support this position. And so do many 
climate justice activists in richer countries. They say: 
  
“The rich countries of the world produce far more 
CO2 per person. The poor countries should be 
allowed to industrialise, to catch up and have an 
equal share. 
  
“There is also a historic 'climate debt'. The rich 
countries have been industrialising over the last 200 
years. The overwhelming majority of the CO2 in the 
last 100 years has come from the rich countries. 
That's why they are rich. They owe the poor countries 
a chance to do the same. 
  
“Moreover, climate change will hit the poorest 
people in the poor countries hardest. This is partly 
because they are poor, and partly because accidents 
of geography mean rainfall will be affected more in 
Africa and Asia.”  
 
Policy recommendations in global negotiations follow 
from these arguments about inequality. They are: 
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“The countries of the global north should cut their 
emissions first. (This was reflected in the Kyoto 
Protocol, which specified that rich countries should 
go first.) 
 
“The global north should pay aid to help countries of 
the global south cut emissions and cope with the 
effects of climate change. (There is a lot of argument 
in international negotiations about how much money 
and who should control it.) 
 
“Countries of the global north should share 
renewable energy technology with the global south.” 
 
Another position: 'American' jobs 
 
The opposite position emphasises how big the total 
emissions of poor countries are. This is most often 
heard in the United States, but is common in many 
rich countries. This says: 
  
“Unemployment in the US is about 10%. In many 
European countries it is higher. Unemployment in 
China is 4%. 
  
“China creates more CO2 emissions than the US.  
  
“Poor countries as a whole are responsible for about 
half of greenhouse gas emissions each year. Soon 
they will be responsible for two thirds.  
  
“So there is no point in the US or Europe cutting 
emissions if poor countries don't limit their 
emissions. It is a waste of time and jobs for the rich 
countries to cut alone.”  
 
Compromise 
 
These arguments are deeply felt by many people. 
However, governments and corporations can also use 
them in manipulative ways. This is because both 
positions are arguments why your country should do 
nothing. 
  
One argument says that poor nations should not limit 
emissions because they should have a chance to 
industrialise. The other says that rich countries 

should not limit emissions because they have to 
protect jobs.  
  
The possible compromise between these two 
positions is for no one to be forced to limit their 
emissions. This is what is now happening in 
international negotiations. Governments whose 
rhetoric sounds bitterly opposed have been able to 
make these compromises quickly. 
 
Contraction and convergence 
 
There is a third position between these two: 
'contraction and convergence'. This position says 
forget about the climate debt. But make sure that 
emissions are equal in future – each country will have 
the same emissions per person. 
  
In this scheme, most rich countries will contract their 
emissions. Some poor countries will be able to 
increase theirs. Every country will converge – meet in 
the middle. 
 
For instance, average global emissions are now 4 
tonnes of CO2 per person. For 50% cuts, this has to 
fall to 2 tonnes per person. This would mean the 
following cuts: 
 
  tonnes per  cuts to  

person now 2 tonnes 
 
USA  18  88% 
Canada  16  87% 
Russia  11  82% 
Germany 10  80% 
South Korea 10  80% 
Japan  9  77% 
UK  8  75% 
Iran  7  71% 
China  5  60% 
Mexico  4  50% 
India  1.3  increase by half 
Kenya  0.3  increase seven fold 
Nepal  0.1  increase twenty fold 
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Inequality inside countries 
 
So far we have only been talking about inequality 
between countries. But the picture looks different if 
you consider inequality within countries. Here is the 
difference in incomes between the top 20% of people 
and the bottom 20% in each country:  
  
In Mexico the top 20% of the population has 13 times 
the income of the bottom 20%. 
In China the top 20% makes 12 times the bottom 
20%. 
Iran  10 times the bottom 20% 
USA  8 times the bottom 20% 
UK  7 times the bottom 20% 
India   6 times the bottom 20% 
Canada  6 times the bottom 20% 
South Korea 5 times the bottom 20% 
Germany 4 times the bottom 20% 
Japan  3 times the bottom 20% 
 
These are not differences between the incomes of 
the filthy rich and the unemployed. On average, they 
are differences between university teachers and 
people on the minimum wage. 
  
Now let's assume that emissions per person are 
about equal to income. That is not quite right in 
reality. But it will do for our purposes here, because 
income is a reasonable marker for how much people 
benefit from the total emissions of a country.  
  
In that case, emissions per person for the top 20% 
and the bottom 20% of each country are:  
   
Top 20%   Bottom 20% 
 
USA   41 tonnes per person 
Canadians  32 tonnes 
Russians  25  
Koreans  19  
Germans  19 
UK   18  
Iranians  18  
Japanese  18  
Chinese  13    
Mexicans  11   (bottom 20%) 
    Canadians  6  

    USA   5  
    Germans  5  
    Japanese  5 
(top 20%)   Koreans  4 
India   3  

Russians  3  
    UK   2.5 
    Iranians  2  
    Chinese  1 
    Mexicans  0.8 
    Indians  0.5  
 
On these measures, the top 20% of Mexicans and 
Chinese have more than twice the emissions per 
person than the bottom 20% of Americans and 
Japanese.  
 
The top 20% of Chinese have six times the emissions 
per person of the bottom 20% of British people. 
The top 20% of Indians have slightly more emissions 
than the bottom 20% of the British.  
  
Now let's assume again that share of income is a 
reasonable marker for share of emissions. This time 
let's compare the top 10% of each country to the 
lower 80% of each country. Here we are comparing 
the top tenth of each country to most working 
people:  
 
Top 10%   Lower 80%  
 
USA   54 tonnes per person 
Canadians  40 
Russians  34 
Iranians 24 
UK  23 
Koreans 23 
Germans 22  
Japanese   20 
Chinese 18 
Mexicans 16  (lower 80%) 
    USA   12  
    Canadians  12  
    Germans  8 
    Koreans  8  
    Japanese  7  
    Russians  7  
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(top 10%)   UK   6 
Indians  3    

China   3  
    Mexicans 2
    Indians  0.9
   
The share of the top 10% of Mexicans is double the 
share of most Germans.  
 
The share of the top 10% of Chinese is three times 
the share of most British people. But the share of the 
top 10% of British people is almost eight times the 
share of most Chinese people.  
 
The share of the top 10% of Canadians is five times 
the share of most Germans. And so on. 
 
There is tremendous variation between the ten 
countries with the most emissions. But the variation 
within these countries is more important than the 
variation between them. 
 
The impact north and south 
 
Finally, we need to look at the different impacts of 
climate change on the north and south.  
  
Many people assume that the damage from climate 
change will only affect poor countries. That is not 
true. At the moment climate change is hitting hardest 
in North Africa, Central Africa, Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Central Asia, the Andean 
countries, Australia, Greece, Spain, Russia and the 
United States.  
  
What is true, though, is that the richer countries are 
better at protecting their people. So Arizona, 
Australia and Somalia are all badly hit by drought, but 
only Somalis are dying in large numbers. 
  
In famines, the poor die first. In natural disasters, the 
poor die most, but among them it is people who 
cannot walk, climb stairs or swim who die – the 
elderly and the disabled. Lonely people are more 
likely to die – no one helps them. Epidemics take the 
old and children. Modern war kills mainly women and 
children.  
  

Not only the poor die, however. Refugee camps and 
wars are great levellers. Most people are at risk in a 
social catastrophe. The very rich in gated 
communities are safer. 
  
Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans is an instructive 
example. This was partly caused by climate change. 
1,500 people died. Most were poor African-
Americans.  
  
That was the worst consequence – death. But the 
other consequences spread far more widely. But in 
Plaquemines parish, just to the south, and largely 
white, almost everyone lost their houses. Those who 
have returned now all live in mobile homes they can 
run from.  
  
In New Orleans, people in public housing lost their 
homes forever. People who owned their houses 
found that the insurance companies would not pay 
out. The companies claimed they did not insure for 
flood, only for storms. And the storm had passed 
hours before the flood began. The courts backed the 
insurance companies. So many people lost 
everything, and most could not get a mortgage to 
rebuild.  
  
That was all in a rich country. But the effect is worse 
in poorer countries. In 1998, for instance, Hurricane 
Mitch killed 14,600 people in Honduras. In Honduras, 
too, however, we can be sure that working people 
suffered more. 
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