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Proposed research agenda: 

 

The Politics of Local Climate Justice 

 

Climate justice can be analyzed at many different scales (global, regional, national, local, individual) 

and using different dimensions of climate policy (mitigation and adaptation). Dilemmas of justice are 

present at various intersections of both (see Table 1 for examples).  
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Mitigation 

 developing countries hardly 

responsible for climate change yet 

required to participate in GHG 

emissions reduction 

 afforestation (e.g. REDD+) and 

conservation can undermine the 

livelihoods of populations that are 

not responsible for climate change 

Adaptation  

 developing countries will be affected 

more yet they have less resources to 

adapt and contributed less to the 

problem 

 marginalized communities and/or 

community members will be 

affected more yet they have less 

resources to adapt (focus of this 

paper) 

Table 1. Dilemmas of climate justice implications at various scales and policy dimensions.  

 

Historically, it can be argued that climate justice scholarship has been predominantly focused on the 

global dimensions of climate justice, particularly in the context of mitigation where issues related to 

nation-states’ GHG emissions have been at the center of scholarly attention (Bulkeley et al. 2013; 

Sovacool et al. 2012). However, the issue of climate justice is not constrained to the international 

arena or climate summits (Adger 2001; Grasso 2010; Paavola 2008). Climate impacts and the related 

adaptation- or mitigation-based interventions will take place at the local level, seen by some observers 

as a more appropriate scale of climate governance than the global commons (Adger 2001).  

 

This is why I could like to propose that the local scale receive special attention of critical climate 

scholars. Importantly, climate justice scholarship must recognize that it is not just biophysical climate 

impacts such as droughts, floods or sea-level rise that can contribute to growing inequality at the local 

level. Crucially, the way we respond to these impacts – either through reactive or preventive measures 

– also poses important questions of justice (Mikulewicz, forthcoming). Examples include localized 

initiatives such as REDD+ programs aiming to preserve carbon sinks (see: Nuesiri 2015; Marfo 2015; 

Ruta 2015) or GEF-funded interventions focused on local adaptation (see: UNFCCC 2013). The 

limited evidence to-date shows that those who are able to steer their livelihoods towards a more 

“climate-proof” future are also those who are privileged in terms of material or discursive power, 
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while those who find themselves on the social margins may be simply left behind (Taylor 2014; 

McCarthy 2014; Thomas and Twyman 2005; Adger 2006; Ribot 2009).  

 

Even more specifically, above and beyond a concerted focus on the local justice implications of 

climate change and responses to it, what is proposed here is a political understanding of vulnerability 

of groups and individuals considered at the highest risk of being marginalized in the planning and 

distribution of benefits of climate policies (such as women, the landless, the unemployed, the disabled, 

the sick, or the poor). Merely diagnosing the symptoms of such groups’ vulnerabilities through socio-

economic indicators (such as poverty or unemployment rates) should not be considered sufficient, and 

a more political approach should instead be adopted to critically interrogate the inequalities in how 

local people participate in and benefit from climate-related interventions in their immediate 

environments (Eriksen, Nightingale, and Eakin 2015; Mikulewicz, forthcoming; Nightingale 2015; 

Ribot 2014). Therefore, I would like to propose a research agenda committed to focusing on the local 

level and which pays particular attention to issues of political inequality in the context of climate 

change policies and interventions. This could be done through partnerships with international donors, 

governments, development agencies, and civil society groups that are locally involved in advancing 

policies, programs and projects focused on mitigation and adaptation alike.  
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