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Introduction
Climate change is exacerbating age-
old injustices. The IPCC’s 1.5 Degree 
report asserts with high confidence that: 
“Exposure to multiple and compound 
climate-related risks increases between 
1.5°C and 2°C of global warming, with 
greater proportions of people both so 
exposed and susceptible to poverty in 
Africa and Asia.”1 Industrially developed 
countries are responsible for a majority 
of the Greenhouse Gas (henceforth, 
GHG) emissions that led to climate 
change. They have also taken no action 
on climate mitigation, which has led 
us into the current morass. Despite 
the reality that natural resources, 
extracted from the African continent, 
have significantly contributed to 
both industrial and post-industrial 
development in countries in the 
global North, countries on the African 
continent are particularly vulnerable to 
climate change impacts. 

Models of development rooted in 
extractivism have left the African 
continent and the people of Africa 
impoverished.2 These outcomes 
should be attributed not just to 
corruption and negligence, as argued 
by the proponents of resource curse 
theories, but also to the adverse terms 
of transactions that underwrite the 
transnational extractive regimes. As 
recent reports suggest, 48 countries 
classified as ‘sub-Saharan Africa’ by 
the World Bank are short-changed 
by an estimated $41.3 billion a year.3 
Evidently,  the extractive models of 

development that are most directly 
responsible for global climate change 
and global economic inequalities 
co-constitute one another. In other 
words, catastrophic climate change                              
is a product of two distinct, yet                                                                                  
closely-related outcomes: envi-
ronmental degradation and socio-
economic inequalities. Therefore, 
economic justice is not just about 
redistribution but also offers im-
portant avenues for rectifying 
the excesses of capitalism most 
responsible for climate change. The 
IPCC 1.5-degree report suggests that, 
“Sustainable development supports, 
and often enables, the fundamental 
societal and systems transitions and 
transformations that help limit global 
warming to 1.5°C. Such changes 
facilitate the pursuit of climate-resilient 
development pathways that achieve 
ambitious mitigation and adaptation 
in conjunction with poverty eradication 
and efforts to reduce inequalities.”4

Climate change, in this context, 
is primarily caused by political 
and economic inequalities that 
have  allowed state and non-state 
actors to promote energy-intensive 
development.5 The confluence of the 
challenges of climate change, amidst 
entrenched international inequalities 
and increasing subnational inequalities, 
makes it especially challenging to 
design policy and programmatic 
solutions to address climate justice. 
Even so, policy and programmatic 
discussions cannot merely be seen as 
technical tasks. Recent studies have 
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shown that institutional design and 
change are fundamentally political 
questions that involve the exercise of 
power in its various guises.6 

This policy brief articulates a political-
economic perspective for studying 
the impacts of climate change in 
ways that inform pursuits of climate 
justice. The use of ‘pursuits’, in plural, 
is in recognition of the plurality of 
interventions needed at the global, 
international, national, and sub-
national levels to address the socially 
discriminatory effects of climate 
change and societal responses 
intended to mitigate and adapt to 
climate change. Additionally, as many 
scholars have argued, addressing the 
root causes and the impacts of climate 
emergency requires environmental, 
cultural, economic, and sociopolitical 
responses.7 Cultural responses in-
tended to address climate change 
would include questioning the privilege 
often accorded to consumption-
driven lifestyles in the post-industrial 
era. Similarly, it is also important to 
consider the socioeconomic reforms, 
e.g. payment of respectable wages, 
promotion of social protection, and 
promotion of public transport, each 
of which contributes to social welfare, 
while enhancing a society’s resilience 
to climate change and its capacity to 
adapt. While fully acknowledging the 
importance of sociocultural aspects, 
this policy brief is premised on the 
argument that the root causes of 
climate change and climate injustices 
have to do with the political and 

economic inequalities that protect 
the status quo while sabotaging 
transformative change. 

Failures to reduce emissions in a timely 
manner has often contributed to the 
onset of dangerous climate change, 
which affects the poorest people most 
severely.8 Policymakers have sought to 
substitute the task of mitigation of GHGs 
at source with offsets – market-based 
or fund-based programs – that reward 
interventions that reduce emissions in 
sectors such as, forestry, agriculture, 
and various economic activities in the 
developing countries, that are not 
among the prime polluters.9 Scholars 
and commentators have stated the 
apparent links between the failure 
to mitigate GHG emissions and the 
programs meant to replace them. This 
policy brief draws on insights from 
classical political economy to produce 
policy-relevant analyses of inequalities 
embedded within climate governance 
that produce a variety of climate 
injustices. This is especially true of 
market-based climate mitigation 
efforts that are often implemented 
through national and subnational 
bureaucracies, while claiming re-
presentation of key stakeholders.10 
Such representation, however, is often 
shown to be grossly inadequate at 
best and entirely ineffectual at worst.11  

The arguments outlined below entail 
a significant departure from the 
approaches commonly used in the 
policy world. Instead of analyzing 



4 
Economic Justice in the Age of Climate Change 

‘social’ and ‘environmental’ goals 
separately, or fusing them together 
within macro analysis of ‘social 
metabolism of the human economy’12, 
I adopt a relational political economy 
framework.13 By building on the 
classical arguments in critical political 
economy, I investigate the mutually-
constitutive nature of the linkages 
between ‘development’ and climate 
change. These analyses are then used 
to map the pathways that connect 
political and economic processes that 
are amenable to policy interventions.

Section II offers essential background 
information about the concept of 
circular economy, which is often 
showcased as a promising approach, 
but cannot address the challenges 
unique to a globalized economy. 
To fill this important gap, section III 
outlines a classical political economy 
perspective to help us address the 
questions of economic justice in a 
climate-changed world. This section 
outlines theoretical arguments to 
underline the importance of the state 
as perhaps the most important, yet 
the least well-studied, part of the just 
transition pathways. Section IV then 
expounds the conceptual discussions 
to document the concrete institutions, 
agencies, and interventions within 
Africa that are likely to act as pathways 
to a just transition on the continent. 
The concluding section offers a bullet 
point summary of the key findings. 

Background: The 
Political-Economy 
of Natural Resource  
Extraction
Economic activities and production 
processes that rely on natural resources 
can be sustained only with proper and 
consistent maintenance of the natural 
resource base. This is the fundamental 
argument in favor of circular economy. 
The management and regulation 
of circular economy is easier when 
production and consumption occurs 
within national boundaries, which 
is not often the case in today’s 
globalized economy. Transnational 
flows of finances and the outsourcing 
of economic production means that 
different activities that make up the 
economic cycles are dispersed spatially 
and temporally, often cutting across 
national boundaries.14 Despite the 
significant awareness of contemporary 
global environmental crises, bilateral 
and multilateral trade agreements 
continue to focus mainly on the 
agenda of facilitating free trade and 
transnational movements of capital and 
finance. Because of the complex and 
ambiguous linkages between national 
sovereignty and transnational flows 
of capital and finance, it is extremely 
difficult to regulate flows in a globalized 
economy.15 As such, discussions of 
a “green” or a “circular” economy 
that focus narrowly on production 
processes within national jurisdictions, 
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but fail to address transnational flows, 
miss out on very important portions of 
contemporary political economy. 

Contemporary discussions of ‘circular 
economy’ often focus on the judicious 
and efficient use of natural resources 
within a specific industry. This is a good 
starting point as it has the potential 
to motivate important improvements 
in the utilization of natural resources. 
However, these discussions must be 
broadened to account for fiscal and 
tax policies that affect investments in 
and diffusion of specific technologies 
and resource extraction regimes. 
Perhaps, most importantly, discussions 
of circular economy must resist the 
assumption of a steady state supply of 
natural resource-based inputs into the 
economy. The increasing scarcity of 
natural resources and the deteriorating 
state of ecosystems and natural 
resource base affect not just the supply 
of inputs into the economy, but also the 
political and economic relations that 
build around the demand and supply 
of natural resources.16 The promotion 
of fracking or shale-gas extraction, at 
the cost of investments in renewable 
energy resources, is a particularly 
apt case in point.17 The transnational 
diffusion of fracking technology and 
the expansion of the global extractive 
regime highlights the political effects 
of petrochemical industry in the global 
South.18 A heavily-subsidized fossil 
fuel industry, which acts as the main 
lubricant for much of the market-based 
growth, betrays the shaky foundations 
of competitive capitalism. That 

notwithstanding, capitalism cannot 
be portrayed as a self-perpetuating 
structural force that can be reined-in 
through popular mobilization without 
appropriate structural reforms. 

Naomi Klein presents a widely read 
and acclaimed radical critique of 
capitalism’s role in fueling climate 
change.19 Yet, Klein’s portrayal of 
capitalism, in the form of two rather 
simplistic axioms about humanity’s 
relationship with nature and natural 
resources, invites the critique that she 
is merely demolishing a straw-man and 
that there is much good that can be 
harnessed from reorienting capitalism 
to serve newer goals.20 A perceptive 
critique asked, why does “Klein… the 
author of three books that have fueled 
anticapitalist organizing…evade the 
central question her book raises? 
Certainly, if capitalism is the problem, 
the solution must mirror it in scale 
and imagination, but Klein’s response 
falls far short of the rigor of the rest 
of the book. She responds simply and 
frankly, “Well, we do what we can.”21 
Despite the fact that a large-scale and 
fundamental reset of the relations of 
productions is warranted, such large-
scale transformations, e.g., a complete 
overhaul of the economic system, can-
not be accomplished by way of ‘doing 
what we can’. An approach grounded 
in the realities of power imbalance 
would have to rely on pathways that 
traverse through the contemporary 
political, economic and institutional 
landscapes, though such an approach 
can neither be technocratic nor 
managerial.
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Challenges of a 
Climate-Changed 
World: A Classical 
Political Economy 
Perspective
Insights from the classical 
political economy: Land,   
Labor, and Value22

Classical political economists, namely 
William Petty, Adam Smith, David 
Ricardo and Karl Marx, recognized 
land and labor as the main sources 
of wealth and value in an economy. 
In the contemporary era, it stands to 
reason that ‘land’ stands as a proxy 
for a variety of environmental and 
natural resources, including water, 
energy, and minerals. As such, one 
could paraphrase François Quesnay 
to argue that natural resources are the 
main source of the surplus and that 
farmers, resource-dependent groups, 
and laborers provide the foundations 
for productive activities that are 
indispensable to much of manufacturing 
and service industry activities. Adam 
Smith argued that because land was 
a source of subsistence for labor, 
land should be considered the main 
source of value in an economy. Recent 
developments in classical political 
economy recognize the importance 
of land and other natural resources 
as a crucial ingredient into economic 
development and social welfare. 

Perhaps, the most important insight 
from a classical political economy 
perspective would be to recalibrate the 
very notion of value in an economy. This 
would be one of the most important 
steps toward reforming capitalism in 
tune with the dramatically changed 
scenario of a climate-changed world. 
There are two different and contending 
ways of measuring ‘value’ in a capitalist 
system: 1) a subjective system based 
on (consumer) preferences; and, 
2) an objective measure of value 
that reflects the availability and 
consumption of resources needed for 
the production of a commodity. The 
laws of demand and supply, which 
respond to subjective preferences of 
consumers in a market, determine the 
value of a product in the neoclassical 
political economy.23 On the other 
hand, classical political economists 
(e.g. Ricardo & Smith) saw social 
production as part of a circular process 
of reproduction that occurs within 
the limits set by natural constraints. 
Accordingly, in the classical political 
economy, the ‘value’ of a service or a 
product depends on objective entities 
like the natural resources and labor 
needed for the provision. Cost of a 
product based on a proper valuation 
of natural resources used as raw 
materials, reflects the ‘true’ cost of 
production and consumption. Note 
that this is distinct from the popular 
methods of valuation of natural 
resources (e.g., willingness to pay), 
which are derivatives of preference-
based computations. 
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The discussion above should remind 
readers about the computation of 
carbon footprints of various types, even 
though various matrices may differ 
in the extent to which they account 
for externalities.24 Perhaps, the most 
important issue that computations 
of carbon footprints raise is the 
distinction between “luxury” and 
“subsistence” emissions.25 In setting 
policy priorities, luxury consumptions 
must be distinguished from pro-
duction and consumption needed for 
fulfilling basic necessities, including 
human development amenities such 
as health, education, and economic 
security. 

The ‘values’ of respecting ecological 
integrity, human welfare, and 
sustainability must be part of the 
renewal of classical political economy 
for our climate-changed world. Yet, 
constitution of such a political economy, 
would not be possible without the 
enactment and implementation of 
concrete policies and institutions. The 
state would be the central, though 
by no means the exclusive, venue for 
these transformations.

Role of “the state” in        
addressing climate impacts

The increased frequency and intensity 
of climate-change linked disasters 
have brought the state back into 
reckoning. As Christian Parenti argued 
so vividly, “In the face of floods, fires, 
and drought[,] it’s the public sector 
that responds.”26 However, Parenti 

pins his hopes on the emergence 
of a technocratic socialist leviathan: 
“Extreme technology under public 
ownership will be central to a socialist 
project of civilizational rescue.”27 Yet, 
the path from the status quo to a 
technologically-savvy socialist state 
would be paved by political elites 
who “feel threatened enough to 
exercise the state’s relative autonomy 
to capital’s short-term prerogatives” 
to initiative a transformative climate 
response.28 While Parenti’s efforts to 
bring the state back into reckoning are 
laudable, he assumes a unified state 
with a singular will and capability to 
reshape the relations of production.29 
Compelling state elites to announce 
laws and reforms might be possible 
but that would not guarantee the 
realization of desired changes in 
practice. Radical and emancipatory 
transformations would also require 
substantive alteration of social, 
political, and economic relations that 
mediate the translation of formal laws, 
policies, and programs into actual 
political and economic outcomes. 

Classical political economists re-
cognized that allocation of pro-
perty rights is a political question, 
even though non-political factors                         
(e.g. technological change, relative 
demand for and scarcity of resources, 
and information asymmetries) also 
influence the emergence and evolution 
of property rights. The state, that is, 
specific arrangements needed for the 
governance of societal affairs, is central 
to the allocation of property rights and 
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must therefore be considered a central 
piece of the project of rebuilding a 
sustainable and equitable political 
economy. However, the expectation 
that a technocratic socialist leviathan, 
that would somehow escape the 
regressive practices of the actually 
existing states, could be engineered 
in the foreseeable future – as argued 
by Parenti and other ecomodernists – 
is quite infeasible.30 As opposed to a 
technocratic centralized governance, 
the glocal nature of climate change and 
climate justice issues requires political 
engagements at multiple geographic 
scales and administrative levels. Such 
engagements should not be confused 
with technocratic forms of multi-scale 
governance arrangements advocated 
by the proponents of networked 
governance. The outcomes of such 
arrangements have often fallen short of 
the normative expectations attached 
by proponents. 

One of the few studies to offer a lon-
gitudinal analysis of the Cities for 
Climate Protection (CCP) program, 
a network of some 550 local govern-
ments promoting local initiatives for 
the mitigation of climate change, sug-
gested that the financial and political 
resources the program offered were 
the main motivation for program par-
ticipants.31 Even though the new age 
governance models were advocated 
as a means of knowledge creation 
and policy learning, this study showed 
that the program was witness to dis-
cursive struggles in which different 
actors sought to legitimize their speci-

fic interpretations of local climate pro-
tection policies.32 While many more 
empirical studies are needed before 
one can make conclusive and genera-
lizable arguments about the effects of 
networked governance, even a cursory 
understanding of institutional theory 
would suggest that without institutio-
nalizing checks and balances at appro-
priate levels, networked governance 
is more likely to reinforce the status 
quo of economic and political power. 
Moreover, such checks and balances 
must be introduced simultaneously in 
the political and policy realms.  

The following section showcases a 
few interventions/case studies that 
are concrete examples of policies 
and programs from the continent that 
address the challenges of political 
economy that the above analysis 
highlights.  

Ways Forward: 
Political and 
Economic Pathways 
to a Just Transition 
Access to political and economic power 
is central to institutions for a socially 
just transition to climate change and 
for ensuring climate justice in the 
face of rapid environmental change.33 
The negotiation of power occurs at 
every level, though one or more of 
the multiple levels can be more or 
less important in any given situation. 
The Friends of Earth International 
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(henceforth, FEOI), a global advocacy 
group, has proposed focusing on five 
types of economic justice solutions to 
reshape the global economy towards 
sustainable societies: 

1)  Providing public services for all 
through tax justice; 

2)  Scaling up economies based on 
social ownership and cooperativism; 

3)  Supporting local markets and fair 
trade; 

4)  Valuing and measuring the well-
being of people and planet; and, 

5)  Ensuring binding rules to dismantle 
the power of big business.34 

It is appropriate to refer to the above 
listing as principles of economic justice 
which must be translated into pract-
ical solutions that are implemented 
on the ground. The report cites 
several useful ongoing interventions, 
even though most of these are 
located either in the global North or 
in Latin America, a region with its own 
distinctive history of peasant unions 
and indigenous peoples’ movements. 
Nevertheless, questions of economic 
justice highlighted in the FOEI report 
are absolutely central to making 
progress on climate justice.

In the end, securing economic and 
climate justice would require actions 
at multiple scales and multiple 
institutional arenas. These changes 
must be brainstormed, negotiated, 
enacted, and implemented in a 
variety of international, national, and 

subnational arenas, each of which 
requires a variety of capabilities, 
powers, and authorities.35

International Institutions 
and Policy 

The storied legacy of the Organisation 
of African Unity (OAU), which 
transformed into the African Union 
(henceforth, AU) in 2002, constitutes 
an important node of political 
organization committed to unity and 
solidarity among African States; to 
coordinate and intensify cooperation 
for development; and to promote 
international cooperation within the 
framework of the United Nations.36 
In recent times, the (AU) has issued a 
number of important policy documents, 
including the Maputo Declaration, the 
Common African Position (CAP) on 
the Post-2015, the Accra Declaration, 
and most notably, the extensive plans 
related to Agenda 2063 christened to 
commemorate the 100th year of the 
establishment of OAU. Each of these 
initiatives represents a promising 
avenue for the pursuit of economic and 
political empowerment of the peoples 
of the continent. Most importantly, 
the continent-wide legitimacy that 
the AU enjoys, presents it with a great 
degree of international leverage for 
addressing climate change and its 
injustices.

At the retreat on financing of the Union 
held in Kigali, Rwanda in July 2016, 
the AU decided that all its Member 
States should implement a 0.2% levy 
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on eligible imports to finance the or-
ganization. This was an important step 
toward the autonomy of the AU Mem-
ber States in the international negotia-
tions on climate change. It would be 
important to create institutional arran-
gements needed to pursue coherent, 
continent-wide justice focused initia-
tives on mitigation and adaptation to 
climate change, as argued by Ambas-
sador Di-Aping.37 These institutional 
arrange-ments are necessary for pro-
tecting the continent’s interests within 
international negotiations, but also for 
fostering concrete measures within the 
continent. As argued in the ‘Accra Po-
litical Statement on Inequalities in the 
Context of Structural Transformation,’ 
the AU has an opportunity to ensure 
that structural transformation agenda 
outlined with great details in various 
statements and strategies would em-
brace policies and programs needed 
to tackle economic, social and poli-
tical inequalities.38 Another important 
multilateral institution is the United 
Nations Economic Commission (UNE-
CA), which is mandated to encou-
rage economic cooperation among 
its member states, though it is also 
leading the continent-wide delibera-
tions on questions of climate change 
and climate justice.39

While the task of building international 
institutions is important and indispen-
sable, transnational non-state actors 
(NSAs) also play an important role in 
promoting inclusive agenda-setting, 
capacity development, policy and pro-
gram innovations, and shaping of pu-

blic discourses in general. Again, the 
continent of Africa is endowed with a 
number of important civil society and 
educational institutions that are at the 
forefront of climate and social justice 
agendas. This includes the eminently 
known Council for the Development 
of Social Science Research in Africa 
(CODESRIA, a Pan-African a research 
organization) and Open Society Ini-
tiative for Southern Africa (OSISA, a 
civil society institution committed to 
deepening democracy, protecting 
human rights and enhancing good 
governance in the region). Lastly, the 
emergence of private foundations, 
(e.g. the Mo Ibrahim Foundation), 
which focuses on the critical impor-
tance of governance and leadership 
for Africa via a number of high-pro-
file initiatives including Ibrahim Index 
of African Governance (henceforth, 
IIAG), Ibrahim Forum, Ibrahim Prize for 
Achievement in African Leadership, 
and Ibrahim Leadership Fellowships.40 
The IIAG, for instance, is an important 
contribution that challenges the domi-
nance of indices, such as the Freedom 
House Index, premised on a western 
liberal understanding of politics and 
society. As the civic deliberative space 
expands and gains increased policy-
leverage, it would be important to 
devise mechanisms to protect the pu-
blic domain against capture by vested 
interests.41

A focus on Africa-centered strategy 
does not preclude tapping into 
the global and transnational justice 
initiatives being pursued elsewhere. 
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For instance, a resolution that the 
member nations of the United Nations 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) passed 
in September 2018 to  pave way for 
the UN Declaration for the Rights of 
Peasants and Other People Working 
in Rural Areas.42 The Declaration, 
which is likely to come up for voting 
and adoption by all Member States of 
the UN in November 2018, will aid the 
agenda of defending and protecting 
peasant rights to land,  seeds, bio-
diversity, and local markets. 

National Policies and 
Programs

As discussed previously, the state 
has received inadequate attention in 
the scholarship on climate change, 
especially in the African context that 
is often identified with weak states. 
Yet, the continent has produced one 
of the most remarkable national level 
success stories of relatively egalitarian 
resource governance. 

Botswana emerged as an unlikely 
success story in the 1970s – 
developing institutions to ensure 
that the wealth of precious mineral 
resources, including diamond, was 
invested for the welfare of its people. 
These successes have been attributed 
to Botswana’s political and economic 
institutions.43 Notwithstanding the 
importance of institutions, it is 
equally important to recognize the 
importance of human agency and 
leadership.44 As a recently acclaimed 
study suggested, the emergence of 

a new generation of policymakers, 
activists, and business leaders, was an 
important factor contributing to the 
success of the emerging countries in 
the continent.45 However, the most 
commonly cited arguments in favor 
of institutions and agency of the 
leaders often leave out an analysis 
of the political context and political 
processes, without which neither 
institutions nor charismatic individuals 
can facilitate transformative changes 
in the economy and society. It is useful 
to refer back to the case of Botswana 
to illustrate this argument. 

During the time Botswana discovered 
diamonds, it was a period of 
political instability and weak political 
institutions. That notwithstanding, 
Botswana did not end up in the all 
too familiar problem of resource curse 
or “Dutch disease.”46 Yet, Botswana’s 
success cannot be defended by the 
proponents of big-push theory, that 
is, the notion that a sudden infusion 
of resources, either via discovery 
of valuable mineral resource or 
large foreign aid projects, would be 
sufficient to propel poor countries 
out of the trap of low-income 
equilibrium.47 This is the question 
that political scientist Amy Poteete 
has sought to answer in her  two 
decade of research in the country. She 
argued that the secrete to Botswana’s 
success lies in the “broad and stable 
political coalition” during  the first 
decades of independence, which 
encouraged the adoption of policies 
and institutions that led to inclusive 
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economic growth.48 Noticeably, the 
existence and the eventual effects of 
political coalitions cannot be taken for 
granted. Indeed, as Poteete showed, 
changes in political contexts and 
coalitions are also likely to contribute 
to changes in economic policies and 
performance. In fact, Poteete and 
others have argued that Botswana’s 
success made the ruling party take on 
authoritarian tendencies.49 

While deeper analyses of these changes 
and their implications for economic 
justice are awaited, it is reasonable to 
argue that the absence of well-organi-
zed social movements that cut across 
ethnic identities, is one of the missing 
pieces of the puzzle. Articulation of the 
linkages between macro political eco-
nomy and micro-level social and politi-
cal mobilization would shed important 
insights about the realization of econo-
mic justice in practice.50 Research on 
comparative analysis of the importance 
of mechanisms of political intermedia-
tion suggests that policy outcomes can 
be changed by reshaping the terms of 
engagement in the political process.51 
Scholarship on the role of the state has 
suffered a significant backlog, espe-
cially because of the presumption on 
the part of many scholars that the era 
of globalization has undermined the 
role that the state plays in a country’s 
economic affairs. It is evident that the 
resources available to states have been 
significantly diminished because of the 
imposition of ill-conceived austerity 
policies.52 Yet, the state is far from wit-
hering away – indeed, in many cases, 

the state actors have colluded with the 
corporations and other non-state actors 
to appropriate public resources for pri-
vate pursuits of political and economic 
interests.53 This is to underline the im-
portant role of engaging with the state 
institutions and the means in which 
state actors can be held accountable.54 
Opening up political spaces to actors 
and agencies who can be held accoun-
table is likely to improve the chances 
of more inclusive political economies.55 

The state also plays an important role 
in recognizing and helping to realize 
the political and economic rights of 
individuals and groups. Policies for 
restitution of land rights that post-
apartheid South Africa adopted is an 
important case in point.56 Although, 
there have been few cases of effective 
restitution and exercise of rights to 
land and other natural resources, such 
national policy frameworks, that exist 
in several countries on the continent, 
are indispensable for building 
effective grassroots interventions of 
economic justice.57 

Subnational/Local Level

The “local” level has received most of 
the attention in the ongoing debates 
about climate adaptation, yet not 
enough attention is being paid to 
the ways in which the local itself is 
a manifestation of multiple-levels of 
political and policy interventions at the 
subnational, regional, and the micro-
level interventions and outcomes. Five 
strands of economic justice proposed 
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in the FOEI report and the multi-level 
approach to institutions, policies, and 
programs recommended in this policy 
brief testify to the importance of cross-
scale linkages for fostering account-
ability and effective climate action that 
also promises economic justice.58 

The FOEI has been implementing 
this multi-scale approach. Along with 
its Mozambique partner, Justiça Am-
biental, FOEI has been waging local 
struggles to hold corporations and 
government agencies accountable, for 
instance, by registering and winning a 
lawsuit against a multinational mining 
giant, Jindal corporation for fair resett-
lement in a coal mining project in an 
area located in Chirodzi, Marara, in 
the Province of Tete.59 Along with local 
struggles mobilized in specific loca-
tions, it is equally important to foster 
solidarities and concerted collective ac-
tion on behalf of marginalized groups. 
This is an appropriate moment to work 
on building a network of networks, es-
pecially in light of the resolution regar-
ding UN Declaration for the Rights of 
Peasants and Other People Working in 
Rural Areas discussed above. 

Perhaps the least talked-about 
dimension of local resistance is to 
recognize smallholders and other natural 
resource-dependent populations as 
autonomous economic agents. Along 
with assumptions about the African 
continent as one big hinterland, African 
people are portrayed as objects of 
capacity building. Such assumptions 
about the continent and its residents 

inform the design of large-scale 
continent-wide initiatives, such as 
the New Alliance for Food Security 
and Nutrition, which is a G7/G8-led 
scheme to bring together agribusiness, 
governments, and donors with the 
stated goals of transforming the nature 
of agriculture and food production in 
Africa.60 While smallholder farmers, 
including women, feature in brochures 
and websites, they are not seen as 
active political and economic agents 
who can chart a course of their 
own. Such interventions need to be 
rejected in favor of smallholder-based 
agriculture, fisheries, and forestry 
operations that are structured to foster 
both economic justice and climate 
action. As Mamadou Goïta, the newly 
elected International Coordinator for 
the More and Better Network – Voices 
from the South argues, 

 This means that there is a drastic increase 
of the support to small-scale agro-eco-
logical and other forms of sustainable 
agriculture, and not leaving the future 
of food in the hands of few multi-natio-
nal companies…This means they wor-
king to replace the chemical fertilizers 
with organic fertilizers that protect the 
soil for the coming generations. This 
means that we have holistic strategies 
to grow healthy agro-ecosystems and 
secure livelihoods. We have a big mess 
in the world.  The food system can’t be 
in the hands of the few. If we want trans-
formation, then public resources should 
be used on food systems that allow for 
life. This means that we need to invest 
in this type of agriculture, and to im-
prove the system, and create more jobs 
in Africa in this way.61
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The agenda of smallholders should 
also be a part of the important research 
being conducted under the auspices 
of Climate Research for Development 
in Africa (CR4D), which is an African-
led initiative supported by a number 
of influential international agencies.62 
Despite the importance of natural 
resource sectors, which are the 
mainstays of the economies in most 
countries on the continent, questions 
of climate change in urban areas and 
their implications for economic and 
climate justice cannot be ignored 
either. Moreover, it is evident that 
these questions cannot be relegated 
to the realm of ‘markets’ alone, 
though markets are bound to play an 
important role. 

Urban social mobilization could be 
leveraged for questions of economic 
and climate justice. Social Justice 
Centers, which address harassment, 
abuse, and corruption of slum residents 
in a number of cities in Kenya, are a 
model worth emulating.63 This model 
of social justice interventions is very 
similar to a network of “resilience hubs” 
that the city of Baltimore has promoted 
in recent years to engage at-risk 
communities in disaster planning and to 
provide shelter, backup electricity and 
access to fresh water and food during 
emergencies.64 City staff make it easy 
for residents to attend meetings by 
providing free transportation, food, and 
childcare. And at those meetings, staff 
do more listening than talking. Kristin 
Baja, Baltimore’s former climate and 
resilience planner, calls this approach 
“sharing power.”65  

As the discussion of local interventions 
focused on economic and climate justice 
gains ground, it is worth reiterating 
the caution that scholars of decentral-
ization have been sounding against 
handing over powers and resources 
to non-governmental organizations 
(hence-forth, NGOs) and non-elected 
com-mittees and user groups. Such 
interventions have often undermined 
local democracy and have led to poor 
accountability in local interventions.66 
Indeed, many of the injustices are 
propagated through decentralized 
despotisms of various types, and local 
governments are quite prone to elite 
capture.67 However, investing in ad-
hoc forums that are driven by donor 
and NGO considerations, even if they 
allow for local participation, is unlikely 
to foster democratic accountability 
and responsiveness.68 These insights, 
from longstanding social science 
critique of the “local”, must inform 
the contemporary efforts at promoting 
climate mitigation/adaptation and 
climate justice interventions. 

Conclusion
Resetting long entrenched imbalances 
of political and economic power 
requires transformational change, 
without which the societal responses 
to climate change can produce highly 
consequential negative short- and long-
term effects. This is apparent from the 
recent history of the biofuel boom that 
led to inflation of global food prices in 
the period 2005-2007.69 While the topic 
has waned from mainstream media, a 
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recent study shows that the effects of 
biofuel promotion on food production 
have continued unabated.70 Moreover, 
Bioenergy with Carbon Capture 
and Storage (henceforth, BECCS) is 
back as one of the important means 
for achieving the Paris Agreement 
target of keeping the global average 
temperature changes below 2 degrees 
above the pre-industrial average.71 
However, it is important to mention that 
these conclusions are often based on 
assumptions about the current political 
economy that are quite realistic, but not 
beyond scrutiny. This is evident from 
the fact that some climate scientists 
also argue that it is possible to contain 
increases in global surface temperature 
means below 2 degree celsius without 
relying on large-scale deployment of 
BECCS and carbon dioxide removal 
(CDR).72 These models take as their 
point of departure the possibilities of 
radical climate action, including rapid 
mitigation and transition away from 
fossil fuel-based economies. 

Noticeably, the second set of climate 
modeling research studies mentioned 
above speak to the vision long-
presented by climate justice activists, 
who have argued that it is possible 
to chart a socially just transition to 
economies that do not rely on energy-
intensive models of development, 
especially those based on the extraction 
and burning of fossil fuels.73 The 
important question is whether these 
two visions – one that takes the status 
quo as given and proposes technocratic 
solutions to climate change versus the 

other that is premised on rather utopian 
notions of what is feasible – exhaust 
the possibilities for possible pathways 
to just transition? This policy brief 
has sought to present an alternative 
political-economic argument that takes 
as given the structural inequalities, 
while pointing to the potential for action 
based on international, national, and 
local interventions that already exist 
on the continent. The essence of these 
proposals can be summarized as follows:

1. A Focus on Economic Justice: 
Economic justice shines light on 
the potential for simultaneously 
addressing the rising levels of 
inequalities and discriminatory 
effects of climate change. This 
requires action at each of the 
following levels.

2. Global/Transnational: Africa’s place 
within global and international 
climate governance cannot be 
reduced to a focus on natural 
resources, without an analysis of 
transnational economic and trade 
relations, which are the major 
determinants of economic activities.

3. International: Pan-African institut-
ions well-placed to leverage 
political legitimacy and existing 
institutional infrastructure to steer 
economic activities on the continent 
toward a just transition. A number 
of opportunities for a greater focus 
on economic justice interventions 
that directly address the challenges 
introduced by climate change. 
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4. National: The national state, perhaps, 
constitutes the most important, yet 
least well-studied node of economic 
and climate governance. Action at 
the national level is important for 
both international and local-level 
interventions as well.

5. Local: There is a need to focus 
new types of economic justice 
and climate security interventions, 
without privatizing or depoliticizing 
the local public domain.  
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