
Atmospheric Justice: A Political Theory of Climate
Change, by Steve Vanderheiden.

New York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 2008, 282
pp., $49.95, hardcover.

The most recent scientific evidence makes it clear
that human activity has noticeably contributed to
the increased concentration of carbon dioxide and
other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, thicken-
ing the greenhouse gas layer around the globe,
altering the carbon cycle and, ultimately, changing
climatic patterns. These dynamics are expected to
generate an array of impacts on our planet, espe-
cially on poorer countries. However, this evidence
has not yet prompted adequate responses from the
international community. According to Steve
Vanderheiden, the inability to build a successful
global architecture to tackle climate change mostly
derives from the non-inclusion of ethical considera-
tions on responsibility for, and vulnerability to, cli-
mate impacts. On the basis of this assumption,
Atmospheric Justice systematically addresses the
concepts of justice and responsibility in the context
of climate change.

The aim of the book is twofold: on the one hand
it seeks to explore, from the perspective of applied
ethics and political theory, justice and responsibili-
ty in climate change; on the other, it seeks to draw
attention to some theoretical problems that charac-
terize existing theories of justice and responsibility
in this context. Consequently, the argument devel-
ops on two levels: that of theory (ethical and politi-
cal), and that of its application. After an introduc-
tion on climate science and policy which highlights
the main challenges that an effective global climate
regime should address and provides the necessary
background for the ensuing theoretical analysis,
Chapters 2, 3, and 4 define the philosophical foun-
dation of Vanderheiden’s contribution. Chapter 2
scrutinizes, within a liberal egalitarian account, the
notion of justice as a possible normative reference
for tackling climate impacts. In particular, Vande-
rheiden applies the analytical perspective of John
Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness to scrutinize
ethical issues within the United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
and its Kyoto Protocol. Chapter 3 extends the scope

of justice to the international level. The author
makes clear that, according to the cosmopolitan
perspective, justice – which traditionally focuses on
allocations within one country – can span national
boundaries in the context of climate change, in
order to accommodate its supranational causes and
effects. Chapter 4 justifies another extension of lib-
eral theories of justice, namely to future genera-
tions, which are also highly likely to be hit by the
climate impacts caused by their ancestors. In his
reasoning, Vanderheiden convincingly demon-
strates that liberal accounts of justice resist these
extensions and are valuable referents for the ethical
investigation of climate change.

The remaining chapters pertain to the realm of
applied theory, in so far as they examine the various
facets of the notion of responsibility (Chapter 5),
and some conditions for its proper attribution
(Chapter 6) in the context of climate change. Vander-
heiden argues that a global climate regime should
consider both collective and individual responsibili-
ty, and he concludes that states should be held
responsible for their contributions to the generation
of climate impacts that cause undeserved harm
because of their capacity for both moral deliberation
and moral action. Finally, Chapter 7, in light of the
book’s arguments, examines alternative schemes for
allocating climate burdens. First, Vanderheiden pro-
poses a modified account of the “equal shares”
approach, in which the allocation of emission rights
takes account of both historical ignorance and a dis-
tinction between survival and luxury emissions.
Then he explores different versions of the “equal
burdens” approach, and concludes that they are un-
fair because they violate equity and responsibility.

Atmospheric justice is a valuable and authorita-
tive addition to the growing literature on the ethics
and politics of climate change. Its major strength is
its thorough analysis of responsibility in both theo-
retical and empirical terms. It is, however, a rather
demanding and dense read, because Vanderhei-
den’s arguments are sometimes grounded in neces-
sarily abstract, yet sound, philosophical founda-
tions. Nonetheless, they maintain policy-relevance
thanks to the author’s ability to contextualize them
in the domain of climate change. One drawback to
the book is that it is mostly concentrated on dis-
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tributive justice, despite its recurrent assertions
concerning the importance of procedural justice,
which is addressed rather cursorily in the last few
pages, without genuine theoretical treatment.

The book could be mainly of use to academics
working in the fields of political theory, applied
ethics and climate policy, who may find resources
in it to organize and systemize their understanding
of the challenges raised by justice and responsibili-
ty in international climate change.

Marco Grasso
Dipartimento di Sociologia e Ricerca Sociale,

Università degli Studi di Milano Bicocca/
Department of Geography, King’s College London

Climate Change and Forests: Emerging Policy and
Market Opportunities, edited by Charlotte Streck,
Robert O’Sullivan, Toby Janson-Smith and Richard
Tarasofsky.

London and Washington D.C.: Chatham House &
Brookings Institution, 2008. 346 pp., £39.99, hard-
back.

Tropical deforestation is responsible for between 15
and 20 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions.
Reducing it presents a potentially very cost-effective
mitigation option, which in addition may provide
significant co-benefits in terms of biodiversity con-
servation and poverty alleviation. Not surprisingly,
therefore, Reduced Emissions from Deforestation
and Degradation (REDD), a mechanism that would
compensate developing countries for reducing these
emissions under the global climate regime, is one of
the themes at the centre of the discussions on a cli-
mate regime post-2012. However, there is still con-
siderable uncertainty as to how such a mechanism
could eventually look like and how it can best build
on the experience with forestry projects under the
Clean Development Mechanism (CDM).

In this context, Climate Change and Forests –
edited by Charlotte Streck Robert O’Sullivan, Toby
Janson-Smith, and Richard Tarasofsky – provides a
timely and highly valuable stock-taking exercise of
this complex issue, bringing together a range of
contributions by recognized experts from both sci-
ence and practice. Framed as a “practical reference
manual for anyone concerned about climate policy”,
the book aims to provide “a realistic view of the role
that the forest and land-use sector can play in a
post-Kyoto regime”. 

The volume comprises five parts. After introducto-
ry chapters on climate change and forestry by the
editors, and on the concept of market-based mecha-
nisms for forest conservation and climate change
by Rosimeiry Portela and colleagues, the second
part focuses on the “international arena”. Eveline
Trines traces the history of land-use, land-use
change and forestry (LULUCF) in the global climate
regime, complemented by a well-informed review
of the rules governing forestry projects under the
Kyoto Protocol’s flexible mechanisms by Sebastian
M. Scholz and Martina Jung. Johannes Ebeling dis-
cusses the main risks and criticisms voiced on the
issue of forestry-based mitigation and carbon trad-
ing, keeping a distinctly pro-market perspective.
Further chapters in this section explore the oppor-
tunities for broadening the scope of forestry proj-
ects to account for wider co-benefits (Jan Fehse) and
the complex links between bioenergy projects and
climate change (Bernhard Schlamadinger et al.). 

Part three, entitled “practical experiences”, moves
from the policy to the implementation side. This
section, more disparate in character than the previ-
ous, addresses the various challenges in the design
and implementation of carbon forestry projects
under the CDM. The contribution by Bruno Locatelli
and colleagues makes for a particularly interesting
read. Summarizing experiences of developers of
CDM forestry projects in Latin America, they con-
clude that the real difficulties in the development of
such projects do not primarily lie in the technical
domain, but relate to legal and market issues, espe-
cially the structure and content of the contract
negotiations. These are questions that Monique
Miller and her co-authors tackle in their sophisti-
cated treatment of the legal and contractual side
of forest carbon transactions under the CDM.
Dominique Hervé and Edmundo Claro add the
national perspective, discussing the legal status and
progress of CDM forestry projects in Chile. Franck
Lecocq and Stéphane Couture approach the issue
from a different angle, presenting an economic
analysis of the types of investors likely to buy tem-
porary credits from forestry projects. An accessible
overview of key methodological questions in meas-
uring and monitoring carbon emissions from
forestry projects by Timothy Pearson and col-
leagues rounds off this part of the book. 

Part four, “outlook: avoided deforestation and the
post-Kyoto agenda”, represents the core of the book,
delving into design options for a REDD mechanism
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under a post-2012 climate regime. The introduction
by Robert O’Sullivan limits itself to the main tech-
nical and policy questions in the design of REDD,
bypassing, however, controversial subjects such as
the rights of indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities and the national implementation of REDD.
Three of the following chapters (“an accounting
mechanism for REDD in developing countries” by
Danilo Mollicone et al., “compensated reductions”
by Stephan Schwartzman and Paulo Moutinho, and
the “nested approach” by Charlotte Streck et al.) out-
line prominent proposals for REDD design that
continue to be influential in the scientific and poli-
cy debates. The chapter by Manuel Estrada Porrua
and Andrea García-Guerrero stands somewhat
apart, describing the evolution of Latin-American
views on carbon sinks in the global climate regime.
The more political treatment of the issues at stake
and of negotiating positions and rationales of coun-
tries in this chapter would have been desirable also
in other chapters and outside the scope of Latin-
America. 

Part five, “national systems and voluntary carbon
offsets”, provides a welcome addition to the volume,
presenting experiences and recent developments
from the voluntary sector and from domestic legis-
lations. The first chapter by Karen Gould et al.
reviews policy-making on forest sinks in Australia
and New Zealand, where market-based strategies in
this sector are relatively advanced. Subsequently,
Cathleen Kelly and colleagues discuss subnational
developments and the federal debate in the United
States. The latter, however, has since been largely
overtaken by the rapid legislative developments
and bills proposed since the Obama administration
entered into office. Particularly interesting are the
last two chapters on the role of forestry offsets in
the voluntary market. Katherine Hamilton et al.
coin the term “charismatic carbon”, denoting the
marketing potential of the various co-benefits of
forestry projects that constitute a key competitive
advantage in the voluntary sector. Marisa Meizlish
and David Brand in turn look at the practical side of
project development for the voluntary market. 

Overall, Climate Change and Forests makes for
an impressive tour d’horizon of the role of carbon
markets for forest conservation and climate change
mitigation. Without exception, all contributions to

the volume are of high quality and contain perti-
nent, relevant information for academics, policy-
makers and practitioners alike. The short case stud-
ies of existing or emerging carbon forestry projects
interspersed throughout the volume present a con-
siderable value added for the reader, illustrating the
challenges, but also the success stories of on-the-
ground implementation of this project type. It is
regrettable, however, that the focus of this compre-
hensive book is so narrowly on the link between
forests and carbon markets. A market-based
approach to REDD is by no means the “only game
in town”, and it would have made the ambition of
the volume only more credible if it had also includ-
ed some of the more critical voices in the debate.
Instead, for instance, many of the chapters counter
the perceived risks of “flooding” the carbon market
by REDD credits with the almost automatic argu-
ment that this can be prevented by the adoption of
more stringent emission reduction targets by indus-
trialized countries. A look at the ongoing negotia-
tions, however, reveals that prospects for this are
far from assured. Just as relevant would have been
a more critical investigation into the challenges of
implementing REDD in countries with weak gover-
nance, rampant corruption, and ineffective public
institutions. After all, if even a very advanced legis-
lature like the European Union encounters signifi-
cant difficulties in implementing an emissions trad-
ing scheme, one can only wonder how a country
like Indonesia or the Democratic Republic of Congo
is to establish a REDD scheme that succeeds in
effectively devolving incentives and REDD pay-
ments down to the community level. What is need-
ed is an honest debate about the advantages and
drawbacks of alternatives or interim solutions to a
market-based REDD mechanism – and one would
hope that the editors will follow up with a compan-
ion volume that tackles some of these questions as
well. Be that as it may, on the whole, Climate
Change and Forests certainly represents the most
complete and sophisticated volume on market-
based approaches to forests and climate change to
date, and is a must-read for anyone looking for a
state of the art overview on this subject matter.

Constanze Haug
Researcher, Institute for Environmental Studies,

Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam
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This section provides an overview of recent litera-
ture on legal aspects of carbon trading and other
dimensions of climate change regulation. Please
send any suggestions for inclusion in this list to the
Book Review Editor at van.asselt@lexxion.de.
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