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THE CLIMATE AND  
EQUITY CHALLENGE
For more than two decades, crafting global actions 
that all nations believe to be equitable has been a 
central challenge for international climate policy. 
Contentious debates over how to combat climate-
change equitably, and how to equitably assess 
which countries are most responsible for taking 
action, has slowed progress toward a global climate 
agreement. 

As climate impacts mount, so does the urgency of 
resolving this challenge. Those least responsible 
for climate change are often the most vulnerable 
to changes in weather patterns, sea level rise, and 
other impacts, further exacerbating existing inequi-
ties. Meanwhile, actions—both to address climate 
impacts and to reduce emissions—are intertwined 
with broader equity issues involving livelihoods, 
health, food security, and energy access. 

The urgency of the equity challenge is heightened 
by recent negotiations for the new international 
climate agreement in 2015. Parties have determined 
that the agreement must be both “applicable to 
all Parties” and remain “under the Convention,” 
raising questions regarding equity that must be 
addressed by global leaders if the agreement is to 
build consensus and ambition (UNFCCC 2011). 

A New Approach
The World Resources Institute report, Building  
Climate Equity offers a new approach to the chal-
lenge of linking actions to combat climate change 
with broader equity objectives. This approach 
places the well-being of people and communities 
at the core of climate action. Starting at the ground 
level with compelling evidence from 23 countries, 
the report illustrates how well-designed policies 
for low-carbon development and adaptation can 
promote and enhance the capabilities of the least 
well-off and most vulnerable. The report demon-
strates that climate action and equity are integrally 
linked and can be mutually supportive, and that the 
2015 agreement, in particular, can play a key role in 
strengthening those synergies. This summary gives 
the highlights of the report.

A Capabilities Approach  
to Climate Action 
Building Climate Equity draws on the capabilities 
approach formulated in the development arena by 
economist Amartya Sen and philosopher Martha 
Nussbaum (Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2003). The capa-
bilities approach recognizes that human well-being, 
and the realization of human rights, depends on 
access to a range of basic capabilities such as the 
opportunity to pursue a decent livelihood; to benefit 
from sufficient nutrition, transport, housing, physi-
cal safety, and security; and to engage in collective 
decision making.  

Climate policies—both those reducing emissions 
and those adapting and building resilience to 
climate impacts—can contribute to protecting and 
strengthening these basic capabilities. We focus 
on the capabilities of the least well-off and most 
vulnerable because their capabilities are most at 
risk and in need of strengthening. 

A Capabilities Approach for  
Climate Equity
We propose that the international community 
adopt the capabilities approach as a means of 
embedding equity in climate policy. The capabilities 
approach, as it applies to climate equity, rests on 
two interrelated pillars: 

Pillar 1. Sufficient mitigation and adaptation actions 
are required to prevent the direct impacts of climate 
change from eroding the capabilities of the least well-off 
and most vulnerable, now and in the future. 

This pillar concerns the direct impacts of climate 
change on people’s capabilities, particularly those of 
the most vulnerable. It includes impacts that result 
from inadequate mitigation, insufficient adaptation, 
or a failure to address loss and damage caused by 
climate change. Impacts on both current and future 
generations should be considered. 

Pillar 2. Climate policies should be designed to 
enhance, rather than diminish, the capabilities of those 
who are least well-off, most vulnerable, and least able 
to represent themselves.



WRI.org        2

CO
M

M
U

N
IT

Y 
SC

AL
E

Access to  
education

Sufficient  
nutrition

Adequate  
shelter

Physical 
safety & 
health

Meaningful 
social  

engagement

Decision- 
making  

opportunities

NA
TI

O
NA

L 
SC

AL
E

Human  
Development

Economic  
Capacity

Resilience  
to Climate  
Impacts

Governance  
Capacity & 

Social Support  
Structures
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Multiple Levels
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This pillar addresses the effects that climate 
policies themselves can have on human capabili-
ties. Climate policies to reduce emissions or build 
resilience to climate impacts can either enhance the 
capabilities of the most vulnerable and least well-
off, or exacerbate existing inequities and under-
mine efforts in other policy arenas.

Applying the Capabilities  
Approach at Multiple Levels
Grounded in an understanding of equity based 
on these principles, the report examines the 
links between climate action and capabilities 
at multiple, interdependent scales as shown in 
Figure 1. We highlight how climate policies within 
countries, including policies directed at both 
low-carbon development and resilience building, 
can build capabilities and enhance equity. The 
report provides recommendations about ways 
that international institutions and policymakers 
can support those climate policies that build 
capabilities at the national and community level. 

The report then specifically addresses how the 2015 
international climate agreement can take account of 
and help build capabilities. This approach enhances 
the meaning of “respective capabilities” within the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change’s (Convention or UNFCCC) principle of 
common-but-differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities (CBDR -RC) (UNFCCC 
1992) (Box 1). A pragmatic and multidimensional 
understanding of national capabilities can assist 
countries in evaluating the equity of actions in the 
2015 agreement. However, the report does not sug-
gest that capabilities become the sole framework for 
pursuing climate equity. Responsibility for climate 
change, including historical responsibility, remains 
fundamental to the equity discussion and to shap-
ing global mitigation and adaptation efforts. 

To provide a framework for developing and evaluat-
ing intended national contributions in the negotia-
tions, the report proposes equity criteria based on 
national capabilities along with emissions respon-
sibility. The report then suggests how a capabilities 
approach can focus attention on the ways in which 
each element of the 2015 agreement can build the 
capabilities of countries and communities.
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A CAPABILITIES APPROACH IN  
ACTION: EQUITABLE NATIONAL 
AND LOCAL CLIMATE POLICIES 
Putting the right climate policies in place—both for 
low-carbon development and for climate adaptation 
and resilience—is a key step in enhancing equity 
and capabilities. Well-designed climate actions at 
the national and community levels can protect and 
strengthen capabilities (see Tables 1 and 2). These 
policy examples are drawn from case studies in key 
policy areas from 23 countries around the world. 

A transition to a low-carbon economy is critical to 
ensure adequate emissions reductions necessary to 
stay below a 2 degree Celsius limit and protect the 
capabilities of future generations. At the same time, 
low-carbon actions can protect or enhance capabili-
ties in the near term especially for the least well-
off. For example, low-carbon transport systems 
can help meet mobility needs and provide health 
benefits for the least well-off. 

In designing adaptation and resilience policies, 
recognizing differing levels of vulnerability, includ-
ing within countries, is important. To build long-
term capabilities and enable communities to adapt, 
effective policies must first address underlying 
physical, social, and economic drivers of vulnerabil-
ity. For example, providing access to credit to early 
adopters of innovative adaptation and resilience 
practices, particularly among highly vulnerable 
populations, and enabling local and indigenous 
practices to be disseminated, could increase resil-
ience to climate change, address a capability issue, 
and encourage innovation.

Although in Tables 1 and 2 we distinguish between 
actions to promote low-carbon energy pathways 
and actions to promote climate resilience, we recog-
nize multiple overlaps between them in policy areas 
ranging from forest protection to urban planning. 
Indeed, sustainable development policies often pro-
vide many benefits that include not only mitigation 
and adaptation, but also other social, economic, and 
environmental objectives. 

To inform the interpretation of “respective capabilities” in the 
overarching principle of CBDR-RC in the Convention, the 
report proposes a pragmatic suite of national capabilities. 

While the capabilities of individuals and the capabilities of 
nations are different, they are also closely related. Individual 
capabilities, such as the opportunity to pursue a decent 
livelihood, are shaped by social, economic, and ecological 
factors that are, in turn, shaped by national circumstances 
and policies. For example, an individual’s health status is 
influenced by the availability of healthcare in a country, while 
employment and livelihood opportunities are entwined with 
national economic vitality. 

We propose that the concept of “respective capabilities,” 
within the principle of CBDR-RC incorporates the following 
national capabilities: human development, economic 
capacity, resilience to climate impacts including physical 
security and capacity to adapt in the face of climate change, 
and governance capacity and social support structures. 
Using these concepts can help countries and others identify 
and compare contributions and levels of action in general, 
and identify specific policies appropriate for particular 
countries. This interpretation of capabilities focuses 
attention on the relationship between climate change, human 
development, and climate impacts, all of which are central to 
the core climate equity challenge. 

This capabilities approach should be used in conjunction 
with attention to emissions responsibility. Acknowledging 
historical responsibility for emissions is necessary because 
it allows the inequity of cumulative contributions to rising 
greenhouse gas concentrations to be explicitly incorporated 
into the international discussion of climate change.  
However, responsibility alone cannot adequately address 
either the issues raised by inequitable climate impacts or 
the need to share the benefits of climate action and enhance 
human well-being. 

Using a capabilities approach to enhance the concept of 
“respective capabilities” contributes to the interpretation 
of the wider principle of common-but-differentiated 
responsibilities and respective capabilities and can help 
countries to address the multiple dimensions of climate 
equity and to craft an effective 2015 agreement.

BOX 1 |  NATIONAL CAPABILITIES AND THE 
PRINCIPLE OF COMMON-BUT-
DIFFERENTIATED RESPONSIBILITIES 
AND RESPECTIVE CAPABILITIES 
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Figure 2 |  Policy Examples Drawn from Low-Carbon Development, and  
Adaptation and Resilience Case Studies Globally

Table 1 | Equitable Climate Policies to Achieve Low-Carbon Pathways

PATHWAYS TO A LOW-
CARBON FUTURE EXAMPLES OF CLIMATE ACTIONS THAT PROTECT OR ENHANCE CAPABILITIES 

Renewable energy  
access and deployment

Scaling-up the use of renewable energy can improve energy security and access while avoiding greenhouse 
gas emissions, and also can offer long-term economic savings and health benefits (Torres-Duque et al. 2008; 
Fullerton, Bruce, and Gordon 2008; Palit and Chaurey 2011; Köhlin et al. 2011). 

By making finance for renewable energy accessible to marginalized and nontraditional banking populations (Omwansa 
and Sullivan 2014) or by designing equitable feed-in tariffs or other mechanisms (Tongsopit 2014; Chrometzka 2014 ), 
deployment of renewable energy can enhance capabilities (Mendonça, Lacey, and Hvelplund 2009).

Equitable  
carbon pricing

Carbon pricing schemes can incentivize emissions reductions, support energy efficiency and security initiatives, 
and protect or enhance capabilities. Progressive schemes can redirect revenues or other in-kind benefits to 
vulnerable populations (British Columbia 2009; California 2014). 

International and national efforts to promote carbon pricing or markets should be based on assessments of 
differential vulnerability and include stakeholder participation to ensure monetary and nonmonetary benefits flow 
to vulnerable populations.

Fossil fuel  
subsidy reform

Reduction and eventual elimination of fossil fuel subsidies could contribute to emissions reductions, support 
energy efficiency and security, and free up resources for other development priorities, all of which could benefit 
long-term capabilities (Mourougane 2010; IEA 2012). 

Although subsidies often do not provide a direct benefit to the poorest communities, these communities remain 
the most vulnerable to the effects of reform (Arze del Granado, Javier, Coady, and Gillingham 2012). Reform 
efforts require careful design and can include transfer mechanisms, broad public communication, and support for 
core development needs (Hassanzadeh 2012).

Low-carbon  
transportation  
planning

Safe and affordable transport options are crucial from a capabilities perspective. Low-carbon transport systems can 
help meet mobility needs, as well as reducing emissions, and providing health benefits (United Nations 2013). 

Using policy and finance signals to incentivize development of public transit has been successful in multiple 
contexts (Road Traffic Technology n.d.). 

Community forestry Strengthening community forest management and community forest rights can help achieve emissions reductions 
and can also enhance capabilities (Stevens et al. 2014). Efforts to establish legal protections, support community-led 
reforestation, and support community management can contribute to both climate and capabilities goals.

Source: Authors
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Table 2 | Equitable Climate Policies to Achieve Adaptation and Resilience

BUILDING ADAPTIVE 
CAPACITY AND RESILIENCE 

EXAMPLES OF USING CLIMATE ACTION TO PROTECT OR ENHANCE CAPABILITIES 

Addressing adaptation needs 
of the most vulnerable 
populations 

Recognizing that different levels and types of vulnerability exist, both among and within communities, can 
help generate equitable adaptation and resilience plans that focus on capabilities. 

Integrating assessments of climate hazards with assessments of social vulnerability can result in more 
targeted and effective policy interventions (Burton et al. 2002; Huq et al. 2003; Adger et al. 2007).

Inclusive participation Enabling communities and vulnerable populations to determine effective adaptation and resilience 
strategies through highly participatory processes can increase their ability to take locally appropriate and 
long-term adaptation measures that protect and enhance their social and economic opportunities (WRI et 
al. 2011; Osbeck et al. 2010). 

Support for innovation Providing access to credit to early adopters of innovative adaptation and resilience practices, particularly 
among highly vulnerable populations, and enabling local and indigenous practices to be disseminated, are 
essential to mobilizing effective adaptation (UNFCCC 2013). 

National adaptation planning Prioritizing the needs of the most vulnerable in national adaptation planning, ensuring their participation 
in the planning process, and undertaking robust assessments of vulnerability that address capabilities 
and social and economic contexts, can all play a vital role in achieving equitable adaptation and resilience 
outcomes (UNFCCC 2013). 

Recommendations for International 
Institutions and Policymakers
International institutions and policymakers can help 
enable national and local governments to undertake 
the types of equitable climate policies highlighted 
in Tables 1 and 2. To do this, the report proposes 
recommendations for a wide range of international 
institutions and policymakers, including multilateral 
and bilateral development finance institutions. These 
recommendations include the need to: 

 ▪ Provide upfront investment for low-carbon path-
ways and adaptation efforts that are designed to 
enhance equity and build capabilities, including 
for equitably designed energy policies;

 ▪ Provide technical assistance, capacity building, 
and guidance to enable countries to formulate 
and implement the types of equitable climate 
policies highlighted here; 

 ▪ Ensure that finance is accessible to those who 
need it, including nontraditional banking popu-
lations, to undertake innovative and locally 
appropriate climate action;

 ▪ Support the implementation of “before and 
after” vulnerability assessments and evalua-
tions to identify impacts of climate action on 
the capabilities of affected groups; and

 ▪ Enable participatory planning and stakeholder 
engagement in the development of climate poli-
cies across all sectors. 
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OPERATIONALIZING EQUITY 
AND CAPABILITIES IN THE 
2015 CLIMATE AGREEMENT 
The 2015 international climate agreement offers a 
critical opportunity to make fundamental progress 
on equity issues globally. A capabilities approach to 
equity can inform two key dimensions of the agree-
ment. The first dimension concerns the content of 
countries’ intended nationally determined contri-
butions (INDCs). An enhanced understanding of 
respective capabilities can inform how each coun-
try’s climate actions are determined, including how 
much and what kinds of action countries take. In 
addition, countries can incorporate and seek sup-
port for specific policies in their nationally deter-
mined contributions aimed at building capabilities. 

The second dimension concerns the multiple ele-
ments of the 2015 agreement. If the 2015 agreement 
is to catalyze action that supports building capabili-
ties, a wide range of issues are relevant—including 
mitigation, adaptation, loss and damage, finance, 
capacity building, technology, and transparency 
and accountability. Climate policies that enhance 
equity and build capabilities can be advanced in 
these areas.

The following proposals for the 2015 agreement 
could bring a capabilities approach to the equity 
debate and the agreement as a whole. 

Incorporate Equity and Capabilities 
into Intended Nationally Determined 
Contributions 
1.  Use equity considerations in formulating and 

evaluating national contributions
INDCs, which are intended to become the core 
national commitments in the 2015 agreement, 
provide a focal point for embedding equity into the 
agreement. The process established for INDCs in 
the 2015 agreement should ensure that contribu-
tions are equitable as well as sufficient to achieve 
the objectives of the Convention. The following 
aspects of equity provide a framework to consider 
the types and levels of contributions that countries 
should put forward: 

 ▪ Emissions responsibility, including 
historical, current, and projected emissions 
both in per capita and aggregate terms; and

 ▪ National capabilities, including: 

 □ human development; 

 □ economic capacity, including 
consideration of the relative costs of 
climate action and the economic benefits 
from taking climate action; 

 □ resilience to climate impacts, including 
physical security and capacity to adapt in 
the face of climate change; and

 □ governance capacity and social 
support structures.

Table 3 | Potential Metrics to Determine National Capabilities

NATIONAL CAPABILITY POTENTIAL METRICS

Human development Human Development Index (health and education), national poverty burden, energy access, Gender 
Inequality Index 

Economic capacity Gross Domestic Product (GDP), GDP per capita, employment, debt ratio, internal access to credit, 
relative costs of climate action, economic benefits from climate action 

Resilience to climate 
impacts 

Aggregate vulnerability metrics, qualitative acknowledgment of cultural or other vulnerabilities, 
identification of specific physical vulnerabilities

Governance capacity and 
social support structures

Accessibility of judiciary, regulatory abilities, qualitative assessment of governance strengths and 
needs, health care and educational systems 
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Potential metrics for each national capability are 
provided in Table 3. Emissions responsibility was 
discussed in Box 1.

This framework can be incorporated in three ways 
to facilitate a more equitable and effective set of 
national contributions. First, countries should inte-
grate equity considerations into their national pro-
cess for formulating their contributions. Second, the 
upfront information that countries provide with their 
INDCs should include explanations or rationales 
concerning the equitability of their contributions. 
Along with other up-front information, countries 
should indicate the specific criteria and factors they 
use in determining the equitability of their contribu-
tion, as well as how the contribution fits into a global 
level of ambition to reduce emissions (Levin et al. 
2014). Finally, the international assessment of coun-
tries’ contributions should include a review of equity 
considerations, including a review of specific criteria 
and factors used in the INDCs. 

The criteria proposed here will provide a perspec-
tive concerning respective capabilities in terms 
of a range of countries, while differences between 
developed and developing countries will nonethe-
less remain clear. Using these criteria provides a 
means to evaluate countries’ INDCs in terms of 
the type and levels of actions proposed, while the 
negotiations should ensure that countries do not 

backslide from previous commitments. Although 
Parties may not agree in 2015 on a specific set of 
equity criteria and metrics, they should establish 
a technical process after 2015 that will result in 
an agreed, common framework for equity criteria 
(Ngwadla and Rajamani 2014). 

2.  Include capabilities-focused policies in intended 
nationally determined contributions 

The benefit of using a capabilities approach to help 
countries identify specific policies to include in 
their INDCs is that it encourages an examination 
of actual pathways—and potential barriers—for 
achieving equitable climate action. For instance, 
renewable electrification in a country in which 
communities have limited energy access could 
build capabilities while addressing climate change. 
Likewise, identifying opportunities for fossil fuel 
subsidy reform, equitable carbon pricing, and com-
munity forest policies, could serve both objectives. 
Considering INDCs in terms of countries’ national 
capabilities provides countries with the opportunity 
to identify actions that can be undertaken without 
additional resources, as well as further actions that 
would be possible with international support. Coun-
tries that bring forward adaptation contributions 
should focus on how integrated planning processes 
can help build the capabilities of the most vulner-
able populations. 
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Incorporate Equity and Capabilities 
across Multiple Elements of the 2015 
Agreement 
1.  Focus adaptation and loss and damage on the 

most vulnerable populations
A capabilities approach highlights the role that 
well-designed adaptation policies can play in pro-
tecting and increasing the long-term well-being and 
livelihoods of vulnerable populations. One of the 
primary goals of the 2015 agreement should be to 
help vulnerable communities build their resilience 
by providing guidance and support on the impacts 
of climate change. To achieve this, the 2015 agree-
ment should include a long-term adaptation goal 
that focuses on the most vulnerable populations 
and the need to undertake adaptation in ways that 
address their basic capabilities. The 2015 agree-
ment should encourage all countries, including 
developed countries, to develop adaptation and 
resilience strategies for their most vulnerable popu-
lations—emphasizing the importance of supporting 
participatory planning by vulnerable communities 
and their governments.

Recognizing the increasing importance of loss and 
damage and the need to develop a response that is 
robust, consistent, and sustained, the agreement 
should support the development of national loss 
and damage scoping studies to identify the needs of 
particularly vulnerable populations.  

2.  Provide adequate and targeted  
finance to build capabilities

Adequate and appropriately directed finance is 
essential to building capabilities and enhancing 
equity in the 2015 agreement. To create align-
ment between countries’ actions and finance and 
to strengthen capabilities, the 2015 agreement 
should link finance in the post-2020 period with 
developing countries’ finance and investment needs 
for their national climate strategies and INDCs. 
The 2015 agreement should also provide for and 
welcome financial contributions from a range of 
countries, including developing countries in a posi-
tion to contribute based on their capabilities. 

To ensure that finance results in equitable outcomes, 
the 2015 agreement should provide guidance to the 
Green Climate Fund and recommendations to other 
development finance institutions that they support 
the implementation of equitable climate policies that 
build capabilities, such as policies described earlier 
in this report (for example, equitably designed poli-
cies to support renewable energy). The agreement 
should also encourage development finance institu-
tions to ensure that finance is accessible to nontra-
ditional banking populations including the poor, 
women, and other marginalized groups.

3.  Create a capacity-building  
facility to build capabilities 

A lack of governance and technical capacity con-
strains many governments from undertaking the 
planning and analysis needed to take climate 
action and enhance capabilities (UNFCCC 2014a). 
Building the capacity of all Parties is fundamental 
to both ambitious climate outcomes and human 
development. To prioritize capability building, the 
2015 agreement should create a dedicated capacity-
building facility, which would serve as a focal point 
to design, coordinate, support, and manage capacity 
building across all elements of the Convention. This 
facility could enhance capacity for policy develop-
ment, information and assessment (including of 

BOX 2  |   KEY RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR THE 2015 AGREEMENT

1. Incorporate Equity and Capabilities into INDCs

• Use equity considerations in formulating and 
evaluating INDCs

• Include specific capabilities-focused policies in 
INDCs

2.  Incorporate Equity and Capabilities Across the 
Elements of the 2015 Agreement

• Focus adaptation and loss and damage on the 
most vulnerable populations

• Provide adequate and targeted finance to build 
capabilities

• Create a capacity-building facility 

• Develop and deploy innovative technology that 
focuses on capabilities

• Strengthen transparency and accountability with 
a focus on capabilities

• Establish an equitable long-term mitigation goal

• Establish cycles of action to strengthen 
capabilities
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capabilities), institutional coordination, public par-
ticipation, and effective private sector engagement. 

4.  Develop and deploy innovative  
technology that focuses on capabilities

Technology that is accessible to, and designed 
for, the least well-off and most vulnerable will be 
essential to advancing low-carbon pathways and 
adaptation in ways that build capabilities. The 2015 
agreement should stress the importance of finan-
cial institutions in funding research, development, 
and deployment of innovative technologies with a 
particular focus on technologies that can build the 
capabilities of the most vulnerable and least well-off 
(for example, technologies relevant to renewable 
energy access or to climate information for small-
holder farmers). 

5.  Strengthen transparency and  
accountability with a focus on capabilities 

Transparency and accountability are essential for 
a climate agreement capable of tracking progress 
and deepening action over time. Simultaneously, 
effective transparency systems can be useful for 
assessing whether climate policies directly pro-

tect and enhance capabilities within a country.
Over time, common standards for all countries 
should ensure transparency and accountability, 
yet a stepwise approach can be used in the 2015 
agreement to reach this objective, recognizing the 
differences in countries’ capabilities that affect their 
ability to track and report emissions, climate action, 
and finance. The 2015 agreement must also ensure 
support for all Parties to enhance their national 
capabilities to be able to reach a common level of 
transparency and to support participatory processes 
to assess the effects of climate policies on the capa-
bilities of the least well-off and most vulnerable. 

6. Establish an equitable long-term mitigation goal 
In addition to the mitigation commitments made 
by countries in their INDCs, some countries have 
proposed that the 2015 agreement include a collec-
tive long-term trajectory for emissions reductions 
or specific mitigation actions (UNFCCC 2014b). 
To be successful, long-term goals—such as phas-
ing out greenhouse gas emissions, or moving to a 
substantial percentage of energy from renewable 
sources—need to address equity concerns. A long-
term goal should be constructed in a way that helps 
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CAPABILITIES AND LONG-
TERM TRANSFORMATION
The goal of long-term transformational climate 
policy should be to protect and strengthen the 
capabilities and fundamental well-being of current 
and future generations. Achieving this goal requires 
a focus on underlying dynamics and drivers of 
change. It also requires us to apply new perspec-
tives to existing concepts. A capabilities approach 
offers guidelines for meeting the equity demands 
of sufficient mitigation and adaptation, while also 
identifying specific pathways for policy actions that 
enhance well-being, especially for those who are 
least well-off or most vulnerable. 

At the international level, incorporating capabili-
ties in discussions of contributions and subsequent 
assessment processes will help focus attention 
on the need to improve capabilities over time. As 
policymakers and communities encounter new 
challenges, a capabilities approach to climate 
policy analysis and implementation can help 
keep the long-term enhancement of human well-
being firmly at the center of attention and build 
political momentum for transformation. Focusing 
squarely on the goal of enhancing long-term human 
well-being encourages proactive approaches to 
policymaking that promote the wider benefits and 
opportunities inherent in climate action. 

We must look at familiar principles with new eyes. 
The discussion should not be in the abstract but 
rather focused on action to achieve particular out-
comes—in this case, to preserve and strengthen the 
capabilities of people in the face of climate change. 
Over time, this approach will build the capabilities 
of nations, strengthening their ability to pursue 
strong climate policies, and generating a global 
consensus for action. 

countries identify specific policies and investments 
that help build capabilities, such as increased access 
to renewable energy. In addition there must be 
recognition that countries with different capabili-
ties will progress toward the goal at different paces 
and support will be needed to help those countries 
with lower capabilities achieve the common goal. 
A phased approach emphasizing technology devel-
opment, cooperation, and transfer, and including 
support for capabilities assessments, is proposed to 
meet these challenges.  

7.  Establish cycles of action to  
strengthen capabilities

The set of “cycles” envisioned in the 2015 agree-
ment for strengthening action after 2015, must 
incorporate equity and a focus on building capabili-
ties (UNFCCC 2014b). Climate action must become 
more ambitious over time to protect the well-being 
of those most vulnerable to climate change, while at 
the same time becoming more aligned with path-
ways that promote capabilities and enhance equity. 
The 2015 agreement should require the cycles to 
strengthen the multiple dimensions of climate 
action that affect capabilities, including mitiga-
tion, adaptation, and support (Morgan, Dagnet and 
Tirpak 2014). The cycles should include reviews of 
the impacts of climate change on capabilities; coun-
tries’ actions and their effect on capabilities; the 
levels and type of mitigation and adaptation action 
required to protect and strengthen capabilities; 
and an analysis of countries’ existing capabilities 
and the levels of finance and other support needed 
to build capabilities to underpin action. Each cycle 
should include an analysis of how future actions 
can be designed to further strengthen capabilities. 
As noted earlier, the formulation and assessment 
of countries’ commitments after 2015 should be 
informed by a set of equity criteria (see Figure 2), 
including those involving capabilities, determined 
through a technical process in the UNFCCC. 
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