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Abstract: Climate change is characterized by a fundamental transformation 
of the terrestrial system. It involves a variety of effects upon many sectors that 
influence the climate. These effects have increased in numbers and intensity 
over the past decades. The irresponsible exploitation of natural resources and 
excessive pollution through industry contribute to disasters that have a great 
impact on the environment. 
In the context of climate change, the direction of international cooperation 
must be orientated towards a sharing of responsibility between countries, that 
are called to protect the natural climate system for the welfare of presents and 
future generations. Hence, the negotiations regarding climate changes must 
focus on equitability to create concrete conditions for just and proper action.
A significative target of international cooperation is growing the capacity of 
developing states to recognize their responsibility for adaptation and attenua-
tion of gas emissions. This support concretizes thorough developing adapta-
tions strategies, national plans and actions and an openness for international 
collaboration: understanding the common responsibility, the industrialized 
countries are called to contribute through financial and technologic support 
helping emerging countries to fight against climate change.
The solution to climate change lies in collaboration and solidarity, and Pope 
Francis also emphasizes this in his writings. An integral ecology is needed that 
does not separate the human from the natural plane, and this vision is one of 
the great contributions of the encyclical Laudato si’. Integral ecology is not 
just a moral principle, but a way of seeing and deepening the interdependence 
between man and nature.
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1. Introduction

Climate change, associated especially with global warming, represents 
a phenomenon in full progress and with effects on every aspect of human life. 
The complexity of this process is determined by the fact that, although ini-
tially considered to be irregular, meaning that some zones are more vulnerable 
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than other, in recent years, studies have shown that these extreme climatic 
manifestations have grown in intensity and number. Giving this alarming 
situation, the international community of states, as well as the Catholic 
Church, has stepped in to find a proper and sustainable solution. Speaking 
in general, the climate, along with all the specific processes, are not char-
acterized by stability, but rather by a continuous transformation. However, 
this mechanism is a slow natural one because the natural environment has 
a great ability to adapt. Nevertheless, human activity, especially the indus-
try, has caused an acceleration of these changes and lead to the installation 
of crises. It is considered that among 90% of the factors that cause climate 
change and global warming are human originated, and this opinion is well 
shared by the majority of international scientific and politic groups. How-
ever, numerous questions arise, when the international community must 
intervene in and adopt sustainable actions, as upon this delicate aspect 
hovers scepticism, as it is an urgent reconfiguration of the way the present 
and the future of human civilization is understood1.

1. A challenge for the international community

Climate change is characterized by a fundamental transformation of 
the terrestrial system. It involves a variety of effects upon many sectors 
that influence the climate, such as the freshwater resources, terrestrial 
and marine ecosystems, food production, natural disasters, industry and 
human health. These effects have increased in numbers and intensity over 
the past decades. Global warming, for example, is determined by unbal-
ance between the social and natural system. Gas emissions have produced 
modifications in the structure of the atmosphere2.

Another effect of climate change is the impact on the balance between 
generations. The problems brought by global warming can be critical in 
the future: for example, the utilization of energy in the future strongly 
depends on how the resources are exploited nowadays. Therefore, it is nec-
essary to develop a recycling policy to avoid water waste. Moreover, justice 
and responsibility between generations must be promoted, to assure fair 
stability in the ecosystem3.

1 Cf. A. suMi – N. MiMura, „Introduction: From Climate change to Global Sustainabili-
ty”, in A. suMi – N. MiMura – T. Masui (ed.), Climate Change and Global Sustainability: A 
Holistic Approach, United Nations University Press, Tokyo 2011, 1-2.

2 Cf. N. MiMura, „Overview of climate changes”, in A. suMi – N. MiMura – T. Masui (ed.), 
Climate Change and Global Sustainability: A Holistic Approach, 46.

3 Cf. M. patterson, „Principles of Justice in the Context of Global Climate Change”, in 
U. LutterBacHer – D. F. sprinz (ed.), International Relations and Global Climate Change, 
Mit Press, Cambridge 2001, 127.
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The irresponsible exploitation of natural resources and excessive pollu-
tion through industry contribute to disasters that have a great impact on 
the environment. Considering the water resources, the water cycle repre-
sents an important part of the climate regulation process. Climate changes 
have a direct impact on the spatial and temporary distribution of water 
resources through the rough and rapid changes of the atmospheric tem-
perature and of the rainfall. Many regions, such as East Asia or the Medi-
terranean basin, are risking to be affected by serious periods of drought. 
The water quality represents another problem associated with climate 
change, as the rising of the sea level determines the growth of water salin-
ity in coastal areas. Moreover, flooding and long periods of drought deter-
mine a severe alteration of water resources, a situation that can lead to 
conflicts between states to have access to fresh water4.

Is evident that global warming can not be completely stopped and that 
extreme climate events will occur. However, the states must get involved to 
attenuate the devastating events by adopting sustainable solutions. The 
success of adaptation facing these situations depends on each state’s capac-
ity to prepare themselves through cooperation and mutual support. The 
human society confronts many problems aside of climate change, global 
warming or the degradation of water resources, such as pollution, loss of 
biodiversity, therefore is necessary that all these issues are considered 
together and will receive a global answer. The fact of changes in the natu-
ral environment involves the solidarity between states, between politicians 
and scientists, for that reason, it cannot be peace or stability without col-
laboration and a realistic analyzation of the situation5.

In the context of climate change, the direction of international coopera-
tion must be orientated towards a sharing of responsibility between coun-
tries, that are called to protect the natural climate system for the welfare 
of presents and future generations. Hence, the negotiations regarding cli-
mate changes must focus on equitability to create concrete conditions for 
just and proper action. The international community has to be aware of 
the fact that it is necessary to assume freedom in international relations, 
and the responsibilities must be shared duly. Moreover, principles such as 
common good and solidarity must be promoted, as each human person, 
each community, each state, shares the same quality of the atmosphere6.

4 Cf. N. MiMura, „Overview of climate changes”, 47-49.
5 Cf. A. HiraMatsu, „Structuring knowledge of climate change”, in A. suMi – N. MiMura 

– T. Masui (ed.), Climate Change and Global Sustainability: A Holistic Approach, 10.
6 Cf. E. wieganDt, „Climate Change, Equity and International Negotiations”, in U. Lut-

terBacHer – D. F. sprinz (ed.), International Relations and Global Climate Change, 127-133.
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Considering the international treaties, there is an expectation from the 
wealthier states to assume the so-called “historical depth”. The countries 
in this category must take the initiative in the fight against climate change, 
but this issue is not only a common fault but also a common responsibility. 
Therefore, this task must be assumed not only by the developed states but 
also by the emerging countries. However, the principle of differentiation is 
important in this process of sharing the responsibility, as it is necessary to 
offer a space for national aspirations and approach: the states have differ-
ent circumstances and the possibility of action, hence, each political entity 
must uniquely approach the climate change problem, but in the same time 
manifesting openness towards international solidarity and cooperation7.

The principle of international collaboration manifests itself in the actions 
taken for combating the effects of climate changes. However, these inter-
ventions must be assumed in harmony with the other states, for a uniform 
stabilization of gas emissions. Although, there is a consensus that devel-
oped states cause gas emissions, however, none of the states took the respon-
sibility of it: nowadays, it is impossible to blame a state or a group, as it is 
necessary a global response, a solidary action. It is about a common respon-
sibility for protecting the planet8.

A significative target of international cooperation is growing the capac-
ity of developing states to recognize their responsibility for adaptation and 
attenuation of gas emissions. This support concretizes thorough develop-
ing adaptations strategies, national plans and actions and an openness for 
international collaboration: understanding the common responsibility, the 
industrialized countries are called to contribute through financial and 
technologic support helping emerging countries to fight against climate 
change. The necessity of international collaboration and solidarity is clear, 
although this attitude is not free of provocations which harden the imple-
mentation of an ecologic policy9.

2. Negotiations and interests –
the principle of differentiation and cooperation

If the developed countries can adapt themselves to climate change, espe-
cially to global warming, the emerging states meet many challenges. 
Therefore there is a need for an ethic action scheme based on the principle 
of solidarity. The international community, beginning in the ‘80s, have 

7 Cf. R. DowD – J. McaDaM, „International cooperation and responsibility sharing to 
combat climate change”, in Melbourne Journal of International Law, nr. 18/2017, 188-199.

8 Cf. E. wieganDt, „Climate Change, Equity and International Negotiations”, 134.
9 Cf. R. DowD – J. McaDaM, „International cooperation and responsibility sharing to 

combat climate change”, 208-216.
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started to take measures in order to slow down the degradation of the cli-
mate and the natural environment. However, even though the problems 
are becoming more and more interconnected, the solutions are fragmen-
tary. Climate changes are a work of the world, which already faces prob-
lems in promoting solidarity, and the effects of this situation enhance the 
vulnerability before climate modifications. Emerging countries must 
adapt, but they have fewer resources for this process. Meanwhile, the devel-
oped countries allege eventual economic crisis if limitation policies are applied. 
Therefore, in international negotiations, the international community fol-
lowed the fight against climate change, as well as, against poverty: there 
are not two different problems, two different agendas, but two dimensions 
of the same problem10. The history of negotiations between developed 
countries and the emerging ones underlines this gap, as for many times 
common good was neglected, in order to satisfy self-interests.

Considering the principle of differentiation, in the early 1960s, this 
question represented the core of international negotiations between emerg-
ing states. This differentiation in the matter of obligations, regarding the 
situation of third world countries, entered the international forum under 
the name “preferential treatment”. The 1992 Rio Summit established a frame-
work that considered equity as a fundamental principle in the fight against 
climate change. At the same conference, the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change was created, an organism centred on devel-
oping action schemes in the case of climate change. Common responsibility, 
and not differentiated, is considered to be one of the basic principles of 
UNFCC, as it is mentioned at the beginning of the document: “climate 
change and the effects of this process represents a common concern for the 
entire humanity”; moreover, it stretches out the fact that most of the gas 
emission is originated from developed countries. Also, the preamble express-
es the fact that poverty is an issue that must be eradicated. Hence, the 
emerging countries can not be the subject of the same standards that are 
imposed to wealthier states11.

The third article establishes a list of principles. The first one states that 
nowadays generations must work together in order to protect the welfare 
of future generations, a common responsibility, but at the same time is 
differentiated12. According to this article, the developed countries must 
take the initiative in the fight against climate change.

10 Cf. J. HattingH, „A question of international solidarity”, în The UNESCO Courier, nr. 
3/2019, available on www.en.unesco.org/courier/2019-3/question-international-solidarity.

11 Cf. B. Mayer, The International Law on Climate Change, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge 2018, 33-35.

12 Cf. uniteD nations organisation, United Nations Framework Convetion on Climate 
Change, available on www.unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/conveng.pdf.
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The Kyoto Protocol, signed 1997 and implanted in 2005, continues this 
principle of differentiation: the developed countries have to reduce gas 
emissions significantly and to offer support to the emerging countries 
thorough technology transfer and financial support. However, the develop-
ing countries do not need to follow this rule of gas emissions limitation. 
This stipulation brought many difficulties, especially regarding the negoti-
ation of the post-Kyoto period, after 2012. States, like the USA, urged the 
emerging countries to respect the rule of gas emission reduction, as Brazil 
and China, developing countries started to affirm themselves in interna-
tional relations. Tensions rose at the moment when the USA refused to 
sign the Kyoto Protocol and asked all the countries, after 2012, to respect 
the rule of gas emissions limitation. This fact contributed to the failure of 
the 2009 Copenhagen Conference13.

It became crucial the initiation of a new process under the patronage of 
UNFCCC, respecting the principle of common responsibility, but at the 
same time differentiated. During the 2013 Warsaw Conference, the inter-
national community agreed to impose some measures that were in con-
cordance with the national realities. These commitments need to be regis-
tered in documents and sent to UN Conference for Climate Change until 
2015. Approximately 196 states sent these documents to the central au-
thority, and this approach played a crucial role in the signing of the 2016 
Paris Agreement14.

The Paris Agreement has been signed by 194 states and ratified by 171, 
including the European Union. The USA, during the Obama administra-
tion, signed the Agreement. However, on June 1st 2017, Donald Trump, 
the new president, has retracted the USA, pretending that the document 
can lead his country to a serious economic crisis15.

Even though the importance of this document remains, because it estab-
lishes the framework of the post-2020 period, however, there is scepticism 
regarding the efficiency of these measures. What follows after 2020 is cru-
cial for the reduction of the distance between commitment and objectives16.

Ahead of these challenges and of the danger of resignation of the fight 
for protecting the nature in favour of irresponsible economic progress, the 
Church can not remain indifferent, as, through the voice of Pope Francis, 

13 Cf. J. HattingH, „A question of international solidarity”, in The UNESCO Courier, nr. 
3/2019, available on www.en.unesco.org/courier/2019-3/question-international-solidarity.

14 Cf. B. Mayer, The International Law on Climate Change, 46-50.
15 Cf. J. HattingH, „A question of international solidarity”, în The UNESCO Courier, nr. 

3/2019, available on www.en.unesco.org/courier/2019-3/question-international-solidarity.
16 Cf. R. greenspan BeLL – M. S. ziegLer, Building International Climate Cooperation, 

World Resources Institute, Washington D. C. 2015, 1-4.
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called the international community to solidarity, cooperation and respon-
sibility, as the climate change issue can not be solved in solitude, but only 
through multinational agreements, to avoid the waste culture.

3. The integral ecology – the human-nature solidarity

In the past, it was considered that human and natural systems must be 
treated independently. However, recent studies suggest that the two sys-
tems need to be addressed as integrated systems. Pope Francis in Laudato 
si’ and emphasizes the integrity of the two domains, and the fourth chap-
ter of this encyclical emphasizes precisely this aspect: human life, consid-
ered in its general character, in its relationship with creation. Each ele-
ment is in a close connection, so an integral ecology is needed, ecology 
being understood, in this sense, as the relationship between living organ-
isms and the environment in which they develop. However, the term “envi-
ronment” also includes the relationship between nature and society, since 
man is in the middle of this relationship. Harmony on our planet can be 
made possible by recognizing the complementarity and mutual depend-
ence of all beings on the planet17.

From a Christian perspective, care for the earth and the environment is 
based on man’s role as steward of God’s creation. Man is created by the 
same God who created the whole universe, and God is the one who entrust-
ed man with the responsibility of taking care of creation: man is the mas-
ter of creation, but the administrator and partner of God:

A short presentation of Christian anthropology gave rise to a wrong under-
standing of the relationship between human beings and the world. Often, what 
was handed on was a Promethean vision of mastery over the world, which gave 
the impression that the protection of nature was something that only the 
faint-hearted cared about. Instead, our dominion over the universe should be 
understood more properly in the sense of responsible stewardship18.

The Pope follows the line of scientists and thinkers from both the West 
and the East, when he states that everything is interconnected, even time 
and space being dependent on each other. Given this close link, the term 
“environment” must be understood as the relationship between nature and 
society. Nature and society are inseparable. Society, considered as an organ-
ization of people, cannot be treated differently from the question of nature, 
and nature cannot be considered as a neutral and passive place in which 
man lives and develops. Man is part of nature, so Pope Francis emphasizes 

17 Cf. J. S. aguas, „Sustainable Development and Integral Ecology”, în Solidarity, nr. 
1/2018, 8.

18 Francis, The Encyclical Letter Laudato si’, 116: AAS 107 (2015), 884.
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that when a certain area is polluted or when a natural environment is degrad-
ed, the activities of people, the economy they develop, their behaviour and 
how their ideas are translated must be analysed following the reality19.

However, in the face of the enormity of the process of degradation of the 
natural environment, a specific or particular solution is no longer feasible, 
so the Pope proposes to take measures to consider both natural and social 
aspects, calling on all people to take care of the ecological and nature pro-
tection problems:

When we speak of the “environment”, what we mean is a relationship existing 
between nature and the society which lives in it. Nature cannot be regarded as 
something separate from ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. We 
are part of nature, included in it and thus in constant interaction with it. Rec-
ognizing the reasons why a given area is polluted requires a study of the work-
ings of society, its economy, its behaviour patterns, and the ways it grasps real-
ity. Given the scale of change, it is no longer possible to find a specific, discrete 
answer for each part of the problem. It is essential to seek comprehensive solu-
tions which consider the interactions within natural systems themselves and 
with social systems. We are faced not with two separate crises, one environ-
mental and the other social, but rather with one complex crisis which is both 
social and environmental. Strategies for a solution demand an integrated approach 
to combating poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded, and at the same time 
protecting nature20.

The Laudato si’ encyclical analyses the issue of integral ecology from 
several perspectives, from the economic to the cultural, emphasizing the 
interdependence of these fields, as well as the intimate connection between 
man and nature. None of these dimensions can be ruled out, neither human 
nor natural.

In terms of economic development and progress, the technocratic vision 
tends to dominate economic and political life. The economy accepts any 
progress in technology, in terms of profit, without taking into account the 
possible negative impact on human beings. Some views suggest that the 
current economic and technological systems can address environmental 
issues, arguing that global hunger and poverty can be eradicated by increas-
ing production and consumption. However, the link between poverty and 
environmental issues cannot be addressed from a single perspective, but a 
general ecology is needed21.

19 Cf. U. gooDenougH, „The Pope and the Religious Naturalist: Our Common Ecomoral-
ity”, in G. Magill – J. Potter, Integral Ecology: Protecting Our Common Home, Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, Cambridge 2018, 15-17.

20 Francis, The Encyclical Letter Laudato si’, 139: AAS 107 (2015), 903.
21 Cf. J. S. aguas, „Sustainable Development and Integral Ecology”, 15.
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The Pope says there is a need for the entire international community to 
develop a green economy that can provide a broader and more accurate 
view of reality. Protecting the environment is, in fact, an integral part of 
economic progress and can be separate from it; there is a need for a human-
ism that brings together, in a spirit of solidarity, the different fields of the 
economic and social sciences in the service of the harmony between man 
and nature. In this sense, the Pope brings to the fore the idea of “social 
ecology”; since there is an intimate relationship between the ecosystem 
and the social system, such an ecology is needed, which is “necessarily insti-
tutional and progressively reaches the various dimensions ranging from 
the primary social group, the family, to international life, going through 
the local community and the nation”22. Moreover, the Pope argues that any 
factor that weakens those institutions is followed by a series of negative 
effects, such as injustice, violence or loss of freedom23.

Culture is another element analysed by Pope Francis; for the Sovereign 
Pontiff, culture is more than what has been inherited from the past; it is 
active and personal participation in the present reality, which cannot be 
excluded when the relationship between man and nature is rethought. In 
the current context, not only the environment and the natural heritage 
are threatened, but also the historical, artistic and cultural one. What is 
required, according to Pope Francis, is the integration of the culture, his-
tory and architecture of a given territory, to preserve its original cultural 
identity. They cannot destroy cultural symbols in order to raise new ones, 
but the cultural riches of humanity must be defended, through a “cultural 
ecology”. In other words, the Pope calls for the promotion of cultural val-
ues in the context of a dialogue between the language of science and that 
of the people24.

Nevertheless, the various forms of exploitation and degradation of the 
environment ignore the rights and values of people, especially indigenous 
peoples. The Pope points out that the destruction and disappearance of a 
culture can be as serious as the disappearance of an animal or plant spe-
cies25. Therefore, it suggests paying special attention and concern to local 
communities, especially indigenous ones. They cannot be reduced to minor-
ity status, as they represent important partners in the cultural dialogue 
between the major economies and the place where those indigenous people 
have settled. For these people, the earth and its resources are not only a 
convenience with economic value, but represent a part of their cultural 

22 Francis, The Encyclical Letter Laudato si’, 142: AAS 107 (2015), 904.
23 Cf. J. S. aguas, „Sustainable Development and Integral Ecology”, 16.
24 Cf. J. S. aguas, „Sustainable Development and Integral Ecology”, 17.
25 Cf. Francis, The Encyclical Letter Laudato si’, 145: AAS 107 (2015), 906.
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identity, “it is a gift of God and of the forerunners who rest in it, a sacred 
space with which they need to interact to nurture their identity and 
values”26.

In general, in the encyclical Laudato si’, Pope Francis emphasizes that 
the issue of climate change can not be approached from a single perspec-
tive, but must consider the whole complex of factors and effects, to ensure 
a positive development and a comprehensive improvement of the quality 
of human life. An example in this sense proposed by the Pope is the 
post-synodal exhortation Querida Amazonia (February 2nd, 2020), which 
presents the global importance of this region and the reasons why an inte-
gral ecology must be promoted.

The importance of the Amazon is suggestive when the interdependence 
of the world is realized and, like a human body, if a limb of the body suffers, 
then the whole body is in pain. The Amazon is the heart of the planet, so 
Pope Francis calls for greater care to protect this region essential for the 
balance of the planetary ecosystem27.

From the beginning of this document, an invitation is launched in the 
spiritual vision of Pope Francis – a world in which integral ecology is imple-
mented both in and from the Amazon. This post-synodal exhortation is a 
call to God’s people to seek justice and solidarity with all the Amazonian 
peoples. To understand the exhortation and vision of ecology, it is neces-
sary to deepen the notion of ecological sin. The final synodal document 
defines righteous ecological sin

an action or omission against God, against the neighbour, the community and 
the environment. It is a sin against future generations and is determined by 
acts such as pollution or the destruction of harmony in nature. These are ag-
gressions against the principle of interdependence and destroy the bonds of 
solidarity between creatures, violating the virtue of justice28.

Ecological sin is thus a denunciation of injustices, crimes and the con-
tinued colonization of the Amazon. In Querida Amazonia, calling “the col-
onizing interests that continue to expand – legally or illegally – the wood-
working and extraction industries”, the Pope brings to the fore the great 
economic systems that are destroying people and the planet. He speaks out 
against these abuses to protect the rights of indigenous peoples and the 
Amazon itself. However, not only corporations are called to conversion, but 

26 Francis, The Encyclical Letter Laudato si’, 146: AAS 107 (2015), 906.
27 Cf. M. cLark, „Querida Amazonia provides reflection on ecological sin”, available on 

www.ncronline.org/news.
28 Francis, Post-synodal Letter Querida Amazonia, available on www.vatican.va/content/

francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents, 82. 
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the whole world, and the Catholic Church, which has not always been on 
the side of the oppressed in the Amazon29.

4. Conclusion

The solution to climate change lies in collaboration and solidarity, and 
Pope Francis also emphasizes this in his writings. An integral ecology is 
needed that does not separate the human from the natural plane, and this 
vision is one of the great contributions of the encyclical Laudato si’. Inte-
gral ecology is not just a moral principle, but a way of seeing and deepen-
ing the interdependence between man and nature, avoiding the recogni-
tion of nature as a repository of resources that man can irresponsibly 
exploit. Integral ecology must inspire the international community to under-
stand better the fragility of systems that support life on earth, and implic-
itly human life. To the extent that the diversity and complexity of creation 
can be understood, man will be able to promote and defend nature, thus 
fulfilling his mission as an administrator of creation entrusted by God30.

29 Cf. M. cLark, „Querida Amazonia provides reflection on ecological sin”, available on 
www.ncronline.org/news/earthbeat. 

30 Cf. V. MiLLer, „Integral ecology: Francis’s spiritual and moral vision of interconnect-
edness”, în V. J. MiLLer, The Theological and Ecological Vision of Laudato si’: everything is 
connected, Bloomsbury T&T Clark, London 2017, 26.


