“PRAISED BE” ON CLIMATE CHANGE

The following are those excerpts from Pope Francis’ encyclical on integral ecology that make
direct reference to climate change. This document selects paragraphs 20-26, 51-52, 167, 169-
172, 175, and 181. For those that are able, we highly recommend reading the entire text of
“Praised Be: On the Care of Our Common Home,” paying particular attention to chapters on
theology and the biblical call for Christians of all denominations to care actively for the Earth
that God has created.

Climate Change in Chapter One:
WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR COMMON HOME

I. POLLUTION AND CLIMATE CHANGE
Pollution, waste and the throwaway culture

20. Some forms of pollution are part of people’s daily experience. Exposure to atmospheric
pollutants produces a broad spectrum of health hazards, especially for the poor, and causes
millions of premature deaths. People take sick, for example, from breathing high levels of
smoke from fuels used in cooking or heating. There is also pollution that affects everyone,
caused by transport, industrial fumes, substances which contribute to the acidification of soil
and water, fertilizers, insecticides, fungicides, herbicides and agrotoxins in general. Technology,
which, linked to business interests, is presented as the only way of solving these problems, in
fact proves incapable of seeing the mysterious network of relations between things and so
sometimes solves one problem only to create others.

21. Account must also be taken of the pollution produced by residue, including dangerous
waste present in different areas. Each year hundreds of millions of tons of waste are generated,
much of it non-biodegradable, highly toxic and radioactive, from homes and businesses, from
construction and demolition sites, from clinical, electronic and industrial sources. The earth, our
home, is beginning to look more and more like an immense pile of filth. In many parts of the
planet, the elderly lament that once beautiful landscapes are now covered with rubbish.
Industrial waste and chemical products utilized in cities and agricultural areas can lead to
bioaccumulation in the organisms of the local population, even when levels of toxins in those
places are low. Frequently no measures are taken until after people’s health has been
irreversibly affected.
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22. These problems are closely linked to a throwaway culture which affects the excluded just as
it quickly reduces things to rubbish. To cite one example, most of the paper we produce is
thrown away and not recycled. It is hard for us to accept that the way natural ecosystems work
is exemplary: plants synthesize nutrients which feed herbivores; these in turn become food for
carnivores, which produce significant quantities of organic waste which give rise to new
generations of plants. But our industrial system, at the end of its cycle of production and
consumption, has not developed the capacity to absorb and reuse waste and by-products. We
have not yet managed to adopt a circular model of production capable of preserving resources
for present and future generations, while limiting as much as possible the use of non-renewable
resources, moderating their consumption, maximizing their efficient use, reusing and recycling
them. A serious consideration of this issue would be one way of counteracting the throwaway
culture which affects the entire planet, but it must be said that only limited progress has been
made in this regard.

Climate as a common good

23. The climate is a common good, belonging to all and meant for all. At the global level, it is a
complex system linked to many of the essential conditions for human life. A very solid scientific
consensus indicates that we are presently witnessing a disturbing warming of the climatic
system. In recent decades this warming has been accompanied by a constant rise in the sea
level and, it would appear, by an increase of extreme weather events, even if a scientifically
determinable cause cannot be assigned to each particular phenomenon. Humanity is called to
recognize the need for changes of lifestyle, production and consumption, in order to combat
this warming or at least the human causes which produce or aggravate it. It is true that there
are other factors (such as volcanic activity, variations in the earth’s orbit and axis, the solar
cycle), yet a number of scientific studies indicate that most global warming in recent decades is
due to the great concentration of greenhouse gases (carbon dioxide, methane, nitrogen oxides
and others) released mainly as a result of human activity. Concentrated in the atmosphere,
these gases do not allow the warmth of the sun’s rays reflected by the earth to be dispersed in
space. The problem is aggravated by a model of development based on the intensive use of
fossil fuels, which is at the heart of the worldwide energy system. Another determining factor
has been an increase in changed uses of the soil, principally deforestation for agricultural
purposes.

24. Warming has effects on the carbon cycle. It creates a vicious circle which aggravates the
situation even more, affecting the availability of essential resources like drinking water, energy
and agricultural production in warmer regions, and leading to the extinction of part of the
planet’s biodiversity. The melting in the polar ice caps and in high altitude plains can lead to the
dangerous release of methane gas, while the decomposition of frozen organic material can
further increase the emission of carbon dioxide. Things are made worse by the loss of tropical
forests which would otherwise help to mitigate climate change. Carbon dioxide pollution
increases the acidification of the oceans and compromises the marine food chain. If present
trends continue, this century may well witness extraordinary climate change and an
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unprecedented destruction of ecosystems, with serious consequences for all of us. A rise in the
sea level, for example, can create extremely serious situations, if we consider that a quarter of
the world’s population lives on the coast or nearby, and that the majority of our megacities are
situated in coastal areas.

25. Climate change is a global problem with grave implications: environmental, social,
economic, political and for the distribution of goods. It represents one of the principal
challenges facing humanity in our day. Its worst impact will probably be felt by developing
countries in coming decades. Many of the poor live in areas particularly affected by phenomena
related to warming, and their means of subsistence are largely dependent on natural reserves
and ecosystemic services such as agriculture, fishing and forestry. They have no other financial
activities or resources which can enable them to adapt to climate change or to face natural
disasters, and their access to social services and protection is very limited. For example,
changes in climate, to which animals and plants cannot adapt, lead them to migrate; this in turn
affects the livelihood of the poor, who are then forced to leave their homes, with great
uncertainty for their future and that of their children. There has been a tragic rise in the
number of migrants seeking to flee from the growing poverty caused by environmental
degradation. They are not recognized by international conventions as refugees; they bear the
loss of the lives they have left behind, without enjoying any legal protection whatsoever. Sadly,
there is widespread indifference to such suffering, which is even now taking place throughout
our world. Our lack of response to these tragedies involving our brothers and sisters points to
the loss of that sense of responsibility for our fellow men and women upon which all civil
society is founded.

26. Many of those who possess more resources and economic or political power seem mostly to
be concerned with masking the problems or concealing their symptoms, simply making efforts
to reduce some of the negative impacts of climate change. However, many of these symptoms
indicate that such effects will continue to worsen if we continue with current models of
production and consumption. There is an urgent need to develop policies so that, in the next
few years, the emission of carbon dioxide and other highly polluting gases can be drastically
reduced, for example, substituting for fossil fuels and developing sources of renewable energy.
Worldwide there is minimal access to clean and renewable energy. There is still a need to
develop adequate storage technologies. Some countries have made considerable progress,
although it is far from constituting a significant proportion. Investments have also been made in
means of production and transportation which consume less energy and require fewer raw
materials, as well as in methods of construction and renovating buildings which improve their
energy efficiency. But these good practices are still far from widespread.
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Excerpts from:
V. GLOBAL INEQUALITY

51. Inequity affects not only individuals but entire countries; it compels us to consider an ethics
of international relations. A true “ecological debt” exists, particularly between the global north
and south, connected to commercial imbalances with effects on the environment, and the
disproportionate use of natural resources by certain countries over long periods of time. The
export of raw materials to satisfy markets in the industrialized north has caused harm locally, as
for example in mercury pollution in gold mining or sulphur dioxide pollution in copper mining.
There is a pressing need to calculate the use of environmental space throughout the world for
depositing gas residues which have been accumulating for two centuries and have created a
situation which currently affects all the countries of the world. The warming caused by huge
consumption on the part of some rich countries has repercussions on the poorest areas of the
world, especially Africa, where a rise in temperature, together with drought, has proved
devastating for farming. There is also the damage caused by the export of solid waste and toxic
liquids to developing countries, and by the pollution produced by companies which operate in
less developed countries in ways they could never do at home, in the countries in which they
raise their capital: “We note that often the businesses which operate this way are
multinationals. They do here what they would never do in developed countries or the so-called
first world. Generally, after ceasing their activity and withdrawing, they leave behind great
human and environmental liabilities such as unemployment, abandoned towns, the depletion of
natural reserves, deforestation, the impoverishment of agriculture and local stock breeding,
open pits, riven hills, polluted rivers and a handful of social works which are no longer
sustainable”.[30]

52. The foreign debt of poor countries has become a way of controlling them, yet this is not the
case where ecological debt is concerned. In different ways, developing countries, where the
most important reserves of the biosphere are found, continue to fuel the development of richer
countries at the cost of their own present and future. The land of the southern poor is rich and
mostly unpolluted, yet access to ownership of goods and resources for meeting vital needs is
inhibited by a system of commercial relations and ownership which is structurally perverse. The
developed countries ought to help pay this debt by significantly limiting their consumption of
non-renewable energy and by assisting poorer countries to support policies and programmes of
sustainable development. The poorest areas and countries are less capable of adopting new
models for reducing environmental impact because they lack the wherewithal to develop the
necessary processes and to cover their costs. We must continue to be aware that, regarding
climate change, there are differentiated responsibilities. As the United States bishops have said,
greater attention must be given to “the needs of the poor, the weak and the vulnerable, in a
debate often dominated by more powerful interests”.[31] We need to strengthen the conviction
that we are one single human family. There are no frontiers or barriers, political or social,
behind which we can hide, still less is there room for the globalization of indifference.
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Climate Change in Chapter Five:
LINES OF APPROACH AND ACTION

Excerpts from:
I. DIALOGUE ON THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY

167. The 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro is worth mentioning. It proclaimed that “human
beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development”.[126] Echoing the 1972
Stockholm Declaration, it enshrined international cooperation to care for the ecosystem of the
entire earth, the obligation of those who cause pollution to assume its costs, and the duty to
assess the environmental impact of given projects and works. It set the goal of limiting
greenhouse gas concentration in the atmosphere, in an effort to reverse the trend of global
warming. It also drew up an agenda with an action plan and a convention on biodiversity, and
stated principles regarding forests. Although the summit was a real step forward, and prophetic
for its time, its accords have been poorly implemented, due to the lack of suitable mechanisms
for oversight, periodic review and penalties in cases of non-compliance. The principles which it
proclaimed still await an efficient and flexible means of practical implementation.

169. As far as the protection of biodiversity and issues related to desertification are concerned,
progress has been far less significant. With regard to climate change, the advances have been
regrettably few. Reducing greenhouse gases requires honesty, courage and responsibility,
above all on the part of those countries which are more powerful and pollute the most. The
Conference of the United Nations on Sustainable Development, “Rio+20" (Rio de Janeiro 2012),
issued a wide-ranging but ineffectual outcome document. International negotiations cannot
make significant progress due to positions taken by countries which place their national
interests above the global common good. Those who will have to suffer the consequences of
what we are trying to hide will not forget this failure of conscience and responsibility. Even as
this Encyclical was being prepared, the debate was intensifying. We believers cannot fail to ask
God for a positive outcome to the present discussions, so that future generations will not have
to suffer the effects of our ill-advised delays.

170. Some strategies for lowering pollutant gas emissions call for the internationalization of
environmental costs, which would risk imposing on countries with fewer resources burdensome
commitments to reducing emissions comparable to those of the more industrialized countries.
Imposing such measures penalizes those countries most in heed of development. A further
injustice is perpetrated under the guise of protecting the environment. Here also, the poor end
up paying the price. Furthermore, since the effects of climate change will be felt for a long time
to come, even if stringent measures are taken now, some countries with scarce resources will
require assistance in adapting to the effects already being produced, which affect their
economies. In this context, there is a need for common and differentiated responsibilities. As
the bishops of Bolivia have stated, “the countries which have benefited from a high degree of
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industrialization, at the cost of enormous emissions of greenhouse gases, have a greater
responsibility for providing a solution to the problems they have caused”.[127]

171. The strategy of buying and selling “carbon credits” can lead to a new form of speculation
which would not help reduce the emission of polluting gases worldwide. This system seems to
provide a quick and easy solution under the guise of a certain commitment to the environment,
but in no way does it allow for the radical change which present circumstances require. Rather,
it may simply become a ploy which permits maintaining the excessive consumption of some
countries and sectors.

172. For poor countries, the priorities must be to eliminate extreme poverty and to promote the
social development of their people. At the same time, they need to acknowledge the scandalous
level of consumption in some privileged sectors of their population and to combat corruption
more effectively. They are likewise bound to develop less polluting forms of energy production,
but to do so they require the help of countries which have experienced great growth at the cost
of the ongoing pollution of the planet. Taking advantage of abundant solar energy will require
the establishment of mechanisms and subsidies which allow developing countries access to
technology transfer, technical assistance and financial resources, but in a way which respects
their concrete situations, since “the compatibility of [infrastructures] with the context for which
they have been designed is not always adequately assessed”.[128] The costs of this would be
low, compared to the risks of climate change. In any event, these are primarily ethical
decisions, rooted in solidarity between all peoples.

175. The same mindset which stands in the way of making radical decisions to reverse the
trend of global warming also stands in the way of achieving the goal of eliminating poverty. A
more responsible overall approach is needed to deal with both problems: the reduction of
pollution and the development of poorer countries and regions. The twenty-first century, while
maintaining systems of governance inherited from the past, is witnessing a weakening of the
power of nation states, chiefly because the economic and financial sectors, being transnational,
tends to prevail over the political. Given this situation, it is essential to devise stronger and
more efficiently organized international institutions, with functionaries who are appointed fairly
by agreement among national governments, and empowered to impose sanctions. As Benedict
XVI has affirmed in continuity with the social teaching of the Church: “To manage the global
economy; to revive economies hit by the crisis; to avoid any deterioration of the present crisis
and the greater imbalances that would result; to bring about integral and timely disarmament,
food security and peace; to guarantee the protection of the environment and to regulate
migration: for all this, there is urgent need of a true world political authority, as my predecessor
Blessed John XXIII indicated some years ago”.[129] Diplomacy also takes on nhew importance in
the work of developing international strategies which can anticipate serious problems affecting
us all.
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Excerpt from:
II. DIALOGUE FOR NEW NATIONAL AND LOCAL POLICIES

181. Here, continuity is essential, because policies related to climate change and environmental
protection cannot be altered with every change of government. Results take time and demand
immediate outlays which may not produce tangible effects within any one government’s term.
That is why, in the absence of pressure from the public and from civic institutions, political
authorities will always be reluctant to intervene, all the more when urgent needs must be met.
To take up these responsibilities and the costs they entail, politicians will inevitably clash with
the mindset of short-term gain and results which dominates present-day economics and politics.
But if they are courageous, they will attest to their God-given dignity and leave behind a
testimony of selfless responsibility. A healthy politics is sorely needed, capable of reforming and
coordinating institutions, promoting best practices and overcoming undue pressure and
bureaucratic inertia. It should be added, though, that even the best mechanisms can break
down when there are no worthy goals and values, or a genuine and profound humanism to
serve as the basis of a noble and generous society.

We invite those that feel moved be the pope’s bold position to join a New Awakening for
preaching on climate change, a trans-denominational Season of Prophetic Climate Witness that
will run from St. Francis Day 2015 to Transfiguration Sunday 2016, bridging the COP21 UN
climate negotiations in Paris. Learn more at ClimateWitness.org.
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