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Abstract: It is often assumed that climate adaptation policy asks for new responsibility arrangements
between central government and citizens, with citizens getting a more prominent role. This prompts
the question under which conditions these new responsibility arrangements can be justified as
they may raise serious ethical concerns. Without paying due attention to these ethical concerns,
climate adaptation policy may be unsuccessful and even be considered illegitimate. This paper
aims to address this topic by exploring some examples of climate adaptation responses and their
associated ethical challenges. The examples from the water domain differ in terms of their primary
beneficiaries and the extent to which they are prone to collective action problems. Discussion of
the examples shows that any shift of responsibilities towards citizens should be accompanied by a
governmental responsibility to make sure that citizens are indeed able to assume these responsibilities
and a responsibility to see to it that the greater involvement of responsibilities does not create
disproportional inequalities.

Keywords: climate adaptation; responsibility; citizens; community; social justice; capacity; blame-
worthiness

1. Introduction

In recent years, we have witnessed a shift towards greater involvement of citizens
in climate adaptation policy [1]. These climate adaptation policies fit the more general
transition from ‘government’ to ‘governance’, where the former is associated with top-
down implementation of large infrastructure projects, and the latter with localized solutions
that involve a wider set of actors and that are also more sensitive to relevant scales,
political processes, and policy networks [2]. Often under the term ‘climate resilience’,
new responsibility arrangements between public and private actors are negotiated and
government policy is achieved partly by guiding the conduct of citizens, private companies,
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) [3]. These new arrangements are often said
to increase legitimacy as they involve a wider group of stakeholders and, thereby, also have
wider support [4].

However, these new arrangements also pose challenges. They may differ in what is
expected from citizens and in how burdens and benefits are distributed, thereby prompting
questions of justice [5]. Additionally, some arrangements may require joint action from
citizens, which may also prompt questions about the effectiveness of these arrangements
if the necessary coordination is lacking. For example, well-organized groups may fare
much better than loosely organized or non-organized groups. Hence, while the greater
involvement of local actors may be desirable from a democratic point of view and thereby
strengthen legitimacy, it also prompts the question under which conditions these new
responsibility arrangements can be justified.

This paper focuses on responsibilities for climate adaptation responses in the Global
North, and the Western European context in particular. We define adaptation responses
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as responses that aim to cope with, prevent, or avoid the impacts of climate change.
This focus is based on the assumption that governmental actors have a duty of care
towards their citizens when it comes to climate adaptation, which can be derived from
the right to a healthy or livable environment, as laid down in many international human
rights treaties and some national constitutions [6]. Additionally, in many discussions on
global climate adaptation, the Global North is contrasted with the Global South due to
differentiated historical emission trajectories and discrepancies in financial and technical
capacities to adapt to climate change [7,8]. While not denying the importance of this global
ethical debate, this paper focuses on the Global North context, as also within the Global
North, there are significant ethical issues related to the attribution of responsibility to
governmental actors vis-a-vis other actors. In North America, and the USA in particular,
adaptation is primarily a private actors’ responsibility [9], whereas in Western Europe,
with its long welfare state legacy, the assumption in debates in literature and practice is
that governmental actors still have an important duty of care [10]. We take, as a starting
point, that people have the human right to a safe environment and that the state is the
primarily responsible actor to ensure this right [11]. However, given that there are limits to
what the state, as a collectivist entity, can do, it is unavoidable that some responsibilities
are delegated to citizens and these delegated responsibilities are the focus in this article.
The role of other private actors, such as companies or non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) are not the primary focus of the article. These other actors are rather seen as part
of the context in which citizens have to assume their responsibilities.

The aim of the current paper is to explore on which moral grounds responsibility
can justifiably be allocated to citizens in the context of climate adaptation policy and to
explore the ethical issues pertaining to these responsibility shifts. We focus specifically
on the responsibilities of citizens as members of a community. While there is an emerg-
ing descriptive literature on citizens’ responsibilities in climate adaptation governance
(e.g., [12-15]), we take the view that democratic legitimacy requires that responsibility
arrangements are both effective, morally right, and accepted as such [16], thereby involving
both normative analysis and descriptive empirical analysis [10]. Making the normative
aspects of these arrangements explicit may smoothen pathways to effective and legitimate
adaptation [17]. While the paper is devoted to normative analysis and not to empirical
analysis, we will use examples of a wide range of different climate adaptation responses
to come to a fine-grained and contextualized analysis and thereby provide more depth to
the analysis.

One point concerning scope is important to note. There is a growing awareness
that not all adaptation responses are beneficial to all people. Some actions may avoid
or reduce vulnerability to climate change in the short run or in some areas, but involve
long-term adverse impacts, or increase vulnerability elsewhere [18]. These actions are
sometimes described as instances of maladaptation. While people disagree on the exact
categorization of what counts as maladaptation and what does not—some, for example,
see every transfer of risk and vulnerability as a case of maladaptation whereas others
see maladaptation primarily as something that introduces new long-term risks and vul-
nerabilities (see, e.g., [19-21])—we bracket the discussion on the exact demarcation of
maladaptation and focus on adaptation actions that are as a very minimum consistent with
climate mitigation actions. Hence, actions that aggravate or accelerate climate change are
not considered desirable adaptation responses, as they increase the likelihood that further
adaptation to climate change will be required in the future, thereby posing questions of
intergenerational justice. Our decision to limit the discussion to adaption responses that are
consistent with climate mitigation actions is therefore a way to recognize the importance
of intergenerational aspects. While the increased use of energy-intensive air conditioners
in response to the health impacts of heat-waves is probably the most often mentioned
example of maladaptation, in their editorial to the special issue on maladaptation in Global
Environmental Change, Jon Barnett and Saffron O’Neill mention energy-demanding de-
salinization plants or cross-basin water transfer projects as examples of maladaptation
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that clearly go beyond the domestic realm [18]. Spatial planning instruments that pose
constraints on land use in flood-prone areas, as a contrasting example, are considered not
to be an instance of maladaptation per se. While they may redistribute the benefits and
burdens, the intervention itself is not inconsistent with climate mitigation.

The outline of this paper is as follows. Following a brief background on climate,
Section 2 presents a brief overview of the literature on climate change and responsibility,
after which we discuss some examples of climate adaptation responses in Section 3. In
Section 4, we discuss how these climate adaptation responses and the corresponding
responsibility shifts involve different ethical issues and challenges. Section 5 concludes the
paper with a summary of the findings.

2. Climate Change and Responsibility

It is now widely accepted by climate scientists [22] that climate change requires both
mitigation actions to reduce climate change and adaptation measures to adjust to actual
or expected climate and its effects. The focus of this article is on adaptation responses
in the water domain in relation to extreme weather effects, such as increased droughts
and flooding. Adaptation responses may range from physical interventions to social
measures. In its fifth report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
witnesses, in addition to more traditional engineered and technological adaptation options,
a growing attention for ecosystem-based, institutional, and social measures, which includes
the provision of climate-linked safety nets for those who are most vulnerable [23]. The
IPCC sees an important role for local government in “translating goals, policies, actions,
and investments between higher levels of international and national government to the
many institutions associated with local communities, civil society organizations, and non-
government organizations (NGOs)” [23] (p. 842). By providing the guides, incentives,
or constraints that promote adaptation [24,25], these local governments constitute the
enabling environment for implementing adaptation actions [26,27].

There is a growing body of literature that looks at the effectiveness of different adapta-
tion practices [28]. However, despite the observed trend towards stronger involvement
of local actors, both public and private actors, and therewith shifts in responsibility, there
is still little research into the normative aspects such responsibility shifts involve. The
scarce research devoted to the normative aspects of these new arrangements call for more
attention to the topic (e.g., [29,30]). This paper draws from the philosophical literature on
responsibility. Although responsibility is one of the core concepts in ethics and political
philosophy and the concerns about climate change are growing, much of the literature
about responsibility is still limited to climate mitigation related responsibilities.

2.1. Backward-Looking Responsibilities and Forward-Looking Responsibilities

Before discussing this climate-related responsibility literature in more detail, it is
good to highlight the distinction between what philosophers call backward-looking re-
sponsibilities and forward-looking responsibilities [31]. Forward-looking responsibilities
refer to responsibilities before something has happened; for example, having the duty or
obligation to ensure that something is the case (responsibility as obligation) or having a
certain disposition or character trait to act in a morally desirable way (responsibility as
virtue). We could, for instance, say that the health of the livestock is the responsibility of
the farmer, by which we mean that the farmer should ensure that the livestock’s living
conditions are safe and healthy. Alternatively, by calling someone a responsible farmer, we
usually mean to say that this farmer behaves carefully towards others, the livestock, and
the environment to prevent the cattle and crops from falling ill but also to avoid polluting
the environment.

Backward-looking responsibilities refer to responsibility after something has hap-
pened, for example the responsibility to pay damages (responsibility as liability), being
blamed for some accident (responsibility as blameworthiness), or the moral obligation to
account for what one did or what happened and one’s role in it happening (responsibility as
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accountability). By way of illustration, if the manager of an industrial plant gives orders to
discharge polluted water into the river from which it takes its cooling water, this manager
can be blamed for the pollution. If the pollution happens by accident, the same manager
can be held to account for his or her role in the pollution. This could still be seen as a moral
obligation, but it is not necessarily associated with blame. It may, for example, be the case
that the manager had introduced appropriate procedures to prevent pollution incidents
like this from happening, but that the accident was so exceptional that the manager could
not have reasonably prevented it.

These different meanings of responsibility are all normative in the sense that they
express a judgment on desirable or required behavior. For these normative meanings of
responsibility to apply, usually, some conditions need to be fulfilled. There often needs to
be a causal relationship between a certain act and the undesirable outcome. For example,
we could say that the increased concentration of some chemical substance is caused by
the discharge of excess water from some industrial plant. In this case, we do not express
a moral judgment but rather describe the causal relation. Another criterion that is often
mentioned is capacity, by which we mean that the person is capable of acting in a particular
way and reflect on possible outcomes of his or her behavior.

Distinguishing between forward-looking and backward-looking responsibilities prompts
the question of what the relation is between the two, if there is one. For some meanings,
there is indeed a relation. For example, if someone has a forward-looking responsibility as an
obligation and fails to act according to this obligation, this person is usually held responsible
in the sense of being blameworthy and the person may even be liable to pay the damages.

In the context of the precautionary principle, it has been argued that one could derive
a backward-looking responsibility to pay for ecological damage if one has failed to be
precautious or careful in the past [32]. Likewise, the notion of “common but differentiated
responsibility” in the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change is based on the
relation between industrialization and climate change. Since developed countries have
a greater historical contribution to environmental degradation and climate change, they
have greater responsibility for environmental protection than developing countries [33].

It is beyond the scope of this article to delve into the intricacies of and relations
between different responsibility concepts. We focus on the forward-looking responsibility
to take adaptation measures, where the phrase ‘to take adaptation measures’ includes both
active actions but also refraining from particular actions. Unless mentioned otherwise,
we refer to forward-looking responsibility as obligation. The reason for focusing on this
forward-looking responsibility to take action is twofold. First, the urgency of climate
change requires immediate action. Second, climate action prompts the very concrete
question of what citizens are actually expected to do. These aspects are best reflected in
responsibility as obligation, where this obligation can be based on different grounds.

2.2. Climate Change and Responsibilities in the Normative Literature

The topic of climate-related responsibilities has received increasing attention in recent
years, its discussion is dispersed over diverse and sometimes separate strands of litera-
ture [34]. In this literature, the topic of responsibility and the distribution of responsibilities
in climate adaptation, and the role of citizens specifically, is underexplored [15,35].

Individual responsibility for climate change: One strand of literature focuses on the
extent to which individuals can be held responsible for climate change. This literature
centers around responsibility as blameworthiness, and the question to what extent tradi-
tional criteria for individual responsibility are met: whether or not the individual has the
relevant knowledge [36] and freedom to choose between alternative acts [37], whether the
individual is an intentional agent concerning the act [38], the individual’s causal contribu-
tion to the undesirable outcome [39,40], and whether or not the act itself can be seen as in
instance of wrong-doing [41,42]. For an elaborate discussion of these criteria, see amongst
others, [43-45]). Most of this literature is concerned with climate mitigation: are individ-
uals to be blamed for their current greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and if so, do they
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have a forward-looking responsibility to reduce their emissions (for an exception, see [46],
where the forward-looking responsibility to mitigate is not linked to backward-looking
blameworthiness). This literature is also concerned with more theoretical discussions on
the notion of collective responsibility and its relation to individual responsibility [47-50],
but also here, the focus is primarily on the context of climate mitigation and less so on the
context of climate adaptation.

Global climate adaptation responses: A second strand of literature is concerned
with liability for climate adaptation and global adaptation responses. Starting from the
observation that the countries suffering most from climate change are not the ones that
contributed most to it, this literature focuses on the question to what extent developed
countries are liable for the burdens that developing countries are confronted with. As a
result, there is now a rich literature on how much different countries should contribute to
burden-sharing and resource sharing for global adaptation responses [51]. This literature
is well-grounded in the literature on global justice [52]. For example, in the context of
environmental protection, Henry Shue has argued that, since rich countries have benefited
most from polluting activities, it is also fair that these rich countries should bear the
burdens of clearing it up [53]. Similarly, Marco Grasso has developed a framework of
procedural and distributive justice specifically tailored to the international-level funding of
adaptation [54]. Strikingly, this strand of literature pays little attention to the several other
justice imperatives on other scales, such as injustices within countries or cities [55], which
is unfortunate given that many adaptation measures take place at the local level and are
considered essential to successful global climate change adaptation [56].

Injustices in urban adaptation: Lastly, there is a body of related literature that, in-
formed by empirical insights, calls for more attention for the injustices experienced in
urban adaptation responses [57-59]. While this literature may not be considered core
philosophy literature, it does highlight insights and gaps that are important to address in
any normative analysis of climate adaptation, which we will therefore take as the starting
point for the current paper.

First, normative theories about justice have so far paid little attention to how social
justice manifests itself in cities [60]. A major gap in the philosophical literature is the lack of
insight in how different responsibility arrangements impact on social justice and what the
community characteristics are that may avoid or reduce the occurrence of injustices. Second,
the empirical literature about justice in urban settings reveals that climate adaptation is
not just one monolithic effort, but consists of very different types of actions cutting across
different sectors [56] and involving different types of actors [61]. Third, there is currently
little research that explicitly looks at what conditions need to be in place so that people are
able to fulfill the responsibilities that are expected of them in climate adaptation responses
and that takes into account the diversity of people’s abilities, skills, and resources [62].

In this paper, we are interested in the forward-looking responsibility to take adaptation
measures. What we can take from literature on individual responsibility is the link with
backward-looking approaches. After all, although we are interested in forward-looking
responsibilities, backward-looking responsibility is still relevant as some forward-looking
responsibility may be grounded on historical acts, for example when home-owners are
expected to take certain measures at home or exempted from certain benefits because
they knowingly decided to live in a flood-prone area. This is, for example, the case in
the UK flood insurance program Flood Re, where only houses built before 1 January 2009
are eligible for insurance. Owners of houses constructed after that date are considered to
knowingly have taken the risk.

In sum, the literature on global adaptation responses clearly shows the intricate link
between responsibilities and justice. The empirical literature shows that we should not
talk about climate adaptation responses as one single and uniform task that is allocated to
one single actor. Climate adaptation responses differ significantly in what they demand
from different actors and how benefits and burdens are distributed, so we should look at
climate adaptation responses and the associated responsibilities in a more fine-grained way.
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Only then can we say which adaptation measures can justifiably be assigned to citizens
and under what conditions.

3. Climate Adaptation Responses

As stated above, climate change calls for many different kinds of adaptation responses.
In order to explore the diversity of adaptation responses and to analyze the ethical issues
involved with a shift of responsibilities towards citizens, let us first discuss four quite
different examples of climate adaptation responses. These four examples are chosen to
show the diversity of adaptation responses that climate change may prompt. While these
examples differ in important aspects, they all involve a shift of responsibilities between
private and public actors. The examples are drawn from the water domain. The reason for
this is twofold. First, the water domain is significantly impacted by climate change, so the
need to take adaptive measures is urgent. Second, many issues in the water domain have
a strong spatial component, which often means that one person’s actions or claims affect
those of others.

3.1. Domestic Rainwater Harvesting

Domestic rainwater harvesting is common practice in areas without a reliable water
supply system, but is now becoming more widespread; also, in areas with a reliable
water supply system [63]. By harvesting the rainwater that falls on a house’s rooftop, the
collected rainwater can supplement other water sources when they become scarce or are
of low quality, like brackish groundwater or polluted surface water in the rainy season.
In situations with water scarcity and high water prices, domestic rainwater harvesting
generates benefits for households in terms of lower water costs [64]. Alternatively, in water-
rich countries with low water prices, such as the Netherlands, domestic water harvesting
can predominantly be seen as to generate collective benefits. Individual households can
still use the harvested water, but the primary aim is to restore the natural hydrologic cycle
in the urban environment in a twofold way. First, by using the harvested water, it limits
the demand for potable water. Domestic rainwater harvesting presents a complementary
water supply method supporting the potable water saving in urban areas facing water
scarcity and demographic pressure [63]. Second, it contributes to controlling storm water
runoff at the source by providing distributed retention storage throughout the catchment,
thereby also reducing the presence of storm water [65]. This can be done by individual
homeowners installing green roofs [66] or removing stone tiles from their gardens [67].
Collective benefits are: addressing the urban heat-island effect, increased biodiversity, and
enhanced storage and infiltration of rainwater [68]. Water-scarce countries with unreliable
water provision have a long history of domestic rainwater harvesting out of sheer necessity.
It is more recent, that citizens in relatively water-rich countries are given the responsibility
to manage the water on their plot for the collective benefits it generates.

3.2. Spatial Flood Prevention Measures

In view of increasing flood risks, traditional preventive flood risk management strate-
gies are nowadays often complemented with land use and spatial instruments to lower
the risk of flooding. By designating certain areas for emergency retention of excess wa-
ter, these spatial measures prevent that high river discharges pose immediate flood risks
downstream. The owner of the designed area is most often confronted with land use re-
strictions, or expropriation if the restrictions do not suffice for using the plot as emergency
retention. We could see this as a new responsibility for the home-owner. While the legal
procedures obviously involve governmental action, the homeowner is confronted with a
new responsibility to not undertake certain actions on his or her land or to allow particular
actions by the water authorities. For example, the landowner may be confronted with a
prohibition to pave part of the land or to allow frequent inspections by the water authorities.
Moreover, the landowner will most likely also be confronted with higher flood or damage
risks. Spatial flood prevention measures, therefore, pose a problem of transferring a risk
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(or imposing an additional risk) to the landowner for the benefits of other people and it is,
therefore, a paradigmatic example of a situation where the one who bears the burden is not
the same person as the one who gains the benefits [69].

With spatial planning getting a more prominent position in flood risk management,
flood risk management measures are increasingly considered in coherence with other land
use functions, such as housing, recreation, transport, nature conservation, and cultural
heritage [70]. While this may improve the local and regional spatial qualities [71]—and
thereby also provide some benefits to the landowner—it does not automatically take away
the experienced burden for the landowner.

3.3. Insurance

With potentially large financial damage due to physical climate-induced impact,
insurance is also considered an adaptation response by the IPCC, especially in the context
of flood risks [22]. While it may not reduce the physical impact itself—to the contrary,
being insured may prompt more risk-taking behavior (safety paradox) and is therefore
sometimes also considered an instance of maladaptation [72]—it may help in the recovery
in the aftermath of climate-induced events. It is a way of risk sharing among a collective
and, in that sense, it requires the participation of a large enough number of people so that
the risk can indeed reasonably be shared. Some risks are considered ‘uninsurable’ because
the potential damage is too high for a private insurance company to pay if the damage
materializes. Some countries have implemented a system of public disaster funds to pay for
(parts of) the recovery. A system of private risk insurance is typically in place in situations
where the potential damage associated with flooding is too high for a private person to
bear but low enough for a private company to compensate when the risk materializes.
Seen from the perspective of an individual household, the benefits of taking part in the
insurance accrue directly to the household itself. Barring exceptional circumstances when
the insurance company can no longer afford to provide compensation, the household will
get the damage compensated if some natural disaster strikes. Insurance can be provided by
or with support from a public or semi-public agency or as a service by a private company
on strictly commercial terms.

A reported risk of relying on private insurance is that people who cannot afford the
insurance, are excluded from protection [73,74]. Another point of concern for insurance,
in general, is the role of information and the risk of information asymmetry [73-75].
Eligibility for flood insurance is usually considered the responsibility of homeowners, but
the necessary information is often quite technical and not easily understandable for the
general public. This may create information asymmetries, where it becomes difficult for
citizens to make a good assessment of whether it is in their own interest to take insurance.
This suggests that insurance cannot be considered a free market transaction between
equal parties, but that additional policy measures are required to guarantee equal access
to insurance and prevent social injustices. While most countries work with voluntary
insurance (e.g., the US [76] and Germany [77]), some countries have mandatory insurance
or are considering changing to a system of partly mandatory insurance (e.g., the Flood Re
scheme in the UK [78]). The reliance on insurance as alternative to public disaster funds
can be conceived as a transfer of responsibility from the State to citizens in general and
homeowners in particular.

3.4. Water Labelling

An example where the persons acting do not directly benefit from these actions
are measures that are introduced to encourage people to more conservative behavior.
Consumer products often require large amounts of water in the production process. Many
of the consumer products in the Global North are produced in water-scarce regions, where
the water used in the production processes directly competes with water for local domestic
use [79]. While the practice of energy labels in consumer products is already quite common,
similar labels can be used to indicate the amount of water used in the production process of
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consumer products like food and clothes, with the intention to encourage consumers to buy
products that require less water or that are produced in water-rich areas. In most situations,
the consumers do not benefit themselves as they do not feel the scarcity of the water and
they may even need to pay a higher price. It only has a serious effect on the consumer
market if a sufficiently large number of consumers switch to more water-sensitive products.
Hence, this is a typical example of a measure that requires collective action, but where the
benefits do not go to the individuals acting.

While the four adaptation responses discussed above are quite different in their focus,
in each of the examples responsibilities are shifted and new responsibility arrangements
emerge. The brief overview shows that the examples differ on at least the two dimensions.

First, they differ in whether or not the benefits of a specific measure accrue directly
to the person or persons who are supposed to act (and recall that the responsibility to act
could also mean a responsibility to refrain from certain actions). For example, the benefit
of rainwater harvesting in areas with low water prices is negligible for the homeowner,
but it may have significant collective benefits. Likewise, changing to consumer products
that require less water in the production process will most often not directly benefit the
consumers buying the products, but it will benefit the people and environment in the
countries where the products are manufactured or produced. Also, in the case of spatial
flood prevention measures, the landowner with land use restrictions is not the person
benefiting. By contrast, domestic rainwater harvesting in countries with high water prices
or taking flood insurance directly benefits the person taking this action.

Second, the adaptation responses differ in whether the citizens involved have a
responsibility that they can fulfill individually or whether the responses require joint
action by a community or a sufficiently large number of individuals. In both the situation
that involves individual action only and in the situation that requires community action,
governmental actions may still be necessary to enable citizens to take action.

Together, these two dimensions yield four different categories of adaptation responses
(see Table 1). While other categorizations are of course possible as well, we think these
two dimensions are especially important. The beneficiary dimension is important as it
highlights how adaptation prompts important questions related to justice, such as the
tension between individual and collective interests and questions about distributive justice.
The single versus joint action dimension is important as it touches upon effectiveness and
the coordination required for effective adaptation. The overview shows that the ethical
issues differ significantly between the four responses. In the next section, we will look at
the ethical issues these climate adaptation responses prompt and take up the question of
how to justify the different responsibility arrangements.

Table 1. Typology of adaptation measures.

Example Responsible Actor(s) Beneficiaries
Domestic rainwater harvesting Individual Individual/Collective
Flood insurance Collective Individual
Spatial instruments Individual Collective
Water labeling Collective Collective

4. Discussion

In the previous section, we discussed different adaptation responses and we also
showed that they may differ on at least two dimensions: the beneficiary dimension and
the collective action dimension. With these different characteristics, the justification of the
shifts in responsibility may also differ. In this section, we will therefore look at the ground
on which each of these new responsibility arrangements can be justified, starting with
the example of domestic rainwater harvesting. It is interesting to contrast two rainwater
harvesting situations: first, rainwater harvesting in water-scarce areas or areas with high
prices for potable water, and second rainwater harvesting in areas where the benefits accrue
primarily to the collective. In water-scarce areas or areas with high prices for potable water,
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the person acting (the resident) is also the primary beneficiary. In those situations, it may
at first glance be justified to give citizens a responsibility to be conservative in their water
use for the very reason that they also benefit from it. However, interest as a ground for
justifying certain responsibilities is also considered controversial as it may conflict with
basic intuitions of fairness. If people have not contributed to some undesirable situation,
why should they be given the responsibility to solve it, even if they have an interest in
it [80]? Moreover, not all people may have the capacity to assume this responsibility, for
example, because they lack the relevant technical expertise or equipment or money to make
the necessary investments.

When the price for potable water is so low that the water saved is negligible on the
total of the household’s expenses, domestic rainwater harvesting is done primarily for
the benefit of the collective. For the local water authority, the goal of water harvesting is
probably dependent on the season: in dry seasons, the primary goal of rainwater harvesting
may be reduction in water demand, whereas in wet seasons it may be a reduction of the
storm water runoff, and thereby also a reduction in the peak water discharge in the
communal rainwater sewage system. In countries with reliable water provision, the latter
is more localized as excess water is experienced directly in one’s neighborhood, whereas
water shortage is experienced more indirectly, even though the drinking water companies
may struggle to meet demand in dry times. Responsibilities that benefit the collective are
often grounded in the membership of a community of some kind. People live in a certain
neighborhood and have connections with the other people who live there. It is this social
net that makes people assume the responsibility to make their neighborhood a more livable
place. These kinds of initiatives are often encouraged by local authorities. Yet, issues
related to justice may arise also here. The responsibilities that contribute to the livability of
the neighborhood often require some pre-existing ties within the community, which are
not always present. This may lead to large divides between well-organized neighborhoods
with a lot of internal cohesion and neighborhoods that lack these characteristics, often
exactly the neighborhoods with poorer and more vulnerable people. Before local authorities
start relying on the self-organizing capacity of the local neighborhoods and give citizens a
responsibility to improve their neighborhoods, it is important to check that the conditions
are right—and, if they are not, to create those conditions first [81]. As climate adaptation is
inextricably linked to change and a world in flux, climate adaptation responses should also
involve monitoring whether the conditions remain adequate for assuming responsibility.

Spatial flood prevention measures are a typical example of an intervention where
something is required or demanded from an individual actor for the interest of the commu-
nity at large. This responsibility is grounded in capacity: it is exactly because the landowner
has ownership of a necessary piece of land, which is a form of capacity, that he or she has
to accept some land-use restrictions. Similar to the previous example and dependent on
where one draws the boundaries of the community, we could also say that the landowner
gets this responsibility to contribute to the greater good as a member of the community.
These measures are typically applied within one catchment area, which suggests that the
landowner and the beneficiaries at least share the same water body. It also shows the limits
of these grounds: it is questionable whether these restrictions are considered justifiable if
there is no relation at all between the landowner and the people benefiting from it. There is
another concern though. A recent comparison of the financial compensation mechanisms
in Austria and the Netherlands shows the importance of well-described compensation
procedures [69]. In Austria, for example, landowners have much more negotiation space
than landowners in countries like the Netherlands, with very well-prescribed procedures
and guidelines for the amount of compensation that people are entitled to. This lack of clear
rules sometimes results in compensation that exceeds the hypothetical market price. This
shows that the responsibility given to landowners in countries with fewer procedures and
guidelines may come with significant (financial) power for, often already rather wealthy,
landowners. This also means that we cannot conclude that any shift of responsibility to
individuals to the benefit of the collective comes at the expense of the individual. Paradoxi-
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cally, and given that compensation ultimately comes from tax money paid by the collective,
one could say that the lack of compensation mechanisms may sometimes work more in the
interest of the individual landowner who needs to accept some land use restrictions and
less so for the collective, which may go against what one would be inclined to think when
we talk about individuals having to take responsibility for the benefit of the collective. This
shows that the implementation of new responsibility arrangements and the distributive
effects that they bring about require due attention.

Insurance is a form of risk-sharing and it only works if a sufficiently large number of
people participate. It is based on solidarity. Taking part in an insurance scheme requires
resources, which is relevant in the discussions on mandatory versus voluntary insurance
schemes. In case of mandatory insurance, not all people can afford to buy a house in
flood-prone areas. However, if it is not made mandatory, only richer people can afford to
participate in an insurance scheme, which may leave poorer people uncovered if flooding
occurs. Since this only works if a sufficient number of people participate, mandatory
insurance seems justifiable from the point of view of effectiveness. Hence, it needs some
incentive or even regulation to make sure that people assume this responsibility. This
seems justifiable in combination with community membership. This also suggests that
for insurance to be justifiable from a justice point of view, additional measures from the
government are needed to support less affluent homeowners. Additionally, the example of
insurance shows the importance of information. If new responsibilities require technical or
detailed knowledge or if they otherwise depend on certain cognitive abilities, some people
may not be able to benefit from it, which is problematic from a justice point of view.

The example of water labeling, lastly, puts adaptation in a global context as well
as a historical perspective. For people endorsing the idea of global citizenship [82] or
cosmopolitan justice [83], all people are members of the same global community. Justice
principles therefore also apply globally. The responsibility to change to a lifestyle that
requires less water can be justified on the ground of this global community membership.
Water labeling and the responsibility to use fewer resources can also be justified on historical
grounds and the general obligation not to cause unnecessary harm. Historical accounts
derive a forward-looking responsibility from something that happened in the past and
they are especially relevant in the context of responsibilities that aim to set an undesirable
situation right (so-called remedial responsibilities). The simplest historical ground derives
remedial responsibility from a person’s causal contribution to that situation, such as a
person’s GHG emissions as a measure for his or her responsibility for bearing the burdens
of climate change. In many situations, and climate change is not an exception, the causal
relation of an individual act and the undesirable situation is difficult to establish. It is
often the sum of individual acts or the cumulative effects of harms that in themselves are
insignificant that lead to some undesirable outcomes. In those situations, the outcome
cannot be attributed to the act of one individual. This may prompt the ‘problem of many
hands’, which is generally defined as the difficulty of identifying the person (or institution)
responsible if a large number of people (or institutions) are involved [47]. Historical
grounds seem quite relevant in the context of financing global adaptation measures, and
thus for establishing the financial responsibilities of rich nations vis-a-vis poorer countries,
as rich countries have undeniably made a much larger contribution to climate change, not
only before but also after the connection between human GHG emitting actions and climate
change was established. When applied to individual action, we can take this ground to
introduce a general obligation not to cause unnecessary harm. The addition of “‘unnecessary’
is crucial here: people can only switch to less wasteful behavior if they have alternatives at
their disposal and if they have the relevant knowledge and this is exactly why water labels
are introduced. However, only adding a water label to consumer products will most likely
not do the job and it should therefore not be seen as only a responsibility of individual
consumers [79]. It also requires effort from the producers and industry to develop reliable
labels that consider a wide range of criteria (e.g., labor conditions, animal welfare, energy
use, water use) [84]. But also beyond the labels, governments may use other incentives as



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3676

11 of 16

well to encourage consumers towards more conservative behavior, for example through
lowering the value-added tax for sustainable products so that sustainable consumption is
not reserved for relatively rich people only.

Before moving to the section in which we draw our conclusions, it is important to
reiterate that the examples discussed in this paper were drawn from the water domain and
that they do, in that sense, not cover the full spectrum of climate adaptation responses. Yet,
the discussion showed that the characteristics of each of the examples (who needs to act,
who is the beneficiary) is more important for the justification of the responsibilities than
the domain from which the examples are drawn. This means that the conclusions are to a
large extent also applicable to comparable climate adaptation responses where the right to
a safe and healthy environment is at stake and where responsibilities are primarily shared
between government and citizens.

Another limitation of this study is that the analysis did not explicitly discuss the role
of other private actors. In the current discussion, these other private actors have not been
included as an actor to which responsibility can or should be ascribed, but rather as part
of the context in which citizens have to act (see, for example, the case of flood insurance
and the role of the insurance company). We started our analysis from the constitutional
right of citizens to a livable environment. The responsibilities of a state towards private
companies with a commercial aim may be quite different. In discussions on public-private
partnerships or privatization of public services, for example, an important responsibility of
the state may be to provide fair market access to private companies. At the same time, the
citizens’ right to a livable environment may for example involve stricter regulations for
private companies.

These examples show that, in addition to a shift of responsibilities between public
actors and citizens, climate adaptation may also impact other private actors’ responsibilities.
How these different actors’ responsibilities relate and maybe create new responsibilities is
a topic that deserves further exploration.

5. Conclusions

The discussion of the four examples of climate adaptation responses and the associated
shifting responsibilities shows that they all, be it in different ways, prompt ethical questions,
and issues of social justice. While we stressed in Section 3 that the examples differ and that
it is important to look at these shifting responsibilities in a fine-grained way, we can still
draw some more general conclusions.

Looking at the different responses, we see three dominant grounds for the shifting re-
sponsibilities emerge: citizens can get a responsibility because they are part of a community,
citizens can get a responsibility because they have certain capacities to assume a responsibil-
ity, and citizens can get a responsibility because they are historically linked to the need for
adaptive responses in the first place. A more detailed look at the different responses reveals
that some responses require coordination or joint action, which is more likely to happen in
well-organized communities. This not only holds for responsibilities that are grounded in
citizens’ specific capacities, but also when responsibilities are grounded in, for example,
community membership or the obligation not to cause unnecessary harm. This suggests
that the responsibility arrangements between citizens and government should not be seen
as a zero-sum game. If we agree, as already put in the introduction, that the state has a duty
of care when it comes to securing its citizens a liveable space, any shift of responsibilities
towards citizens should be accompanied by a governmental responsibility to make sure
that citizens are indeed able to assume these responsibilities and a responsibility to see to it
that the greater involvement of responsibilities does not create disproportional inequalities.

We deliberately formulate a two-fold criterion here. First, it is important to focus on
the ability of citizens to assume the responsibility because the examples show that not all
citizens are equally able to assume the responsibilities. A transfer of responsibility to local
actors runs the risk of increased inequality if vulnerable groups lack the capacity to assume
this responsibility [85]. This capacity may refer to physical or cognitive abilities, financial
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means, but also to local neighborhood conditions. This is especially important if the
adaptation response requires collective action, but also if it, for example, involves difficult
to access information. If governments do not create the right conditions so that citizens
are able to assume these responsibilities, some citizens may be left behind because they
lack the capacity for action. These conditions may refer to very different things: providing
the relevant information in accessible format, also for people with low literacy or people
who have otherwise difficulties accessing information, it may refer to social and cultural
capital that is often necessary to make the adaptive responses a success. The cohesion that
is required to jointly set up and maintain a community park, for example, is not always
present; or people may not know their neighbors, whom they need to rely on in case of a
forced evacuation after a flood incident. Here it may be helpful to look for synergies with
climate mitigation and especially with social projects that aim to increase the liveability and
reduce vulnerability in a broader, socio-economic, sense. While the need to link climate
adaptation to equity and inclusive urban development has been recognized before, many
of these strategic interventions are organized top-down and leave little room for bottom-
up initiatives [86]. Social justice in climate adaptation requires that local residents and
communities are involved in mapping their own vulnerabilities and designing policies
to protect them from and enable them to cope with climate shift threatening their ability
to function [87] (p. 91). Since participatory climate adaptation itself is also not without
risk [88], we include this here as an aspect that deserves further scrutiny.

The second criterion concerns the prevention of disproportional inequalities. When
governments encourage citizens to take adaptive measures, it is important that all citizens
are also able to reap the benefits of these measures. For example, when citizens are
encouraged through subsidies and tax benefits to install a rainwater harvesting system
in their yard, it is important that these financial benefits do not only accrue to property
owners but also to people who live in rental houses. The example of compensation for
landowners in Austria showed that under the guise of compensation, powerful landowners
may negotiate disproportionally large benefits in return for having their land used for the
collective good. This may increase inequalities rather than decreasing them and as such go
against the idea of compensation mechanisms, which are intended to compensate people
for carrying a disproportionate part of the collective burden.

The rough classification of adaptation responses showed that adaptation responses
are sometimes needed to reduce or prevent problems elsewhere or in the future. This may
create tensions between demands from intragenerational justice (that is, justice between
different people of the present generation), and intergenerational justice (that is, justice
between people of different generations). For example, for relatively rich people it may
be easier to switch to more sustainable but also more expensive consumer behavior. For
poorer people, this may not always be within reach. In those situations, it seems unfair to
give all people the same ‘responsibility’. Historical contributions to climate change may
then be a consideration to include to allow for more differentiated responsibilities, thereby
balancing demands from intragenerational justice with those from intergenerational justice.

Finally, we would like to conclude with a remark about the relation between the
normative aspects discussed in this paper and the psychological side of accepting responsi-
bility. In the introduction, we described legitimacy as requiring that governmental policies
are both effective, morally right, and accepted as such [16], with moral rightness referring
to the normative aspects discussed here and the third element to the empirical question
whether or not people accept the policy (in this case: whether or not they accept that
they have a responsibility). These elements cannot be separated. Our examples show
the importance of information and coordination for the effectiveness of these adaptation
responses. At the same time, empirical research into people’s perceived responsibility
shows that people who acknowledge their own role in climate adaptation are also much
more open to the communication of its technical details [40]. This suggests that these
normative considerations of climate adaptation policy should be the starting point of any
climate adaptation response and not an afterthought.
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