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Land as a global commons? 
MEGAN BLOMFIELD, UNIVERSITY OF SHEFFIELD 

m.blomfield@sheffield.ac.uk 

 

ABSTRACT Land is becoming increasingly scarce relative to the demands of the global 

economy; a problem significantly exacerbated by climate change. In response, some have 

suggested that land should be conceptualised as a global commons. This framing might 

seem like an appealing way to promote sustainable and equitable land use. However, it is a 

poor fit for the world’s land because global commons are generally understood as resources 
located beyond state borders. I argue that land can be seen to fit the definition of a global 

commons, if viewed in a particular way; namely, as a biogeochemical resource system that 

sequesters carbon emissions. The question then arises whether land should be 

conceptualised as a global commons. I consider this question by reference to three 

contemporary problems of land justice (land grabbing, forced displacement, and unfairness 

in land-based climate mitigation); arguing that the global commons framing will not be 

conducive to understanding or responding to these problems. I leave the question of how the 

global community should conceptualise land in the context of climate change open, claiming 

that any answer must include the voices and perspectives of those whose livelihoods and 

identities are closely connected to the land. 

 

1. Introduction 

Land is becoming increasingly scarce relative to the demands that the global economy is 

placing on it. In its 2019 report on Climate Change and Land, the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) notes that most of the world’s highly productive land is already 
being used by human societies; and concludes that competition – driven by factors including 

land degradation and rising demands for food and energy – can be expected to enhance 

land scarcity in the future.1 Climate change promises to exacerbate this problem – as do 

various policies that might be adopted in response to it. 

Climate change poses a serious risk to land and existing forms of land use, with impacts such 

as sea-level rise and desertification predicted to submerge some regions and render others 

uninhabitable. But land practices will also significantly influence the progress of climate 

change. On the one hand, certain forms of land use – such as fossil fuel extraction, 

deforestation, and industrial agriculture – are key contributors to rising atmospheric 

concentrations of greenhouse gases (GHGs). On the other, the “land sink” – residing in the 

world’s vegetation and soils – is estimated to have removed nearly 30% of anthropogenic 

carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions from the atmosphere over the period 2008-2017.2 

Furthermore, given international failure to adequately reduce GHG emissions, many 

scientists and policymakers are now suggesting that efforts to limit global temperature rise 

to 1.5°C may have to incorporate massive-scale deployment of land-based mitigation 
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practices such as afforestation and bioenergy crop production; threatening to encroach on 

land that is already being used for other purposes, with potentially devastating 

consequences for food security and livelihoods.3 

In a recent article in Nature, Felix Creutzig suggests that our response to such challenges 

should be to ‘Govern Land as a Global Commons’. He claims that “land must be considered 

as a global commons – conceptually by researchers and legally by the international 

community”, with an “overarching” case for this potentially commissioned by the UN 
secretary-general. Creutzig’s reasoning appears to be that this move is necessary if land-

based production and consumption is to be managed in a sustainable and equitable 

manner.4 The claim that land should be conceptualised as a global commons is the focus of 

this paper. It is contentious for at least two reasons: First, because global commons are 

generally thought to be resources residing beyond state borders, whereas most of the 

world’s land is subject to state jurisdiction. And second, because efforts to conceptualise 

parts of the world as global commons are politically controversial. Whilst some suggest that 

the global commons designation stands in opposition to exploitation and hierarchy, others 

hold that it threatens to undermine valid local claims, thereby opening up new parts of 

nature to inequitable and undemocratic appropriation by global market actors.5  

I start by outlining in more detail the apparent normative appeal of conceptualising land as 

a global commons (§2). I then discuss whether it makes sense to conceptualise land this 

way, given that most of the world’s land is under state jurisdiction. I conclude one can make 

sense of the claim that land is a global commons, if land is viewed as a specific type of 

resource system (§3). The question remains, however, whether this conceptualisation is one 

that we ought to adopt. In §4, I provide reason to think that it is not, by arguing that this 

way of conceptualising land will not help us to understand or respond to three 

contemporary problems of land justice. I leave the question of how the global community 

should conceptualise land in the context of climate change open, suggesting that it cannot 

be answered in the absence of the perspectives and voices of those whose lives and 

identities are closely connected to the land (§5). 

 

2. Why conceptualise land as a global commons? 

Climate change is often understood as a problem involving overuse of a vital global 

commons.6 However, it has generally been suggested that the global commons in question 

is the world’s atmosphere, not its land; with many theorists framing climate mitigation as a 

matter of preventing excessive use of the atmospheric commons as a dump for GHG 

emissions. The argument that tends to follow states that because the atmosphere is a global 

commons to which all human beings have a symmetrical claim, its capacity to assimilate 

GHGs – and thus the global GHG emissions budget – should be distributed on an equal per 

capita basis. Brian Barry sums up this idea succinctly when he states that: “obviously, 
treating the atmosphere as a global commons to be divided up equally would itself 

constitute a just distribution of a scarce resource”.7  
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This argument is deceptively straightforward because it overlooks the fact that the planet’s 

oceanic and land sinks (soils and vegetation) play a vital role in removing CO2 – the most 

significant anthropogenic GHG – from the atmosphere. Increasing recognition that climate 

change is also a problem involving overuse and degradation of these sinks is to be 

welcomed. But this unsettles the case for equal per capita emissions because whilst the 

ocean is often named as a global commons,8 land is not. Some might hope, however, that by 

conceptualising land as a global commons, it will be possible to preserve an argument for 

emissions egalitarianism. Steve Vanderheiden considers, though ultimately rejects, such a 

move; concluding that “assigning all resources to the global commons in order to more 

equitably assign carbon emissions rights would be too hasty”.9 Vanderheiden is correct 

here, because if good reasons can be provided for equality in emission shares, then one can 

argue that although land is not a global commons, use of and control over land should be 

constrained or modified insofar as this is necessary to realise such distribution.10 The case 

for emissions egalitarianism therefore does not depend on land being deemed part of the 

global commons. 

The idea that there should be equal (and sustainable) sharing of the global commons 

nevertheless remains influential, appearing to lie behind Creutzig’s claim that land should be 

reconceptualised as a global commons in order to ensure equitable sharing of its “fruits” 
more generally speaking (taken to include “food, clothing, housing and medicine”). Creutzig 

refers to the global commons as “shared resources in which everyone has an equal stake” 
and suggests that governing land as a global commons is necessary in order to “achieve an 
open world-trade system that manages land-based production and consumption footprints 

in a sustainable and equitable way”.11 The German Advisory Council on Climate Change 

(WBGU), on the other hand, conceptualises land as a global commons in order to emphasise 

the need for “Globally sustainable land stewardship”, stating that: “humankind must accept 

and assume its responsibility for land in order to mitigate climate change, conserve 

biodiversity and safeguard food security”; a responsibility that it must discharge nationally 

and “enforce” internationally.12 

Though the idea that land might be considered a global commons is seemingly novel, calls 

to designate parts of the world as commons have a long history and have been much 

discussed by theorists of environmental justice. Some of this literature would also seem to 

suggest that the global commons framing is an appealing response to problems of land 

degradation and competition in a world undergoing climate change. Andrew Cumbers, for 

example, defends commons discourse on the basis that it “emphasizes the importance of 

shifting away from the exploitative, alienating and hierarchical relations of contemporary 

capitalism towards more democratic, participatory and collaborative forms of human 

relations”.13 James McCarthy similarly suggests that calls for new commons are often 

“counterhegemonic projects”, which serve to remind us that “property relations are social, 

not natural, and that profoundly alternative social relations and values are entirely 

thinkable”.14 The claim that land should be conceptualised as a global commons might 

therefore be seen as a call to move away from exploitative and hierarchical ways of relating 

to, sharing and using land, and towards more democratic and collaborative forms of land 

use. 
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In the next section, I discuss whether land can be seen to fit the description of a global 

commons, given that most of it is subject to state jurisdiction. Having concluded that we can 

make sense of the claim that land is a global commons, if land is viewed in a particular way, I 

then proceed to discuss whether this framing is actually as appealing as it might at first 

seem. 

 

3. Can land be conceptualised as a global commons? 

A tract of land is often considered to be a quintessential example of a local commons. For 

example, in Garrett Hardin’s infamous paper on ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’, the 
commons is conceived as an open-access pasture.15 The claim that land should be 

considered a global commons is, however, unusual and in need of further explanation. 

According to one fairly dominant understanding, the global commons are internationally 

shared resources located beyond state borders. This fits the definition adopted by the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development and by many theorists of law.16 

Nico Schrijver, for example, states that:  

The term ‘global commons’ denotes areas and natural resources that are not subject 
to the national jurisdiction of a particular state but are shared by other states, if not 

the international community as a whole. The high seas, the deep seabed, outer 

space, the Moon and other celestial bodies, as well as the two polar regions, can be 

viewed as global commons because no national entity can claim sole jurisdiction 

over these physical areas.17 

This appears to be a fairly common-sense definition of ‘the global commons’, classic 

examples of which are the atmosphere and oceans lying beyond state boundaries. Those 

who defend equal sharing of the global commons also seem to assume a definition along 

these lines, in order to support their premise that human claims to the global commons are 

symmetrical. Land, however, cannot be understood as a global commons in this sense. 

Though some significant areas of land – for example, the land of Antarctica – are not subject 

to the jurisdiction of any one state, most land is under the jurisdiction of some state or 

other. Thus, on the customary legal interpretation, the claim that land is a global commons 

appears to be a non-starter.  

Of course, one could argue that although land does not currently fit the customary legal 

definition of a global commons, existing state entitlements should be revised so that it can 

be recategorized as such. However, whilst nothing that I say in this piece should be taken to 

suggest that state entitlements over land should be left as they are, the question remains 

whether any revision to such entitlements should be undertaken with the goal of rendering 

land a global commons (to be shared by other states or the international community). One 

important alternative to consider would be for exclusive jurisdiction over land to be 

devolved downwards to more local communities.18 But in any case, such overhaul of the 

current state system does not appear to be what proponents of the global commons 

framing have in mind.  
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As noted in §2, the WBGU envisions human responsibility for land as a global commons to 

be enforced internationally, but ultimately discharged by nation-states. Creutzig, on the 

other hand, proposes mechanisms for more equitable sharing of land’s “fruits” that appear 

purposely designed to be compatible with state jurisdiction; for example, “taxing land or… 

redistributing produce and other profits derived from land”.19 Creutzig’s claim that land 

should be conceptualised as a global commons therefore remains somewhat puzzling, since 

not only does land fail to fit this description according to the customary legal interpretation, 

but neither would land need to fit this description in order to defend or implement his 

proposed mechanisms for more equitable sharing. 

There is, however, another way of understanding what it is to be a global commons. As 

McCarthy explains, most commons scholars distinguish between ‘commons’ as a type of 

property or governance regime that may apply to resources (a common property regime), 

and ‘commons’ as a resource possessing certain characteristics (a common-pool resource).20 

The legal definitions discussed above adopt the former, regime interpretation; with the 

extent of the global commons determined by the boundaries of existing state jurisdictions. 

The second interpretation, on the other hand, can be understood by reference to Elinor 

Ostrom’s renowned work on common-pool resources (CPRs).21 

A CPR is a resource characterised by two essential features:  

1. Difficulty of exclusion 

2. Rivalness (or subtractability) 

 

Difficulty of exclusion means that it is costly, if not impossible, to exclude potential 

appropriators from withdrawing resource units produced by the CPR; whilst rivalness means 

that when one appropriator withdraws resource units from the CPR, this subtracts from the 

ability of others to do likewise.22 These two features make CPRs prone to overuse. Both local 

and global CPRs will be characterised by these features, but I take it that they will be 

distinguished by the scope of (1): for a local CPR, difficulty of exclusion is restricted to a set 

of local appropriators; but for a global CPR, difficulty of exclusion applies for appropriators 

across the planet. 

Any area of land from which it remains difficult to physically exclude local appropriators 

from withdrawing resource units by, say, gathering wood, grazing animals, or dumping solid 

waste will constitute a local CPR. Land does not, however, standardly fit the description of a 

global CPR, since such difficulty of exclusion does not appear to arise at the global level. 

Even if there are no physical, social or legal barriers preventing local entry to a tract of land, 

state borders and brute geographical distance will effectively serve to block physical access 

for most individuals worldwide. On the face of it, then, land does not fit the definition of a 

global commons under the CPR interpretation either, because it is not subject to an 

exclusion problem that is global in scope.  

However, the reasoning in the previous paragraph depends on a specific understanding of 

land as a resource system. In particular, land is here viewed as a material system producing 

resource units – such as biomass, fodder, and solid waste assimilation capacity – that can 
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only be appropriated via local access. But in the context of climate change, land is 

increasingly being viewed and valued as a different type of resource system. Namely, as a 

“biogeochemical” resource system that acts as a vital sink for atmospheric CO2.23 And if 

understood as a biogeochemical resource system that produces units of what we might 

term ‘carbon sequestration capacity’, then land may be seen to fit the description of a 

global CPR after all. 

Creutzig never actually defines what he means by ‘land’, but the WBGU adopts the UN 

Convention to Combat Desertification definition of land, as “the terrestrial bio-productive 

system that comprises soil, vegetation, other biota, and the ecological and hydrological 

processes that operate within the system”.24 Under this definition, land can be viewed as a 

resource system that produces units of carbon sequestration capacity through its vegetation 

and soil sinks. The carbon sequestration capacity of land can be enhanced (for example, by 

afforestation), but has become scarce relative to the demands that the global economy is 

placing on it. This means that whenever an agent appropriates from the land’s capacity to 

sequester carbon (most obviously, by emitting CO2), this subtracts from the ability of other 

agents to do likewise, with the result that CO2 accumulates in the atmosphere. Thus, when 

viewed as a carbon sink, land appears to be characterised by rivalness.  

Furthermore, insofar as it is difficult to prevent agents worldwide from emitting CO2, it is 

also difficult to prevent them from appropriating units of the land’s carbon sequestration 

capacity. This makes the land sink subject to exclusion difficulties that are global in scope. It 

also means that when a group enhances the carbon sequestration capacity of land (through, 

say, afforestation), they will not be able to exclude other appropriators worldwide from 

enjoying any improvement that this constitutes to the resource system; potentially 

disincentivising such enhancements. (If a community enhances the land sink by planting a 

forest, any reduction in atmospheric CO2 concentrations that this promises can be cancelled 

out by another community correspondingly increasing its GHG emissions).  

Thus, although land does not seem to fit the definition of a global commons under a legal, 

regime-focused interpretation, it can potentially be understood as such under a resource-

system interpretation. That is, the claim that ‘land is a global commons’ could be read as 
shorthand for something like ‘land, understood as a biogeochemical resource system that 

sequesters carbon, is a global common-pool resource’. This might serve to address the 

objection that to frame land as a global commons is simply incorrect. It is not unusual to 

refer to global CPRs using the less technical (albeit more ambiguous) term ‘global 
commons’;25 or to use the term ‘commons’ to refer to the “resource domains in which 
common pool resources are found”.26 However, the move from describing land (under a 

specific definition, focused on just one of its capacities) as a global CPR, to land itself as a 

global commons, is significant; and raises the question whether this shorthand is one that 

we ought to adopt.  

One important thing to note is that this is only one way to view land, resulting from a 

specific definition of land itself, and a focus on just one of the capacities that land possesses 

according to that definition. From other perspectives – concerned with the many other 

goods that land provides, and other ways of understanding and relating to it – land will be 
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various other things, including a vital local commons. This is both in the sense of land often 

constituting a local CPR (a resource system from which it is difficult to exclude a restricted 

set of local appropriators from withdrawing subtractable resource units); and in the sense of 

land often being subject to local common property regimes (according to one estimate from 

2011, as much as 65% of the world’s land constituted a local commons in the sense that 

“communities possess and use [it] collectively in accordance with community-derived 

norms”)27. The claim that ‘land is a global commons’ therefore seems to overlook significant 
complexity in the nature of land, its many capacities, and its relationship to different human 

communities.  

Another important thing to note is that it will be difficult to divorce this shorthand from the 

more customary interpretation introduced at the start of this section, resulting in the 

implication that land is akin to global commons like the atmosphere and high seas: a global 

resource, beyond the realm of local sovereignty or jurisdiction, that is subject to global 

claims and to be shared by the international community of states. In line with the influential 

arguments about distributive justice and the global commons introduced in §2, another 

likely implication is that fair international sharing will primarily consist in something like 

equal per capita allocation. In short, then: in moving from the claim that ‘land, understood 

as a biogeochemical resource system that sequesters carbon, is a global common-pool 

resource’, to the claim that ‘land is a global commons’, we move from a descriptive claim 

that focuses on just one of land’s capacities, to a value-laden claim about land itself. In the 

next section, I provide some reasons for resisting the adoption of this latter, value-laden 

claim. 

 

4. Should land be conceptualised as a global commons? 

In this section, I discuss whether land should be conceptualised as a global commons. This is 

to engage in what Sally Haslanger terms an “ameliorative project”. Unlike in §3, my goal is 
not to ascertain whether land could fit the description of a global commons, but rather to 

consider whether this way of conceptualising land will serve our legitimate purposes. This is 

a normative rather than a descriptive endeavor.28  

I take those legitimate purposes to include understanding and responding to three 

important and interrelated problems of land justice, which I here discuss in turn: (1) land 

grabbing; (2) forced displacement; and (3) unfairness in land-based climate mitigation. I 

argue that the idea of land as a global commons is unlikely to serve us well in this regard. 

 

4.1. Land grabbing 

Transnational acquisition of land has been on the rise for some years, with a significant 

proportion of such deals targeting land on the African continent.29 In many cases, these 

acquisitions are denounced as ‘land grabs’. What makes an acquisition into a land grab is a 

matter of some contention. I will take a land acquisition to constitute a land grab when it is 

procedurally or substantively unjust: for example, in virtue of being coercive or corrupt, 
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violating human rights, or having other unjustifiable social or environmental impacts (such 

as forcibly displacing existing communities or undermining local food security).30  

According to Jampel Dell’Angelo et al., the main means of food production globally is small-

scale farming, with the world’s rural populations depending heavily on local land for self-

subsistence. Much of the land that small-scale farmers rely on counts as a local commons in 

the sense that it is governed by customary, traditional or indigenous common property 

regimes. Often such regimes work well for local commoners, but they can be rendered 

insecure by outside factors.31 As noted in §3, by some estimates, most of the world’s land is 
governed by some form of local common property regime. However, governments only 

formally recognise local commoners’ rights over a small fraction of this area.32 This leaves 

such land highly vulnerable to expropriation, and Dell’Angelo et. al. find reason to believe 

that land grabbing does indeed preferentially target local commons. When land is governed 

under a local common-property regime, “farmers and local users may be unable to defend 

their customary rights and successfully compete with external actors”.33 Land grabbing is 

often facilitated by local politicians and government agencies. The power relations present 

in such transactions work against marginalised groups including indigenous communities 

and women.34  

In thinking about how to conceptualise land, one of our aims should be to better 

understand and oppose the problem of land grabbing. Will the global commons framing be 

conducive to this? Some theorists of environmental justice suggest that far from being 

helpful here, the global commons framing will serve to facilitate land grabs. As noted in §1, 

efforts to frame parts of the world as global commons are politically controversial. Even 

McCarthy, cited in §2 as viewing calls for new commons as “counterhegemonic projects”, is 
sceptical when it comes to calls for new global commons. McCarthy suggests that to claim 

biodiversity as a global commons, for example, would serve “to override many national or 

indigenous claims, usually without consultation with or benefit to those most affected”. This 

can make global commons “profoundly undemocratic” and serve to reinforce, rather than 
redress, existing global inequalities.35  

Similar concerns are expressed by Nicholas Hildyard, who criticises efforts by the Global 

Environment Facility (GEF)36 to designate the atmosphere and biodiversity as global 

commons. Hildyard suggests that this would serve “to override the local claims of those who 
rely on local commons and effectively assert that everyone has a right of access to them, 

that local people have no more claim to them than a corporation based on the other side of 

the globe”.37 Maria Mies and Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen likewise claim that when global 

actors and international agencies deem local resources to be part of the global commons, 

this simply serves to open up access to transnational corporations, resulting in the 

expropriation of local communities. This means that “the invention of global commons… in 

reality is an enclosure”.38  

Would designating land a global commons facilitate land grabbing by overriding local land 

claims? This prediction is difficult to assess, but in this section I give some reasons to think 

that conceptualising land as a global commons would at least prove counterproductive to 

our attempts to understand and address this problem. To understand the injustice of land 
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grabbing, we need to attend to the claims of local communities over specific lands; and in 

particular, the claims that communities have over land as a local commons.39 To oppose 

land grabbing, these communities must be empowered to defend their claims against 

expropriation by outside agents, including those of their own state and global market 

actors.  

The global commons framing does not seem helpful here insofar as it directs our attention 

away from the local and up to the global level. As explained in the previous section, the 

global commons are generally understood as global resources that are subject to (equal) 

global use claims; resources beyond the boundaries of local jurisdiction and shared by the 

international community of states. It is near impossible to find reference to parts of the 

world that are considered both a global and a local commons. To describe land as a global 

commons therefore appears to place it in a special category of resources, for which the 

primary normative goal is the achievement of fair and sustainable use across a set of 

(symmetrically situated) global claimants. Thus, whether or not McCarthy is correct that “To 
assert a commons at one scale is almost necessarily to deny claims at another”;40 to assert 

that land is a commons at the global scale does at least imply that global claims to land as a 

global resource are the main normative consideration here (rather than local claims to land 

as a local commons). 

In response to this, proponents of the global commons designation might argue that it does 

not completely overlook the claims of local communities. After all, this framing often serves 

as a prelude to an argument that everyone in the world has a symmetrical claim to a 

resource; and thus, the global claims highlighted by this framing might also be understood 

as local claims to an equal share of the world’s land (or its fruits). In the case of land 

grabbing, however, the local claims at stake are not adequately understood as claims to a 

generic, equitable share of the world’s land-base. The claims at stake are those that local 

communities possess to the particular lands on which they live and work. These particular 

claims are not well captured when land is framed as a global resource that is subject to 

symmetrical, and undifferentiated, global claims. The global commons framing thus does 

not look likely to assist us in understanding the injustice of land grabbing, because it does 

not leave us well equipped to attend to – or understand – the local claims that are at stake 

here.  

This framing also does not appear well placed to empower local communities to defend 

their land from expropriation by outside agents. In fact, its focus on global claims to land 

may instead appear to unsettle these local claims; by pitting them against the (more 

powerfully backed) claims of the international community. This problem can be illustrated 

by considering the example of global claims to use the world’s land as a carbon sink. My 

concerns might at first seem to be misplaced here. Chris Armstrong, for example, has 

argued that the satisfaction of these global claims is perfectly compatible with respecting 

local claims to engage with land in other ways, because:  

We can share the sequestering capacity of the forests fairly without moving trees 

around, and in that sense [local] attachments can remain undisturbed… someone’s 
ability to live in a rainforest unmolested is compatible with granting outsiders the 
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right to emit greenhouse gases, and hence sharing that rainforest’s absorptive 
capacity.41  

Now, it is true that global claims to use the land sink can often be satisfied whilst leaving 

local claims untouched. Forests were, after all, sequestering anthropogenic carbon long 

before the international community became aware that they performed this vital function. 

However, local land claims may be unsettled when efforts are made to protect global claims 

to the land sink through preservation; for example, in the case of forest conservation 

schemes that have been reported to displace existing communities.42 Local claims may also 

be unsettled by efforts to better satisfy global claims to the land sink through enhancement; 

for example, when afforestation schemes spur competition over land that local 

communities are currently using for other purposes. Measures designed to secure and 

satisfy global claims to land thus can incentivise, or facilitate, land grabbing; so we should be 

hesitant about conceptualising land in a manner which suggests that global claims are the 

main normative consideration in matters of land use.43 

The global commons framing thus looks likely to be counterproductive in the context of land 

grabbing, because it will not help us to understand the injustice of this phenomenon, or 

empower local communities to resist it. The potential for the global commons framing to 

unsettle local land claims in fact appears to be something that Creutzig is aware of. He takes 

care to clarify that he does not envision the global commons framing interfering with private 

property claims, stating that such property “will remain protected with the common 

ownership of global land”.44 However, even if the global commons designation will not 

unsettle private property in land, it is not so obvious that the same applies for the local 

common property regimes that are already vulnerable to unjust expropriation. In a world 

afflicted by the problem of land grabbing, it thus seems that we should be cautious about 

efforts to designate land as a global commons.  

  

4.2. Forced displacement 

The forcible removal of communities from their lands is a common element of land 

grabbing, and can result from other injustices such as violent conflict. Forced displacement 

(and “effective loss of land rights”) will predictably be exacerbated by the climate impacts 

resulting from international failures to reduce GHG emissions,45 and from certain responses 

to climate change (such as the construction of hydroelectric dams). Will the global commons 

framing help us to understand and address the problem of forced displacement? Plausibly 

not because once again, it is local claims to particular lands that we need to attend to here, 

not generic global claims. This problem calls for attention to the claims of communities to 

remain on the lands where they justly reside, or to return to the lands from which they were 

wrongfully evicted. 

The proponent of the global commons framing might hope, however, that it could at least 

prove helpful for those who are permanently displaced, say due to sea-level rise. Perhaps a 

demand for equitable sharing of the global commons could lend support to claims to 

relocate to a new land, potentially grounding an argument similar to that of Mathias Risse, 



11 

 

according to which a right to relocation can be derived from humanity’s Common 
Ownership of the Earth.46 Even in the case of permanent displacement, however, the idea of 

land as a global commons remains a poor fit for understanding and addressing this problem.  

As explained in §3, global commons are customarily understood as resources not subject to 

state jurisdiction. However, a significant problem faced by those who are permanently 

displaced is that land does not fit this description. All the world’s habitable land is under the 
jurisdiction of some state or other, throwing up significant barriers for those who are forced 

to relocate.47 The control that states exercise over land receives strong international backing 

and (unlike the land claims of communities with insecure tenure) is not likely to be unsettled 

by merely conceptualising land as a global commons. Such jurisdiction means that displaced 

people will often find themselves prevented from migrating to other countries by border 

restrictions that are backed up by military force, with potentially lethal consequences.48 

State powers of border policing also render the common-pool resource interpretation of a 

global commons a poor fit here, given that one of the defining features of a global CPR is 

that it is subject to an exclusion problem with global scope. Whilst it might be difficult to 

exclude individuals worldwide from using land-based carbon sinks, the problem of forced 

displacement shows that physical exclusion from land, as a place to live, is sometimes far 

too easy.  

In order to fully understand and address the problem of forced displacement, then, it seems 

that we must attend to the ways in which land is precisely not a global commons under 

either the regime or resource-system interpretations. Far from helping us to address the 

issue of forced displacement, then, merely reconceptualising land as a global commons 

would appear to belie how existing patterns of exclusive control over land exacerbate this 

problem. 

 

4.3. Unfairness in land-based climate mitigation 

As explained in §1, some researchers and policymakers are now suggesting that the global 

response to climate change may have to incorporate massive-scale deployment of land-

based mitigation practices, including greenhouse gas removal (GGR) techniques such as 

bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS) and afforestation. Creutzig, for 

example, claims that “To sequester atmospheric carbon dioxide, an area the size of India will 

probably be needed to grow energy crops, and a similar area could be required for 

afforestation”.49 A crucial question that arises is on what land such responses might 

justifiably be sited, and on whose terms. 

Discussions of climate justice have long pointed towards the shared conclusion that, roughly 

speaking, it is the wealthy industrialised world that should primarily bear the costs of 

climate action: being both the major contributors to, and beneficiaries from, activities that 

have created this problem; as well as most able to bear these costs.50 It thus seems that any 

burdens associated with the implementation of land-based climate mitigation should 

primarily be borne by these parties. These burdens will involve implementation costs; loss of 

land that was being, or could be, used for other purposes; and potential negative knock-on 
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effects. Such effects include increased competition over land and water, with associated 

conflicts; food insecurity; biodiversity loss; environmental degradation; the reinforcement of 

existing inequalities; and the undermining of livelihood activities, employment, and social 

systems.51 

The IPCC notes that there is some reason to worry that the promise of future GGR will be 

used as an excuse to delay ambitious emission reductions; and that this would constitute a 

problematic burden-shifting exercise, whereby the costs of climate mitigation and unabated 

climate change – including increased pressure on land – are transferred to future 

generations.52 But we should note that the possibility of land-based climate mitigation 

creates opportunities not just for intergenerational, but also global, burden-shifting. 

Whereas the wealthy high-emitting world is primarily responsible for bearing the costs of 

climate action (and clearly possesses the greatest potential for emissions reductions), 

measures such as afforestation and BECCS – along with their associated costs – may instead 

be sited on the land of poorer, low-emitting communities. 

Some scientific estimates of global GGR potential render this possibility visible. One study 

identifying land that would be apt for forestation, for example, suggests that trees could be 

planted across vast tracts of land on the African continent.53 As Alfan Rija from the Sokoine 

University of Agriculture, Tanzania, says, a salient possibility thus arises that GGR programs 

“could be used by stronger countries… to craft global policies to exploit land and forests of 

the tropical world”.54 The potential for exploitation might be understood in two senses. 

First, the land of the Global South may be exploited insofar as it is used to shift the costs of 

GGR away from the wealthy industrialised parties who are responsible for bearing them.55 

But second, the supposed availability of land in the Global South may be exploited as an 

excuse for business as usual and continued inaction on climate change, the idea being that 

failures to reduce GHG emissions can be counterbalanced by greater use of land-based 

climate mitigation. This possibility is noted by international peasants’ movement La Via 

Campesina. In a 2016 statement titled ‘Our land is worth more than carbon’, they oppose 
the idea that farming land could be turned into “an accounting tool for managing the 

climate crisis”, expressing concern that soil’s capacity as a carbon sink will be used as “an 
excuse for public inaction”.56 

Both forms of exploitation would constitute significant unfairness in land-based climate 

mitigation. This burden-shifting exercise would also exacerbate the two land justice 

problems already discussed: by resulting in land grabbing for GGR purposes,57 with the 

potential consequence that existing communities are forcibly displaced from their lands. 

Such injustice would be compounded by the context in which it arises: namely, a context in 

which colonialism and other forms of exploitation have long served to forcibly extract 

resources from the Global South for others’ benefit. Amity Doolittle claims that at the 2008 

World Conservation Congress in Barcelona, indigenous representatives were dismayed that 

“the global north might be able to avoid reducing their own carbon emissions by simply 
buying the rights to carbon in developing countries”. The origins of this dismay appeared to 

be a feeling among indigenous representatives that such a policy would constitute “the 
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latest form of colonialism in which their resources were to be extracted to benefit other 

nations”.58 

As explained in §2, some might think that conceptualising land as a global commons would 

be a good move in the context of climate mitigation, serving to support an argument that 

the carbon sequestration capacity of land should be shared equally. However, as should 

now be clear, fairness in land-based climate mitigation is not just about securing equitable 

emission shares for those who want to dump GHGs into the sky, but also about recognising 

and respecting the claims of communities on the ground whose land might be unjustly 

appropriated for BECCS or afforestation projects. And once again, rather than helping us to 

understand and defend these latter claims, the global commons framing appears more likely 

to unsettle them. As explained in §4.1, efforts to secure global use claims by preserving the 

land sink or better satisfy such claims by enhancing it can serve to unjustly displace local 

communities and existing forms of land use. The global commons designation is not well 

equipped to oppose such unfairness in land-based climate mitigation, because when the 

world’s land is framed as a shared resource to which all human beings have symmetrical 

claims, local land use everywhere may suddenly appear to become anyone’s business. As 

Goldman puts it: 

By shifting the commons inquiry from local to global, pastures are no longer simply 

defined as sites of conflict between or amongst pastoralists and farmers, but are 

rationalized as small fragments of terrestrial biomass whose misuse negatively 

affects not just local or regional populations, but us all. In other words, local 

commons-use patterns in the South are also a problem for the North.59  

Once again, then, the idea of land as a global commons may unsettle the claims of local 

communities to resist outside interference with the land on which they depend – where in 

this case, such interference would take the form of international efforts to enhance the 

capacity of the global land commons to sequester anthropogenic carbon emissions. To 

understand and oppose the threat of unfairness in land-based climate mitigation, land must 

instead be conceptualised in a way that attends to the claims of local communities; and in 

particular, those communities who bear little responsibility for the problem of climate 

change, but who are at risk from the land-based mitigation measures required to clean up a 

mess of the rich, industrialised world’s making. 

 

5. How should land be conceptualised? 

At the start of this paper, I introduced Creutzig’s claim that land should be conceptualised 

and governed as a global commons, with the case for this to be made by researchers, the 

international community, and the UN secretary-general. In §4, I pushed back against this 

claim, suggesting that this way of conceptualising land does not appear conducive to 

understanding or responding to three contemporary land justice challenges. The question 

that appears to remain is: how should the global community conceptualise land in the 

context of climate change?  
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In this brief closing section, I suggest that whilst it will be important to address the concerns 

that I have raised when answering this question, this matter must ultimately be decided via 

an appropriately inclusive process. As the preceding discussion indicates, it is not only 

struggles over nature itself that are political, but also struggles over the meaning of 

nature.60 The problem of climate change calls for a global conversation about land and land 

use, but this conversation is likely to be a very challenging one because, as Avery Kolers puts 

it, “land is not just one thing”. Different individuals and communities conceptualise land in 
different ways, possessing different ontologies of land, and different understandings of how 

humans relate (and ought to relate) to it. These conceptions – which Kolers refers to as 

“ethnogeographies” – are extremely important to individuals and communities, because it is 

through them that we make and understand the places that we live.61 The parties who stand 

to be impacted by global conversations about land and land use will thus possess different, 

but deeply held, ethnogeographies of land. An appropriately inclusive global conversation 

about land will be open and attentive to such difference.  

The political character of meaning-making concerning land and other parts of the world is 

highlighted by the 2000 Hague Declaration of the Second International Forum of Indigenous 

Peoples and Local Communities on Climate Change. This declaration objects not only to the 

policies being proposed at the international climate negotiations, but also the “concepts” 
and “definitions” being promoted, for example stating that: 

We are… profoundly concerned that the measures to mitigate climate change 

currently being negotiated are based on a worldview of territory that reduces 

forests, lands, seas and sacred sites to only their carbon absorption capacity. This 

world view and its practices adversely affect the lives of Indigenous Peoples and 

violate our fundamental rights and liberties, particularly, our right to recuperate, 

maintain, control and administer our territories which are consecrated and 

established in instruments of the United Nations.62  

The global commons framing for land could be the subject of similar critique. In §3, I found 

that land best fits the description of a global commons when viewed as a biogeochemical 

resource system that sequesters CO2. The claim that land is a global commons thus may also 

appear to be based on a worldview that reduces land to its carbon absorption capacity. 

There is no denying that this capacity is extremely important. However, if the value of land 

as carbon sink is permitted to dominate, then it will crowd out other (and more local) 

understandings of land and its value. This not only threatens material harms (by calling into 

question the claims of local communities to resist outside interference with their lands for 

the sake of carbon sequestration), but might also be viewed as unjust in itself: as a form of 

epistemic injustice whereby marginalised groups are excluded from processes of meaning-

making concerning the lands on which they live.63  

Our response to such concerns must be to ensure these processes of meaning-making are 

appropriately inclusive. Such inclusion can be viewed both as a demand of justice in itself, 

and as key to avoiding the material harms that may result if the global community 

conceptualises land in ways that serve some interests over others. The question of how the 

global community should conceptualise land in the context of climate change thus cannot 
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be answered in the absence of the voices and perspectives of those whose lives and 

identities are closely connected to the land. 

Megan Blomfield, Philosophy Department, University of Sheffield, United Kingdom. 

m.blomfield@sheffield.ac.uk 
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