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 The issue of transboundary pollution is one that is particularly catastrophic, and 

increasingly worsening. While there is no simple or easy solution, the consequences of 

transboundary pollution are so extensive, that action needs to be taken– and fast– before the 

damage is fully irreversible. While Thomas Pogge’s, Global Justice, does not discuss issues of 

the environment, he makes an argument about the necessity of human intervention in 

transcontinental poverty. His main justification lies on the basis that humans indirectly and 

directly contribute to the worsening of financial situations, and thus have a moral obligation to 

intervene. I will first lay out the main issues of transboundary pollution and explain why it is a 

growing problem. Then, I will summarize Pogge’s main argument. I will then attempt to 

determine a solution by applying Pogge's argument to the issue of transboundary pollution. 

Using a Pogge method of reasoning, I will ultimately convey that it is of moral obligation to 

address transboundary pollution, which can be solved through more restrictive laws and the use 

of other renewable resources. Nonetheless, while this mindset is helpful to obtain, it may prove 

to be insufficient to rely on because it is restrictive in its vastness, and may not appeal to groups 

of people who are not keen on the idea of reducing pollution for economic and theoretical 

purposes.  

 Transboundary pollution refers to pollution that is caused by one country but leads to 

damage to other countries. This is partially because of the ability of airborne particles to be able 

to be transported long distance. Thus, if there is an oil spill caused by Americans transporting 

Petroleum, the entire Atlantic Ocean could become contaminated, which would therefore affect 

other countries’ use of clean water and crops. In addition, organochlorine compounds, which are 

used in pesticides often cross borders because of food and crops. Transboundary pollution occurs 

when acidic gases are released into the atmosphere through human propagation. The gases then 
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get carried by the wind and dissolved into the rain water to produce acid rain. This kills plantlife, 

erodes stonework, and polluted bodies of water. Aside from acid, there are a plethora of negative 

consequences resulting from transboundary pollution, which will be further explained later. 

 Furthermore, transboundary pollution is such an issue because there is little effort going 

towards reducing it. The first Clean Air Act created for the environment was the Air Pollution 

Control Act of 1955. This provided money towards research and technical assistance for air 

pollution, and has continued to be refined as time has gone on and more information on the 

matter has been discovered. Furthermore, the Environmental Protection Agency is a widely 

known governmental agency in the United States, created in 1970 by Richard Nixon to protect 

people and the environment. This agency is responsible for updating the nation with new 

research and regulating laws that cause harm the environment. Unfortunately, the current EPA 

director is a former coal industry lobbyist, which presents rather conflicting priorities as someone 

in charge of the environment. Trump acknowledges this, and appointed Wheeler purposefully, as 

he plans to repeal seventy-six environmental regulations in his presidency. In addition, the 

National Environmental Policy is a United States environmental law that promotes and 

encourages human cooperation with the environment needs. The purpose of this Policy is not 

clearly defined, and has not been particularly efficient or successful in making any changes. 

Lastly, the Paris Climate Agreement is the most well known and modernized international accord 

between all but two countries; however, is not on track with its requirements, and will not 

prevent major damage on track with occuring with its current goals, which will be further 

explained later on. Overall, while there are a few major policies and Acts in place, their purpose 

is vaguely defined, and often unenforced.  
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The most relevant case study pertaining to transboundary pollution, is that of fossil fuels, 

which are currently the main cause of this growing issue. Fossil fuels are natural fuels created 

from the remains of non-living organisms. They are millions of years old, which makes them a 

nonrenewable resource, even though they are the main source of man-used energy on Earth. The 

four fossil fuels include: Petroleum, coal, natural gases, and orimulsion. The most 

environmentally safe of the four are the natural gases, which refer to methane, propane, 

euthanize, and butane, although they are the most rapidly depleting. While the existence of fossil 

fuels are not toxic to the environment, the human propagation of them is because it releases the 

toxins into the atmosphere. The extraction processes cause air and water pollution, and harm 

local communities, which often have lower income and minority populations. The transportation 

of fuels from mines or wells often result in catastrophic spills or accidents. One of the worst  The 

burning and waste products of the fuels releases toxins and progresses global warming, and also 

contribute to health problems such as asthma or Cancer.  

Aside from the progressive effects, there are a significant number of disasters that have 

resulted from fossil fuel use. While there have been hundreds of accidents and spills that have 

resulted in severe damage, there are three which stand out as some of the most catastrophic. The 

Gulf War Oil Spill in 1991 is one the most devastating disasters. This was a result of Iraq 

dumping oil into the Gulf to keep the U.S. from landing. There were an estimated four billion 

barrels dumped, in which half the oil evaporated, and around million barrels washed ashore, 

mainly in Saudi Arabia. The clean up cost upwards of seven hundred million dollars, and marine 

life as well as human life is still in danger because of the carcinogens released. Furthermore, the 

Beach Spill in Amoco Cadiz Beach in 1978 also exemplifies irrecoverable effects to this day. 

This spill refers to the American super tank that crashed onto the Amoco Cadiz Beach and 
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spilled 223,000 tons of oil off the coast of Brittany. This resulted in the death of thousands of 

animals, as well as major contamination of crops. This caused severe health consequences to 

humans who cleaned and ate the crops as well. Lastly, gas leak in the New London School in 

Texas killed just under three hundreds students and teachers in 1937. This event was completely 

spontaneous and directly led to immediate deaths, which demonstrates that fossil fuel disasters 

do not necessarily always result from massive transportation spills; but can affect people in 

random areas at any time.  

Due to the wide-ranged calamitous effects on humans and the environment, there needs 

to be alternatives and solutions in place towards reducing these consequences. Currently, the 

Paris Climate Agreement has 197 countries onboard towards reaching a goal of reducing global 

temperature rise to below two degrees celcius. While the accord does not include details about 

how to do so, it requires countries to put serious restrictions in place that reduce the use of fossil 

fuels. Unfortunately, the United States, a major fossil fuel contributor, has backed out of the 

agreement, and has expressed the prioritization over the flourishing of businesses rather than the 

environment. In addition, the 197 countries who have signed the agreement, are currently not on 

track to meeting their goal. Even if they were though, this goal is not enough to prevent the 

severity of consequences that are to arise in the next fifty to one hundred years from the 

progression of global warming, which is largely a consequence of fossil fuel emission. By 2050, 

if the goals of the Paris Climate Agreement are met, there will still be significant changes in rain 

and snowfall, heat waves that pose risks to human health, and various extinctions of species of 

plants and animals. If these are the predicted effects in less than fifty years, it can be assumed 

that they will only worsen in severity following this time.Therefore, much more serious 

measures need to be taken to reduce and prevent these worsening consequences.  
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 Although fossil fuels are the most productive and widely used source of energy, there are 

various amounts of alternatives that continue to be technologically developed. The most widely 

known is, solar energy, which is generated from the sun. This method is more cost effective than 

ever and is continuing to be improved and marketed as cheaped. Secondly, wind energy is 

another clean and renewable source. Although it originally required towers to be mounted upon, 

the latest inventions are moving away from this, and will not require turbines to be used. Tide 

power is also a renewable energy source, and uses floating devices and submerged turbines that 

move with the ocean current. This form is especially efficient and effective, but unfortunately 

can only be used by those close to a coast. Geothermal energy is another clean source of power, 

which is acquired from hot water springs and the edges of tectonic plates where thermal 

resources are closer to to Earth’s surface. Geothermal energy can be used to heat homes or even 

water. Human power is also a newly developed source of energy. Apps are currently being 

worked on which use human movement to power phones. Although phones and small devices do 

not largely contribute to transboundary pollution, their use is becoming more and more popular, 

and it would be useful to find another source of energy to power them. Lastly, whiskey is also 

becoming an efficient source of energy. Since whiskey waste used to be an issue, some 

distilleries developed technology that uses their own waste to fuel their operations through 

anaerobic digester plants that create biogas that is processed into steam energy. Now it is used 

for other purposes as well because of its high efficiency and accessibility. Aside from these 

sources, other technological advances are being made which use less energy; including hydrogen 

fuel cells and energy grass. These are less popular at the moment, but as they continue to be 

developed, they will find more use in society.  
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 Thomas Pogge’s main argument lies on the fact that there are enough funds from the 

wealthiest countries to significantly reduce world poverty; in which case this opportunity should 

be seized. Pogge brings up issues of “hunger, disease, and premature death”, and asserts that, 

“because so much harm can be prevented at such little cost to ourselves, the reduction of severe 

global poverty should be our foremost moral priority” (Pogge 22). “if we can make so huge a 

difference to hundreds of millions at so little cost to ourselves, we must not refuse to make this 

effort” (Pogge, 14). While these may not be issues that necessarily concern every part of the 

world, it is especially the duty of those who are not suffering to contribute in some way. Despite 

many believing that the vastness of the issue is too expensive to be attacked, Pogge makes a 

point that, “it is only after people there have access to adequate food and shelter, vaccines, safe 

water...that these poorest areas will attract significant private investment, which may then be 

sufficient to sustain and continue the advance on its own” (Pogge, 13). Yet, until the government 

makes some kind of significant attempt at solving the issue, private sectors will not be able to 

impactfully contribute. It is in the hands of the government to act first because they are the ones 

in power that control the global market and have major advantages over any private sectors. In 

addition, the estimated calculation of $6 billion would be requested from the world’s highest 

income countries, which would only be an extra $3.30 annually from each individual for each 

malnourished person. Pogge considers this such a small contribution that there is no valid excuse 

to refuse it.  If the government has a duty to act first, it is up to the people to make this a known 

priority.  

Pogge delves into this further, when he explains the moral obligations that tie persons to 

aiding the global poor. He first brings up the fact that the social starting positions of both the 

poor and not poor, “have emerged from a single historical process that was pervaded by massive 
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grevious wrongs”. In this instance, Pogge is referring to manifestations such as, slavery, 

genocide, or colonialism, which traces back the creation of social imbalances to centuries ago. 

Even if the practice of slavery is no longer in place, its effects are so impactful that they are still 

prevalent hundreds of years later. If they are still subject to the same injustice, we are still 

obligated to intervene. As a result of these links, the lack of an effort to solve these issues 

translates into, “our active impoverishing, starving, and killing of millions of innocent people by 

economic means”. While Pogge acknowledges that this may be accidental and without malicious 

intent, it is still an implicit effect of doing nothing in a situation where we have been exposed to 

the harm it is causing. By continuing the current global economic structure, we are by default 

subjecting people to growing numbers of inescapable poverty. Now that we are aware of the 

catastrophic effects of our economic system, it is our moral obligation to accept this mistake, 

take responsibility, and prevent it from spreading more invasively.  

If Pogge were to make an argument in favor of reducing transboundary pollution, he 

would make the claim that since there are available funds to significantly decrease the negative 

effects of the pollution, and since it is caused by humans, it is therefore a moral obligation for us 

to act on it before the damage is irreversible. This does not call for basic reforms– like switching 

to a battery operated car or recycling daily– although those should be expected as well. Rather, 

this statement demands for a major change and fast. If conditions continue this way, the effects 

will be debilitating and catastrophic for future generations– as in within the next two generations. 

The current effects of transboundary pollution include: air pollution, water pollution, the 

progression of global warming, economic costs, health risks, sea level rise, land degradation, 

environmental hazards, and the endangerment and extinction of plants and animals. These effects 

will continue to grow and worsen as time goes on if action is not taken immediately. The 
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts that even if the goals of the Paris Climate 

Agreement are met, within less than fifty years, there will still be dangerously high heat waves, 

changes in rainfall, increasing numbers of ecological disasters, and extinctions of various species 

of plants and animals. So, not only will the current conditions of the Paris Climate Agreement 

not accomplish its set goal, but the goal needs to be set much higher according to the urgency 

and severity of the condition. While many of the current consequences are irretractable, there is 

still an opportunity for improvement and revival. The first way to tackle this issue is to make an 

extensive reformation to the current laws that operate the free market. While the laws under 

Obama’s administration reduced the amount of greenhouse gas emission used by businesses, it 

did not do nearly enough. Climate change is progressing rapidly, and without serious reduction 

of greenhouse gases called for by government imposed laws, there will be no way to slow it 

down. Furthermore, the destruction of agriculture to form new homes, companies, and roadways, 

also call for a substantial reduction. Without heavy plantation counteracting the amount of fuels 

being emitted, there will be limited amount of success reached. In order to instill these changes, 

people need to start raising concern for environmental issues, and standing their ground against 

businesses that are massively contributing to this growing problem. Like Pogge states, it is not 

until the issue gains attention from the government, that private investments into ecological 

products will begin to take a priority in the market, and more technological advancements will be 

made to further help the Earth.  

I selected Pogge’s model of justice because similar to global poverty, transboundary 

pollution is another time restrictive issue that is mainly insiunated by wealthy countries, and is 

causing immense destruction to the environment and people around the globe. The issues 

themselves may have differences, but the reasoning that justifies it as a priority can be equally 
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applied to both matters. Similar to global poverty, issues of the environment are, “rarely taken 

seriously by established intellectuals and politicians in the developed world” (Pogge, 15). Infact, 

the presiding president of the United States even actively denies that global warming exists, 

despite the science that proves it. Pogge lists the effects of poverty which include a lack of access 

to, “adequate food, shelter, vaccines, safe water, basic sanitation, basic health services, and 

primary education” (Pogge, 13), yet the effects of transboundary pollution are equally dire, if not 

more invasive. Transboundary pollution not only affects minority and poor communities, but it is 

rapidly destroying the Earth, which has no possibility for revival or reduction once it has passed 

a certain point. Pogge’s point about participating in historical processes that have resulted in 

impacts prevalent today, is equally applicable to transboundary pollution. Humans are the only 

ones to blame for the current conditions of the Earth, and they are the only ones who can fix it. 

Furthermore, by continuing to live this way, humans are just as responsible as the owners of 

massive factories because they are complacently allowing for these practices to continue. Pogge 

makes a point about everyone ambiguously contributing to the continuation of global poverty. 

This is even more direct with transboundary pollution because humans actively participate in the 

worsening and continuation everyday through simple activities like, using a car, or littering. 

While technological advances can continue to be made by private investors, the government 

needs to change a variety of laws that permit extremely harmful practices to continue. This can 

only be done once citizens begin to express priority over these issues. Pogge’s overarching 

argument about making major changes also draws parallels with transboundary pollution. If there 

is a possibility to rectify the situation, the opportunity needs to be taken– and change on a small 

scale does not begin to tackle the issue when its effects are so drastic.  
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If Pogge’s approach was taken, it would significantly reduce the amount of damage that 

continues to accumulate from transboundary pollution. While Pogge does not necessarily go into 

detail on how to end world poverty, he attempts to convince the reader that it is an issue worth 

prioritizing. By explaining why it is a moral obligation of citizens unaffected by the results, he 

makes an initial effort to bring the issue to light. This mechanism may not solve the issue 

firsthand, but it raises awareness and helps convey why it is an issue. If people were to be fully 

educated on the plethora of negative consequences of transboundary pollution, perhaps they 

would be more invested in making a difference. Pogge urges individuals to take responsibility of 

their stake in the system, accept it, and attempt to fix it. Often subjects like poverty or 

environmental issues take the back burner because their effects are painful to assess, and people 

assume they are too extensive to attack. Thus, the issues end up being completely ignored 

instead. However, if people were to accept their moral responsibility in correcting transboundary 

pollution, the issue would be far easier than expected to assess.  

By establishing and prioritizing transboundary pollution as an issue, the reduction in its 

effects will be easily accomplished through individual efforts and changes. Once people begin to 

place issues of the environment at the top of their concerns, this will be interpreted by the ruling 

bodies of government. If leaders view it as a priority, they will be more inclined to address it and 

alter current laws in place that contribute to invasive effects. By placing restrictions on 

businesses, the reduction in damage will increase significantly. Once private industries begin to 

see that this is an issue taken seriously, they will mirror the government’s response and 

accommodate and create products towards this cause. Company’s will not just be hindered by 

laws preventing them from partaking in harmful activity, but they will be determined to invest in 

the production of more energy efficient and environment weary products and services. While the 
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demand for more environment safe products will increase, the price for these technological 

advancements will lower. If solar panels drastically increased in usage, then people would 

complain less about their high prices. On an individual level, participating in elections, as well as 

slightly altering everyday routines will have a massive effect if people begin to collectively 

partake in these actions. While people often contradict these kinds of methods because a major 

difference requires a plurality of participation, the “failure to make a serious effort towards” the 

reduction of human imposed destruction, is in itself contributing to the continuation of it. Rather 

than view these alterations as making a difference, people should view them as merely abstaining 

from negative contribution. If more people adapted this mindset, there would be major strives 

forward.  

While Pogge’s method towards justice is ideal, it may not be too bold to be applicable to 

a large faction of people. Pogge urges the average citizen to make drastic changes to not only 

their daily lives, but to the system they are contributing too. This is a valid imposition given the 

damage of transboundary pollution, but it may not be feasible for many people. While his 

method for solving poverty may be economically feasible for the world’s wealthiest countries, it 

would not necessarily be an economically viable option for a factory worker who has no other 

job prospects. The issue with applying this reasoning towards transboundary pollution is that an 

enormous amount of the world’s population are financially dependant on the jobs which the 

biggest polluting companies have to offer. It may not be morally justifiable, but there may not be 

another option. Furthermore, Pogge’s method of reasoning does not address the faction of people 

who refuse to admit that transboundary pollution is a problem. A large number of the current 

administration in office currently defends a stance that denies global warming. In a case like this, 

there is no way to move along reduction of transboundary pollution because the leaders in power 
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are rejecting it as a concept. Instead of exhausting methods that require drastic alterations, Pogge 

should perhaps encourage starting on a smaller scale, and suggesting individual ways for citizens 

to make a difference. For example, buying an energy efficient car, switching to solar panels, or 

even growing a garden. By suggesting such extensive solutions as a foundation and necessity of 

his argument, he loses a part of his audience by overwhelming them with a chance they cannot 

individually instill– especially if they do not find an especially strong connection to the cause. 

In the final analysis, Pogge’s reasoning to eradicate poverty provides an intriguing 

method that can be applied to the reduction of transboundary pollution. His point that there are 

enough funds to solve the issue is valid with transboundary pollution because there are other 

viable options to be taking that produce far less ecological damage; such as solar or wind energy. 

Furthermore, Pogge draws on the idea of moral obligation, which parallels and applies even 

more with transboundary pollution because it is directly caused by humans. If Pogge’s approach 

towards relieving poverty were applied to transboundary pollution, people would take action 

quickly, and prioritize it over other issues because time is of the essence and it is humans’ moral 

responsibility to take care of the issue. Nonetheless, in assessing the effectiveness of his method, 

his claims are found to be slightly too broad which causes alienation of his theory from certain 

groups that do not express such enthusiasm for the cause. Those who do not agree with the fact 

that it is an issue, and those who are not willing to give up their jobs, may not be so inclined to 

drop their entire lifestyle to change the world. Thus it may be an insufficient as a method to 

provide for all groups.  
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